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PREFATORY NOTE

This volume of Ricardo’s Works is devoted to the spoken word: it contains his
speeches in the House of Commons, his evidence before Parliamentary Committees
and other speeches and addresses on various occasions. These have never before been
collected, or indeed reprinted from the contemporary records. Yet M“Culloch, who
had experience of Ricardo’s ‘easy, fluent and agreeable’ style of speaking and
conversing, held that in clearness and facility ‘his speeches were greatly superior to
his publications.’

The volume, apart from the introduction to the Speeches, was to a large extent
prepared before the war. Its making-up into page proof was interrupted by war-time
restrictions in 1943, and was completed after the end of the war in 1946. The editorial
introductions and notes, from the nature of the material, are rather more extensive
than in other volumes. More frequent quotation has been made from the unpublished
diaries of John Lewis Mallet, and special acknowledgement for permission to do so
must be made to the late Sir Bernard Mallet. It has also seemed appropriate to include
Lord Brougham’s sketch of Ricardo in Parliament, a first-hand though not
unprejudiced view.

In the preparation of this volume much valuable assistance was given by Mrs Barbara
Lowe.

p.s.

trinity college cambridgeAugust 1951
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INTRODUCTION TO THE SPEECHES IN PARLIAMENT

Summary. 1. Entering Parliament, p. xiii. 1. Ricardo in Parliament, p. xix. I11.
Committees on which Ricardo Served, p. xxiii. IV. How the Speeches were Reported,
p. xxvii. V. The Speeches in the Present Edition, p. Xxxi.

Entering Parliament

Ricardo entered Parliament in the early part of 1819 after he had retired from the
Stock Exchange and had written his main works on Political Economy. He remained a
member of the House of Commons until his death in September 1823, after five years
of active parliamentary life marked by constant attendance and frequent speeches.

The first suggestion that Ricardo should enter Parliament is in a letter from James
Mill in the autumn of 1814, urging him to place himself ‘in that situation in which his
tongue, as well as his pen might be of use.’1 This was at the time when Ricardo had
just acquired Gatcomb Park with the intention of giving up business activity in the
City. This intention could not be immediately carried out because of ‘the immense
concerns in business’2 which entirely occupied him in the spring and early summer of
1815. In August of that year Mill writes again: “You now can have no excuse for not
going into parliament, and doing what you can to improve that most imperfect
instrument of government.” He adds, ‘in a short time you would be a very instructive,
and a very impressive speaker.’3 Ricardo’s reply was characteristic: “Your
parliamentary scheme is above all others unfit for me,—my inclination does not in the
least point that way. Speak indeed! I could not, I am sure, utter three sentences
coherently’.4

In October 1816 Mill reverted to the subject, when, in connection with the absence of
Francis Horner from Parliament, which he deplored, he wrote: ‘You ought indeed to
be in parliament, and you must at any rate make arrangements for it at the general
election.’] At the end of November of that year Ricardo declined ‘an earnest
invitation to become a candidate for the representation of Worcester’, where a
vacancy had occurred. Confronted with the need to answer by return of post, and with
the danger of being ‘hurried into all the horrors of a contested election’, his ‘decision
was as prompt as the occasion required’2 and Mill in reply expressed full agreement
with the decision to decline the offer. ‘If I were in your situation (Mill wrote), the
rottenest Borough I could find would be my market, with nothing to do but part with a
sum of money.’3

A year later, in December 1817, Edward Wakefield, a friend of Mill who acted as
land agent to Ricardo, was negotiating for the borough of Portarlington: the seat for
which Ricardo was eventually returned in 1819. This was a typical pocket borough in
Ireland, in the patronage of the Earl of Portarlington.4 Ten years earlier, on 28 April
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1807, when a General Election was imminent, we find Wellington, then, as Sir Arthur
Wellesley, Chief Secretary for Ireland, writing from Dublin Castle: ‘Lord
Portarlington is in England, and the agent who settled for that borough upon the last
general election was Mr Parnell.5 We have no chance with him, and it would be best
to arrange the matter with Lord Portarlington. I heard here that he had sold the return
for six years at the last election, and if that should be true, of course we shall not get it
now.’6 In fact, at the General Election on 23 May 1807 William Lamb (afterwards
Lord Melbourne) was returned for Portarlington as an opposition member; but
appears to have ‘lost his seat in 1812 for his support of catholic emancipation’.1 At
the General Election of 1816, however, another oppositionist, Richard Sharp, a close
friend of Ricardo, was returned for the seat and still held it at the time of Wakefield’s
negotiations.

The approach to Wakefield had been made by an agent of the Earl of Portarlington
with the object of raising a loan on the security of the Portarlington estates including
the borough.2 The Earl had already borrowed large sums on annuities,3 and his
estates had been assigned to trustees, one of whom was Sir Henry Parnell, his brother-
in-law and an opposition member of Parliament. It was intended to use the proposed
loan to pay off the annuities encumbering the estates. The amount required was ‘from
10 to £20,000°.4 Wakefield offered to lend the money on condition that he could
nominate the member for the borough at ‘the market price of the day’, this price to be
determined by ‘some distinguished and honourable member of the house ... —say
such a person as Mr. Grenfell’.5 He thereupon wrote to Ricardo that, if these terms
were accepted, the seat would be placed at his service.6

The Earl’s agent, however, proceeded to enquire whether Ricardo, if elected, would
vote with the Ministers; and on receiving Wakefield’s reply that ‘politics must not be
named— but perfect freedom’, the negotiations came to an end, on the ground that
‘Lord Portarlington found there was nothing to be got by returning an opposition
man’.]1 The fact, noted by Wakefield, that the Earl’s agent (N. Kirkland) was cousin
of Charles Arbuthnot, Patronage Secretary in the Government, suggests that it was he,
even more than Lord Portarlington, who was anxious to secure the return of a
ministerialist.

A number of other seats were also considered about this time.2 Nothing resulted,
however, from these negotiations, and by the time of the General Election Ricardo
had become reconciled to having no seat. He writes to Malthus on 24 June 1818: ‘I
believe it is now finally settled that I am not to be in Parliament, and truly glad [ am
that the question is at any rate settled, for the certainty of a seat could hardly
compensate me for the disagreeables attending the negociation for it’;3 and to Trower
on 27 June: ‘My own endeavors to get a seat in the House have not been attended
with success, but I believe that amongst all those who are disappointed, in a similar
manner, there is not one more resigned than I am. I could meet with nothing where I
should not have had a contest, which [ was exceedingly unwilling to encounter’.4 At
the General Election, on 11 July 1818, the sitting member, Richard Sharp, was again
returned for Portarlington.
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Soon after the General Election independent negotiations were started by Brougham;
and although these were again for the Portarlington seat, they do not seem to have
been connected with the previous negotiations of Wakefield.5 The first that Ricardo
heard of it was at the end of August 1818, when after a visit of Mill to Gatcomb they
went to Gloucester together, where Mill received a letter from Brougham containing a
definite offer in connection with the seat. To this Ricardo promptly consented, on ‘the
terms proposed’, subject only to his solicitor seeing that ‘all is right and secure’.1 On
receipt of Ricardo’s answer Brougham wrote: ‘I have arranged all about Ricardo’. He
had seen Sir Henry Parnell and ‘we settled everything as he (R) could wish—The
titles will take some little time—but all is sure.’2 The terms were that Ricardo should
make a loan of between £20,000 and £36,000 against a mortgage on the Portarlington
estates, and should pay £4,000 for the seat ‘secured for four years’ (implying the right
of re-election in the event of an early dissolution)3 and in addition ‘a chance of sitting
7 years’ (in case of there being no dissolution and Parliament lasting its full term).4
There seems to have been some misunderstanding as to whether Ricardo was to
receive the maximum rate of interest fixed by Irish law (6 per cent) or by English law
(5 per cent).5 In the event, the loan was of £25,000 and the interest 6 per cent.6

While Ricardo was not actually seated until February 1819, the delay was not due to
the disagreement about terms or to the long drawn-out difficulties over the security
for the loan. As Brougham had promised Mill, Ricardo was seated ‘the very first day
that the forms of Parliament will admit’,7 or very nearly so. For a new writ could not
be issued until the new Parliament had met and the fourteen days allowed for
presenting election petitions had expired. Parliament was opened by the Regent on 21
January 1819, and the first writs for new elections in vacant seats were issued on 5
February. The writ for the return of a member for Portarlington, in the room of
Richard Sharp who had accepted the Chiltern Hundreds, was issued on 8 February.
Ricardo was returned to Parliament on 20 February 1819, and took his seat on the
26th.1

The arrangements for the loan to Lord Portarlington took a long time to complete.
When at last all the legal documents seemed to be in order, difficulties arose on
account of the encumbrances which had to be removed to give priority to Ricardo’s
mortgage: some of the annuitants refusing to be paid off or to assign their annuities. It
was not until the autumn of 1820 that these difficulties were finally overcome, and the
£25,000 paid over.2

Within a year of this Lord Portarlington was applying to Ricardo for a further loan of
£6,000. This was in order to buy another estate, or more precisely, as Ricardo’s
solicitor Crosse put it, ‘to replace a sum given by the Honble Mrs. Damer to his
Lordship to purchase the estate but which he diverted to another purpose.” Ricardo
seems to have regarded the estates which were already mortgaged to him as adequate
security for the additional loan, but Parnell urged that he should take a security on the
new estate, ‘as otherwise it will enable his Lordship to Mortgage it and procure a
further loan from some other person.’3

At the time of the General Election of 1820, which followed the death of George III,
there were reports that Ricardo was to contest the County of Gloucester; but these he
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denied, saying that he would never have consented to ‘embark on so perilous an
undertaking’ as that of contesting a county with ‘an old and powerful family’
(namely, that of the Duke of Beaufort).4 As he wrote to Trower: ‘My late constituents
at Portarlington appear to be a very good tempered set of gentlemen, and will I am
sure elect me without hesitation to the next Parliament.’ 1 He was, in fact, returned
again for Portarlington on 27 March 1820.2

1.

Ricardo In Parliament

‘If I could, without much trouble, get into the New Parliament I would’, Ricardo had
written to Trower in 1818. ‘I should neither be Whig nor Tory but should be
anxiously desirous of promoting every measure which should give us a chance of
good government. This I think will never be obtained without a reform in
Parliament.’3

His attitude in the House on political questions was summed up after his death by the
Globe and Traveller newspaper4 as follows: ‘Mr Ricardo was generally regarded as a
moderate oppositionist. He was, however, the most decided and thorough Reformer
within the walls of Parliament. With respect to government he had embraced the
principles of Bentham. He was invariably found at his post on the Opposition
benches, and, on every division, he voted on the side of the people.” On these subjects
his speeches were few, the principal ones being that on Lord John Russell’s motion
for a Reform of Parliament on 24 April 1823 and his last speech for Free Discussion
of Religious Opinions on 1 July 1823.

It was to economic subjects that most of his speeches were devoted. He entered on his
parliamentary career with a considerable reputation as the originator of the currency
plan embodied in Peel’s Bill of 1819;5 and on the occasion of his first important
speech, which was on the Resumption of Cash Payments, ‘he did not rise until he was
loudly called upon from all sides of the House.”1 However, following his proposal of
a tax on capital to pay off the national debt, which was regarded as a ‘wild sort of
notion’ even by his own friends,2 the attitude of the House towards him underwent
some change, and he came to be looked upon as a theorist. As he wrote to McCulloch
in the summer of 1820: ‘I am treated as an ultra reformer and a visionary on
commercial subjects by both Agriculturists and Manufacturers. Do you not observe
that even Mr. Baring, the professed but I think lukewarm friend of free trade, did not
nominate me on his committee.’3

With the growing severity of the depression in agriculture his speeches became
increasingly concerned with the relation of Peel’s Bill (and of the monetary policy
that had followed it) to agricultural distress. Here he frequently found himself on the
same side as the Government in his speeches, in repelling the attacks of the country
gentlemen who attributed the depression to the effects of that measure and to the
burden of taxation. At the same time, he opposed the Ministers when they found a
remedy for the situation in protection. In the later years of Ricardo’s parliamentary
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career there was a gradual transition of the Tory Government towards a more liberal
commercial policy, under the auspices of Wallace, Huskisson and Robinson,4 and
with it the removal of a number of restrictions on trade; as a result at this stage
Ricardo is found speaking more frequently in support of government measures.

It may be noted that shortly before his death Ricardo had promised his friend Joseph
Hume that he would assist him in his proposed motion against the laws restricting the
emigration of artizans, the exportation of machinery and the combination of
workmen. And when Hume introduced the motion on 12 February 1824, he opened
his speech with a commemorative passage on Ricardo, with which Huskisson
associated himself; this is quoted on p. 332 below.

The record of Ricardo’s votes is necessarily incomplete. At that time (and until 1836)
only the numbers in divisions were recorded officially, while the names were ignored.
On questions of special interest, however, it was usual for members of the opposition
to give their list to the reporters, thus securing publication of their own names in the
newspapers and in Hansard.1 During Ricardo’s period in Parliament (from 26 Feb.
1819 to the end of the Session of 1823) Hansard records 224 such opposition lists,
and Ricardo appears in 167 of them.2 In a contemporary analysis of the lists of the
minorities on 36 questions (selected as being of particular importance) divided upon
in the Sessions of 1821 and 1822, Ricardo appears in 28—only six members
appearing more frequently.3

These figures probably understate Ricardo’s regularity in attendance, since there were
occasions, however rare, when he refrained from voting with the Opposition.4 Of 9
questions on which, exceptionally, both majority and minority lists were recorded in
1821 and 18225 Ricardo appears in all of them on the side of the Opposition, with the
exception of one (the vote on the Roman Catholic claims, discussed below) in which
he is not included in either list.6

His votes at the end of the debates in which he took part (when known) are as a rule
recorded in this volume at the end of each speech. Some of his votes on other
occasions are also of interest. His first recorded vote in the House (on 2 March 1819)
was in support of Mackintosh’s motion for reducing the number of offences subject to
capital punishment; and he voted again for similar motions on 23 May and 4 June
1821 and 21 May 1823.

He also voted for Bennet’s motions for the abolition of punishment by flogging (30
April and 7 July 1823). Throughout the special session called after Peterloo in 1819
he voted against the measures known as the ‘Six Acts’, in addition to speaking against
one of them; and later (on 8 May 1821) he voted for the repeal of another, the
Blasphemous and Seditious Libels Act. He supported Sir Francis Burdett’s motion, on
16 May 1821, for an investigation into the Peterloo massacre. He voted against the
Irish Insurrection Bill on 7 and 8 February 1822 and against its continuance on 8 July
of the same year and on 12 May 1823; and he seconded Hume’s motion for abolishing
the office of Lord-Lieutenant of Ireland on 25 June 1823. On foreign affairs he voted
for Mackintosh’s motion (21 February 1821) on the action of the Powers of the Holy
Alliance with respect to the revolution in Naples; for Lord W. Bentinck’s motion (21
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June 1821) concerning the affairs of Sicily; and for Hume’s motion (14 May 1822) on
the state of the lonian islands where martial law had been proclaimed. He voted
against the Foreign Enlistment Bill (on 3 and 10 June 1819) and against the renewal
of the Alien Bill (on 7 July 1820 and again on 1 July 1821).

The fact that Ricardo does not appear in the list of members who voted on Plunket’s
motion for the Roman Catholic claims which was adopted on 28 February 1821
(either in the majority or in the minority which in this case are both given) is curious: 1
the more so since we know from a letter to Trower that he was present at the debate
and that he was unreservedly in favour of the motion.2 Professor Cannan, in his essay
on ‘Ricardo in Parliament’, has conjectured that he remained neutral, and asks: ‘Can it
have been due to some compact with the power which gave him his seat for
Portarlington?’3 It is true that some members for Irish constituencies, in fear of
offending their Protestant patrons, refrained from voting for the Catholic claims, or if
they voted felt that they did so ‘at the imminent hazard of their seats’;1 and it was in
fact the seat of Portarlington which, as we have seen above (p. xv), William Lamb lost
in 1812 for supporting Catholic emancipation. All this lends plausibility to Cannan’s
suggestion. On the other hand it is clear from what we know of the negotiations by
which Ricardo acquired his seat that there were no political conditions attached. The
financial situation of Lord Portarlington had disastrously deteriorated since 1812, and
Ricardo had been able to negotiate from the strong position of the lender of a large
sum. But the decisive consideration is that during the period 1819-1823 Hansard did
in fact give on a second occasion the list of those voting for the claims of the Roman
Catholics, and Ricardo’s name appears in this list (namely that on Brougham’s motion
of 26 June 1823 in support of a petition ‘from the Roman Catholics of Ireland
complaining of the Inequality in the Administration of the Law”).2

A more probable explanation is that the omission of Ricardo’s name in the case of
Plunket’s motion was due to a mistake in the division list. We have seen above that
these lists were entirely unofficial; they were also often inaccurate, and on the
occasion in question there were said to have been several omissions.3

II1.

Committees On Which Ricardo Served

While he was in Parliament, Ricardo was a member of several Select Committees,
which are listed below. He was appointed to the first of these within a few days of
taking his seat, but after that for nearly two years he was not on any other committee.
(As we have seen above, Baring refrained from nominating Ricardo for his Foreign
Trade Committee in 1820; and although nominated for the Agricultural Committee of
1820, he was not in fact appointed to it.1 ) In his last session, however, we find him so
busy with committees every morning that these, together with his regular attendance
in the House, (as he wrote to Trower in July 1823)2 “fully occupied’ his time.

Poor Law Committee. The Select Committee on the Poor Law was appointed on 9
February 1819. Ricardo was added on 1 March. Chairman, Sturges Bourne. It heard
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evidence between 19 March and 28 June from 3 witnesses. Reported on 30 Junel819.
The immediate recommendations of the report were limited to the removal of
impediments to ‘the free circulation of labour’ and emigration; it also recommended,
however, that ultimately parishes should be freed from ‘the impracticable obligation
of finding employment’ for all who need it, and that relief should be confined to those
unable to work.

Agricultural Committee 1821. The Select Committee on Petitions complaining of the
Depressed State of Agriculture was appointed on 7 March 1821.3 Chairman, T. S.
Gooch. Sat for 14 weeks and heard 42 witnesses. Reported on 18 Junel821. The
examination of the agricultural witnesses ‘was throughout conducted with great
ability by Mr Ricardo, Mr Huskisson, and others’, according to the Scotsman (2
Junel821). Ricardo’s letters contain many references to this. He ‘worked very hard’
in the Committee4 ‘against a host of adversaries, in the shape of witnesses, as well as
members’.5 Regarding one witness, Thomas Attwood, he says, ‘his claims to
infallibility have been sifted by Huskisson and myself’;6 and of another, William
Jacob, ‘I ... persevered in my questions to him, till I believe he thought me rude’.7 He
himself called two merchants as witnesses, Thomas Tooke and Edward Solly.8 The
report was drafted by Huskisson9 but considerably altered in Committee in a
protectionist direction. Ricardo’s opinion of it will be found below, pp. 151-2, and is
summed up in a letter to McCulloch with the words: ‘considering the composition of
the committee it is better than could be expected’.1 The report was not debated in the
House but referred to the Agricultural Committee of the following year.

A glimpse of what went on inside the Committee is given by two entries in J. L.
Mallet’s MS Diary:

“7 May 1821. Ricardo in the Agricultural Committee. 1 dined yesterday at Ricardo’s.
There was a good deal of conversation upon the agricultural Committee. Ricardo says
that they look upon him as a mere Theorist, but that they are very civil and allow him
to take his own course with a view of establishing his principles by evidence. As to
opinion the Committee is a perfect Babel. There are not two men agreed.

‘10 May 1821. Agriculture Committee. Ricardo is left very much to himself in the
Agricultural Committee. Baring who promised to assist him has not taken any share in
the proceedings. Huskisson has been of service; and the Government are evidently on
his side and wish to resist these greedy and unreasonable Lords of the Soil, as Cobbet
calls them; but it is a dangerous task. Lord Londonderry2 spoke yesterday for an hour
in the Committee, and Ricardo says that he would have defied any man to have made
a tolerable grasp of the real opinion of His Lordship. This is a most happy faculty in
Lord Londonderry.’

Agricultural Committee 1822. The Select Committee on the Allegations of the several
Petitions presented to the House in the last and present Sessions of Parliament
complaining of the Distressed State of Agriculture was appointed on 18 February
1822, largely with the same membership as the Committee of 1821:3 Huskisson
although a member did not attend. Chairman, Lord Londonderry. The Committee took
no evidence and reported on 1 April 1822. The report which was strongly
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protectionist gave rise to a prolonged debate in the House which ended in the passing
of the new Corn Law (see below, p. 148 ff.). Ricardo discusses this report and
contrasts it with that of the Committee of the previous year in Protection to
Agriculture, above, 1V, 244 {f.

Committee on Public Accounts. The Select Committee on the Public Accounts of the
United Kingdom annually laid before Parliament was appointed on 18 April 1822.
Chairman, Lord Palmerston. The Committee took no evidence. Reported on 31 July
1822. The report recommended that the accounts should be simplified so as to present
as in a balance sheet the income and expenditure of each year. (An attempt had
already been made by the Government in this direction at Ricardo’s suggestion; see
below, p. 145.)

Committee on Stationery. The Select Committee on the Printing and Stationery
supplied to the House of Commons and to the Public Departments was appointed on
14 May 1822. Chairman, Lord Binning. It heard evidence from 54 witnesses.
Reported on 30 July 1822. The Committee considered complaints of corrupt practices
in the Stationery and Printing Departments and recommended, inter alia, the stamping
of all paper used in public offices with ‘a peculiar mark’ to prevent theft.

Committee on Sewers. The Select Committee on the powers vested in and exercised
by the Commissioners of Sewers in the Metropolis was appointed on 25 February
1823. Chairman, Peter Moore. It heard evidence from 4 witnesses between 5 March
and 19 June. Reported on 10 July 1823, reporting only the evidence, without offering
any opinion.

Committee on Law Merchant. The Select Committee on the state of the Law relating
to Goods, Wares, and Merchandise intrusted to Merchants, Agents, or Factors was
appointed on 15 May 1823. Chairman, John Smith. It heard evidence from 52
witnesses. Reported on 13 June 1823. The Committee’s main recommendation was:
‘That a person possessing a bill of lading, or other apparent symbol of property, not
importing that such property belongs to others, shall be considered as the true owner,
so far as respects any person who may deal with him, in relation to such property,
under an ignorance of his real character.” (This corresponded with Ricardo’s opinion
as expressed in a speech on 12 May 1823, below, p. 293.)

Committee on the Labouring Poor in Ireland. The Select Committee on the condition
of the Labouring Poor in Ireland, with a view to facilitating the application of the
Funds of Private Individuals and Associations for their Employment in Useful and
Productive Labour was appointed on 20 June 1823. Ricardo was added to the
Committee on 23 June. Chairman, Spring Rice. It heard evidence from 18 witnesses
between 23 June and 4 July. Reported on 16 July 1823. The appointment of the
Committee arose from a petition from Ireland, presented on 18 June 1823, praying the
House to consider how far ‘Mr. Owen’s plan for the employment of the poor ... could
be applied to the employment of the peasantry of Ireland’. The report, while admitting
that Owen’s plan might be suitable for private experiment, regarded it as not a “fit
subject of legislative assistance’. Ricardo comments on the subject of the enquiry in a
letter to Trower, below, IX, 313-14.
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IV.

How The Speeches Were Reported

Parliamentary reporting in Ricardo’s time was something very different from the
official shorthand reporting of the present day. The whole business was a private
venture of the newspapers, and their reporters had only recently gained even a bare
toleration in the House. One cannot form an estimate of the authenticity of Ricardo’s
speeches as they have come down to us without some idea as to how they were
recorded.

The pioneer in the reporting of debates was the Morning Chronicle, which was
founded in 1769 and conducted by William Woodfall. At a time when the taking of
notes by strangers in the House was strictly prohibited, Woodfall was enabled by an
extraordinary memory to write up a whole debate after listening to it from the
Strangers’ Gallery. When in 1789 James Perry took over the editorship from him, he
introduced the system of ‘division of labour’: this consisted in employing a team of
reporters, each of whom sat in on the debate for a ‘turn’ of three-quarters of an hour
and then, on being relieved in the Gallery by a colleague, left to write up his report at
the office.1 From that time onwards, even though the system came to be universally
adopted, the Morning Chronicle ‘was distinguished by its superior excellence in
reporting the proceedings of Parliament.’2

Towards the close of the eighteenth century, when ‘the use of notebooks and pencils
by “strangers” was still an unholy sight in the eyes of the Speaker’, the reporters
established the practice of taking seats in the back row of the Strangers’ Gallery
where, ‘sitting remotely in the shadows’, they could take notes ‘without being
observed from the Chair’;1 and a few years later the Speaker acknowledged their right
to the exclusive occupation of the back row.2 This position, however, ‘not only did
not facilitate their hearing what was said by the members when addressing the House,
but exposed them to great annoyance from the talking of the strangers on the five or
six rows of seats before them.’3 As late as 1819, ‘they were still forbidden to take
notes anywhere save on the back row’;4 and in that year one of the reporters of the
Morning Chronicle, Peter Finnerty, was brought to the Bar of the House and
reprimanded for having persisted in taking notes while sitting in the front row of the
Strangers’ Gallery.5

Apart from these handicaps, there was among the reporters themselves a general
prejudice against verbatim reporting. This was based on the idea that shorthand
writers are incompetent to report a good speech, because ‘they attend to words
without entering into the thoughts of the speaker.’6 At the same time it was held that
the reporter taking down a speech in long-hand was obliged to ‘clothe the idea in his
own phraseology’ and to endeavour to ‘make the style as correct and elegant as
possible.’7 As it has been tersely put, he ‘gave eloquence to the stammerer and
concentration to the diffuse’.8
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This type of reporting, however, required that ‘the reporter must thoroughly
understand the subject discussed, and be qualified to follow the reasoning ... of the
speaker.’9 Ricardo’s matter did not easily lend itself to writing-up by reporters, and as
he says in a letter to Trower, ‘It is a great disadvantage to me that the reporters not
understanding the subject cannot readily follow me—they often represent me as
uttering perfect nonsense.’ 1

The Parliamentary Debates, printed by, and ‘published under the superintendence of’
T. C. Hansard, was also a private concern, and while it had by this time gained a
definite ascendancy, short-lived rivals still appeared from time to time.2 Hansard had
no reporters of his own, and his publication was compiled by collation of various
newspaper reports or from copies supplied by the speakers or published by them in
pamphlet form.3 By advertisements in the press and in his own publication he invited
the ‘communication’ of speeches for his work.

Hansard however was far from being a complete record: some speeches and even
whole debates were not reported in it at all, even though they had appeared in the
newspapers. Omissions were no doubt in many cases caused by the inadequacy of
newspaper reports and the difficulty of securing better ones, but in others they were
probably due merely to the need to limit the size of the volumes.

Two or three volumes of Hansard were devoted to each session, and these appeared
after considerable delay: thus the volume containing the debates of the first three
months of 1821 was not advertised as ‘ready for delivery’ until nearly a year later;
and 1t was announced that the volume covering the following period, up to the close
of the session on 11 July 1821, would be published in October 1822.4

The editor of the Parliamentary Debates since its foundation in 1803 was John

Wright. The method by which he proceeded in his work can be seen from a letter
which he wrote to Ricardo to obtain a report of his speech of 11 June 1823:

WRIGHT TO RICARDO1
112 Regent Street. August 20. 1823.
Sir,

As I am very desirous that a correct report of your Speech on Mr Western’s motion
should be preserved in The Parliamentary Debates 1 beg leave to say that I shall be
very glad if you could find leisure to furnish me with such report in the course of fen
days. 1 enclose the Newspaper reports which you will find very scanty— so much so,
that I think it would be less trouble to write out the whole, than to attempt to correct
what is printed. I shall be glad to be favoured with a line on the subject, and am, Sir,

Your Faithful Humble Sert.

J. Wright
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David Ricardo Esq.

Ricardo complied with this request, as appears from the note attached to the speech in
Hansard (see below, p. 309).

The way in which Ricardo on a similar occasion used the newspaper cuttings which
were sent to him is graphically shown by the facsimile of the original report, which he
prepared for Hansard, of his famous speech of 24 May 1819 on the Resumption of
Cash Payments (below, facing p. 332).2

So much care in securing a full record from the speakers was apparently used by
Wright only for major speeches, and the quality of the rendering in their case is
markedly superior to that of the lesser ones. In other cases he probably contented
himself with making a compilation from the newspaper reports.

Thus, from the picture that we have of parliamentary reporting at that time, it seems
clear that we cannot read Ricardo’s speeches with the same confidence in their
authenticity as we can his writings, or even his evidence.1

There is, however, one speech of which we are now able to read Ricardo’s own
report, undoubtedly written within a day after the debate; that is the speech on Mr
Western’s Motion of 10 July1822.2 The original transcript, hitherto unpublished, was
found in the Mill-Ricardo papers and is given in the present volume instead of
Hansard'’s version, of which it is four times as extensive. This report, having been
written by Ricardo himself so soon after delivering it, has an authority unequalled by
any others, even by those of which we know, or can guess from their quality, that they
were revised by him, since this revision would normally be carried out months later,
owing to the delays in the preparation of Hansard. One can therefore take the report
of the speech of 10 July 1822 as a standard by which to judge the quality of the
others.

V.

The Speeches In The Present Edition

In the present edition Ricardo’s speeches have been reprinted from The Parliamentary
Debates (referred to throughout as Hansard ).3 However, in every case in which
Hansard’s report seemed doubtful for one reason or another, it has been collated with
the reports in the newspapers; and whenever one of the latter seemed more plausible,
this has been given as an alternative in a footnote. Extensive, though not systematic,
collation of a general kind with newspaper reports has also been carried out; and in
many cases this has made it possible to add in footnotes passages from the
newspapers where these are fuller. Moreover, a dozen of Ricardo’s parliamentary
speeches, which have been found in the newspapers but are not reproduced in
Hansard, have been included, and the fact noted.4

The titles of the speeches are those given by Hansard to the respective debates. Each
of Ricardo’s speeches is introduced by summaries or brief quotations from previous
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speakers, which indicate the subject of the debate or are referred to by Ricardo. At the
end of each speech is given the result of the division, if any, on the question under
consideration; and occasionally extracts from subsequent speakers who replied to
Ricardo. This and other editorial matter is throughout distinguished by smaller type.
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Lord Brougham’S Sketch Of Ricardo In Parliament

[From Historical Sketches Of Statesmen Who Flourished In
The Time Of George 111, Second Series, By Henry Lord
Brougham, London, Charles Knight, 1839, Pp. 188—191]

The Bill which usually goes by Mr. Peel’s name had been passed for restoring the
currency a short time before Mr. Ricardo came into Parliament; but the Committee
(commonly called the Second Bullion Committee), out of whose Report the measure
arose, had fully adopted the principle and had clearly followed the plan laid down by
Mr. Ricardo. When he took his place in the House of Commons, after the high
reputation which had preceded him, he necessarily appeared to some disadvantage
under the weight of the great expectations formed of him. But, as far as these were
reasonable, however ample, they were fully answered. His speaking, his conduct, his
manner, were all unexceptionable, and all suited to the man, his high station among
philosophers, his known opinions on political affairs, his kindly nature, and his
genuine modesty. There was something about him, chiefly a want of all affectation as
well as pretension in everything he said or did, that won the respect of every party.
His matter was ever of high value. Whether you agreed or differed with him, you
were well pleased to have it brought out and made to bear upon the question, if indeed
the pursuit of right and truth was your object. His views were often, indeed,
abundantly theoretical, sometimes too refined for his audience, occasionally
extravagant from his propensity to follow a right principle into all its consequences,
without duly taking into account in practice the condition of things to which he was
applying it, as if a mechanician were to construct an engine without taking into
consideration the resistance of the air in which it was to work, or the strength and the
weight and the friction of the parts of which it was to be made. When he propounded,
as the best way of extricating us from our financial embarrassments, that the capital of
the country should be taxed 700 or 800 millions, and the debt at once paid off, and
defended this scheme upon the twofold ground, that what a debtor owes is always to
be deducted from his property and regarded as belonging to his creditors, and that the
expense of managing the debt and raising the revenue to pay the interest would be a
large saving to the nation, he assumed as true two undeniable facts, but he drew a
practical inference not more startling at its first statement than inadmissible when
closely examined upon the clearest grounds of both expediency and justice. It may
even be doubted whether the only feasible portion of the plan, the diminution of
interest from time to time effected by threats of repaying the principal, or rather
redeeming the annuities (the only thing to which the public creditor is entitled), be not
a step too far in this direction both as to justice and policy. In like manner he always
greatly undervalued the amount of the depreciation in the currency upon prices
generally, estimating it solely by the difference between the Mint price and the
Market price of gold; and so confidently did he believe in this speculative estimate,
that his practical plan for restoring the currency was grounded upon it. But while such
were his errors, and those of a kind to excite very strong feelings in certain large and
important classes in the House of Commons, he was uniformly and universally
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respected for the sterling qualities of his capacity and his character, which were
acknowledged by all.

His speaking was of an admirable description; clear, simple, correct in diction,
copious in argument, pregnant with information, but never thrown away. He reserved
the share which he took in debate for questions to which his attention had been
particularly directed, with which he was familiar, and to which he attached great
importance. Hence, even his extreme opinions upon questions connected with the
reform of the constitution in Church and State gave no offence; for he appeared not to
court the opportunity of delivering them, but as if compelled by a sense of duty to
declare his mind, careless or indisposed otherwise to make a speech. Few men have,
accordingly, had more weight in Parliament; certainly none who, finding but a very
small body of his fellow-members to agree with his leading opinions, might be said
generally to speak against the sense of his audience, ever commanded a more patient
or even favourable hearing; and, as this was effected without any of the more ordinary
powers of oratory or of entertainment possessed by others, it might be regarded as the
triumph of reason, intelligence, and integrity over untoward circumstances and alien
natures. The regret felt for his loss was in proportion to the high estimation in which
he had been held during the three years that he sat in Parliament; and the country, as
well as its representatives, justly sorrowed over a great light extinguished
prematurely, which had already proved so useful, and which might have been
expected to render so much greater and longer service in illuminating the world.

David Ricardo 1822 from a bust made at Florence.
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SPEECHES IN THE HOUSE OF COMMONS
SESSION 1819

POOR RATES MISAPPLICATION BILL
25 March 1819

Mr. Sturges Bourne moved for leave to bring in a bill, which, he declared, was
intended to prevent the payment of the wages of labour out of the poor rates; no relief
should in future be given to able-bodied labourers in employment, but their children
should be provided for and set to work.

Mr. Ricardo thought, that the two great evils for which it was desirable to provide a
remedy, were, the tendency towards a redundant population, and the inadequacy of
the wages to the support of the labouring classes; and he apprehended, that the
measure now proposed would not afford any security against the continuance of these
evils. On the contrary, he thought that, if a provision were made for all the children of
the poor, it would only increase the evil; for if parents felt assured that an asylum
would be provided for their children, in which they would be treated with humanity
and tenderness, there would then be no check to that increase of population which was
so apt to take place among the labouring classes. With regard to the other evil, the
inadequacy of the wages, it ought to be remembered, that if this measure should have
the effect of raising them, they would still be no more than the wages of a single man,
and would never rise so high as to afford a provision for a man with a family.

[On the second reading see below, p. 6.]
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FIRST REPORT FROM THE BANK OF ENGLAND
COMMITTEE— CASH PAYMENTS BILL
5 April 1819

Mr. Peel, the chairman of the secret committee, presented their first report, which
recommended that cash payments, which had been partially resumed, should be
suspended until the final report of the committee had been received and a legislative
measure passed thereupon; he moved for leave to bring in a bill to that effect. Mr.
Tierney, a member of the committee, opposing the motion, said that the only effect of
the bill would be to save a little expense to the Bank whereas ‘any sacrifice ought to
be made rather than that good faith should not be preserved.’

Mr. Ricardo began by requesting the indulgence of the House, which he hoped he
should experience, especially as he was about to dispute the opinions of the right hon.
gentlemanl who had just spoken with so much eloquence. It appeared to him very
extraordinary, indeed, that the Bank should be called upon as the right hon. gentleman
argued, to issue gold at 3/. 17s. while they were obliged to pay 4/. 1s. for that very
gold. Those who obtained the gold upon such terms must, of course, profit by the
difference, and they could only derive that profit by acting contrary to law—that was
either by clandestinely exporting the gold, or by melting it down. Would parliament
consent to allow such a class of persons to obtain profit at the expense of the Bank?
Such a class was, indeed, he apprehended, the very last to which parliament would
consent to grant any peculiar favour or protection. That the resumption of cash
payments by the Bank must be preceded by a reduction of its paper issues, was quite
obvious. But then that reduction ought to be gradual, and in order to enable the Bank
to resume its cash payments, such a measure as that now proposed appeared to him
essentially necessary. He approved of the views of the right hon. gentleman as to the
provision of an adequate guard against the repetition of the dangers, hitherto resulting
from the improvident conduct of the Bank. He also agreed, that before the Bank could
pay in gold, it must take measures to replenish its coffers, and that to replenish its
coffers by providing an adequate supply of gold, it must reduce its issue of notes. But,
with a view to enable the Bank to resume its payments in cash, he was decidedly of
opinion that the proposed measure was essentially necessary, and was sorry that it had
not before now been adopted.

Leave was given to bring in the bill, which was then passed.
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MR. LYTTELTON’S MOTION RESPECTING STATE
LOTTERIES
4 May 1819

Mr. Lyttelton moved a series of resolutions for the abolition of State Lotteries.

Mr. Ricardo supported the motion, and pointed out the evils which arose from the
drawings of the lottery so often in the year. He quoted the resolutions of a society to
which many of the ministers belonged, deprecating the lottery; and observed, that they
were thus condemning, as individuals, the law which they came to support by their
votes. 1

The House divided: for the motion, 84; against it, 133. Ricardo voted for the motion.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 28 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[Back to Table of Contents]

SINKING FUND
13 May 1819

Mr. Grenfell moved for a committee on the sinking fund. The present system was for
the commissioners for the redemption of the national debt to go four times a week
into the city to purchase stock, which in effect ‘they bought with borrowed
money—the money borrowed from the loan-contractors.” ‘This was creating a new
debt for no other purpose than to destroy an old one: selling new stock cheap in order
to buy old stock dear.” His object was to convince the House of the expediency of
applying the sinking fund to diminish the loan which was to be raised for the service
of the year. The saving to the public which might have been effected if this method
had been applied from 1793 to 1813 amounted to 20,000,000/. and on the loan of
1815 the saving might have been upwards of 2,000,000/. Amongst those who differed
from him in this opinion some were under a bias from self-interest. ‘Loan-contractors
were not in his judgment exactly that description of persons by whose advice in these
matters a chancellor of the exchequer ought to be governed. In 1814, the right hon.
gentleman had stated in his place, that, having conferred with a number of gentlemen
contracting for the loan with regard to the propriety of acting on his (Mr. Grenfell’s)
suggestion, they all, with one exception only, signified their disapprobation of it, and
recommended a loan of 24,000,000.. instead of 12,000,000 The exception to which
he alluded was that of his honourable friend (Mr. Ricardo),1 who, greatly to his credit,
observed to the chancellor of the exchequer, that if he considered his own interest
merely, he must agree with his brother contractors; but if he were to consult the
advantage of the country, he should advise the application of the sinking fund, and a
loan of 12,000,000!. only.’

The Chancellor of the Exchequer objected to the motion, on the ground that it would
fetter the discretion of government. As to the case of the loan in 1815 ‘it was true that
a great profit had been made upon the loan alluded to, but it was contracted for
previous to the battle of Waterloo, and the profit was derived from conquest, and the
successful termination of hostilities.” With regard to the supposed saving of
20,000,000/. upon all the loans contracted for during the war, if the system of
applying to the sinking fund had been adopted, the sum mentioned did not exceed two
per cent of the amount borrowed in that period. ‘Instead of a profit, however, a loss
had been sometimes incurred, which would probably have balanced the amount of the
saving. The contractors, too, would have objected, and offered less favourable terms.’
‘One great advantage attending the present system was, that it produced a general
steadiness of prices.... Were it not for the regular purchases made by the
commissioners, there would be few real buyers, and persons under the necessity of
selling would be at the mercy of stock-jobbers.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that he understood the hon. mover to have argued, not that the
commissioners, if subscribers for the loans, would have procured for the public the
profit which arose from the events of war or peace; but that they would have retained
for the public that regular premium which the contractors obtained independently of
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the events of peace or war—which they were entitled to for undertaking the risk of
such extensive undertakings, but which of course, under the present plan, was lost to
the public. In that opinion he heartily concurred, as he could not conceive the
advantage which could arise from giving the commissioners sums to lay out in the
purchase of stock, while sellers were sent by the government to supply them with the
stock which they were to buy. The contractors for the loan brought their stock to
market just in the same degrees as the commissioners purchased it: they did not
dispose of it in the mass, but brought it weekly and daily to market to provide for their
instalments. Any gentleman who supposed that if that process did not go on, it would
be in the power of the jobbers to make hard terms with the sellers of stock, must have
been perfectly ignorant of the stock market [Hear! hear!], for competition was no
where carried to such an extent, and no where operated with more benefit to the
public. His hon. friend had alluded to the opinion which he (Mr. Ricardo) had given
before the chancellor of the exchequer in 1814. He had certainly then given the
opinion which he had long entertained. He should have shrunk into the earth before
those who had long known his sentiments if he had given any other; but he knew that
those gentlemen who gave a contrary opinion, had given it just as conscientiously; for
great and sincere differences of judgment on this subject existed in the city. To him it
certainly appeared, that if the process of the sinking fund had an effect on the stock
market, a similar process must produce an effect on all other markets in the country,
and that, for instance, it must be contended that the chancellor of the exchequer could
produce an effect on the corn-market, by sending a commissioner to buy a quarter of
wheat, while he sent a contractor to sell the same quantity.

The House divided on the motion: Ayes, 39; Noes, 117. Ricardo voted for the motion.
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POOR RATES MISAPPLICATION BILL
17 May 1819

On this bill [cp. above, p. 1] being brought in for the second reading,

Mr. Ricardo opposed the bill, principally on the ground that it tended to increase the
population. If at present there existed a difficulty in supporting the poor, in what
situation would the country be placed in twenty years hence, when these children so
educated grew up to manhood? The bill was only the plan of Mr. Owen, in a worse
shape, and carried to a greater extent.

The bill was then read a second time. On 11 June 1819 it was read a third time and
passed.
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BANK OF ENGLAND— RESUMPTION OF CASH
PAYMENTS
24 May 1819

The reports of the secret committee on the resumption of cash payments were taken
into consideration and Mr. Peel, the chairman of the secret committee, moved a series
of resolutions embodying their recommendations. The resolutions were as follows:

1. —That it is expedient to continue the Restriction on payments in Cash by the Bank
of England, beyond the time to which it is at present limited by law.

2. —That it is expedient that a definite period should be fixed for the termination of
the Restriction on Cash Payments; and that preparatory measures should be taken,
with a view to facilitate and ensure, on the arrival of that period, the payment of the
Promissory Notes of the Bank of England in the legal Coin of the Realm.

3. —That in order to give to the Bank a greater control over the issues of their Notes
than they at present possess, provision ought to be made, for the gradual repayment to
the Bank of the sum of Ten Millions; being part of the sum due to the Bank, on
account of Advances made by them for the public service, and on account of the
purchase of Exchequer Bills under the authority of acts of the Legislature.

4. —That it is expedient to provide, by law, that from the 1st February 1820, the Bank
shall be liable to deliver, on demand, Gold of standard fineness, having been assayed
and stamped at His Majesty’s mint, a quantity of not less than sixty ounces being
required in exchange for such an amount of Notes of the Bank as shall be equal to the
value of the Gold so required, at the rate of Four pounds one shilling per ounce.

5. —That from the 1st October 1820, the Bank shall be liable to deliver, on demand,
Gold of standard fineness, assayed and stamped as before mentioned, a quantity of not
less than sixty ounces being required in exchange for such an amount of Notes as
shall be equal to the value of the Gold so required, at the rate of £.3. 19. 6. per ounce.

6. —That from the 1st May 1821, the Bank shall be liable to deliver, on demand, Gold
of standard fineness, assayed and stamped as before mentioned, a quantity of not less
than sixty ounces being required in exchange for such an amount of Notes as shall be
equal in value to the Gold so required, at the rate of £.3. 17. 10% . per ounce.

7. —That the Bank may at any period between the 1st February 1820 and the 1st May
1821 undertake to deliver Gold of standard fineness assayed and stamped as before
mentioned, at any rate between the sums of Four pounds one shilling per ounce, and
£.3. 17. 10%. per ounce; but that such intermediate rate having been once fixed by the
Bank, that rate shall not be subsequently increased.

8. —That from the 1st May 1823, the Bank shall pay its Notes, on demand, in the
legal Coin of the Realm.
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9. —That it is expedient to repeal the Laws, prohibiting the melting and the
exportation of the Coin of the Realm.

The first three resolutions were agreed to. To the fourth resolution Mr. Ellice
proposed an amendment, namely, ‘That the Bank have it in its option to pay, after the
Ist of May, 1821, either in legal coin, or in gold, at 3/. 17s. 10% per 0z.” The
amendment was supported by Mr. Tierney and opposed by the Chancellor of the
Exchequer.1 Mr. Manning (a Bank director) objected to the fourth and subsequent
resolutions because they ‘would have the effect of fettering the Bank so as to cause an
inconvenient reduction of the currency.’

[The transcript of this speech prepared for Hansard by Ricardo partly with cuttings
from the Morning Chronicle’s report, is reproduced in the plate facing p. 332 below.
In the text Hansard’s capitalization and spelling are retained, but other deviations
from the MS are corrected. |

Mr. Ricardol said, he was fully persuaded of the truth of the declaration of the hon.
director, that the Bank wished to resume cash payments, but he was just as fully
persuaded that they did not know how to set about it. When called before the
committee, the directors individually admitted that the price of bullion and the rate of
exchanges were affected by the amount of their issues; but when collected in their
own court they resolved that “they conceive it to be their duty to declare, that they are
unable to discover any solid foundation for such a sentiment.”2 And now, in the
Remonstrance which they have made to the chancellor of the exchequer, they again
admit that the exchanges are affected by their issues, for they condemn the measure
recommended by the committee for restoring the exchange to par, on the ground of its
being calculated to force them to contract the amount of their circulation, which they
represent as fatal to the public interest.3 When they avowed such inconsistent
opinions, and after the experience which the House had had of their conduct, it would
be the highest indiscretion in parliament not to take out of their hands the preparations
for the resumption of cash payments. He did not think this a question only between
the Bank and ministers, as it had been argued by his right hon. friend (Mr. Tierney),
but rather one between ministers and the Bank on one side, and the country on the
other. He was therefore disposed to concur with his right hon. friend in any measure
which might be devised to keep the ministers also under control. One principle was
clear, and was of the utmost importance in the consideration of this subject,—it was
this, that those who had the power of regulating the quantity of the circulating
medium of the country, had the power of regulating the rate of the exchanges, and the
price of every commodity. This power clearly resided in the hands of the directors of
the Bank, and it was a most formidable one. It quite astonished him that Mr. Harman
could imagine that it was in the power of an individual to influence the exchanges
against the wish of the Bank;1 which was just as reasonable as to suppose that an
individual could regulate the price of corn or any other commodity of general
consumption. This question was one of immense importance in principle, but in the
manner of bringing it about was trivial, and not deserving half an hour’s consideration
of the House. The difficulty was only that of raising the currency 3 per cent in value2
[Hear, hear!]. And who could doubt that even in those states in which the currency
was entirely metallic, it often suffered a variation equal to this, without inconvenience
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to the public [Hear!]. In this country we had nothing but paper in circulation, and
therefore every variation in the value of our currency was shown by the price of gold,
but where metal alone circulated, it could not be doubted that gold might, from
various circumstances, become more or less valuable, and thus affect all contracts,
though from there being no other standard to measure it by, its variations were less
palpable. His particular reason for supporting the measure under consideration was
this. By withdrawing paper, so as to restore the note to its bullion value (an alteration,
by the bye, only of 3 per cent.), the House would have done all that was required
[Hear, hear!]. But if the House adopted the proposition of the hon. gentleman (Mr.
Ellice), another variation in the value of the currency would take place, which it was
his (Mr. R.’s) wish to guard against. If that amendment were agreed to, an
extraordinary demand would take place for gold, for the purpose of coinage which
would enhance the value of the currency 3 or 4 per cent in addition to the first
enhancement [Hear, hear!].—As to the plan under the consideration of the House, it
was that which the Bank directors, if they were wise, should wish for [hear!]. They
should wish to fill the circulation with paper, and so long as they had the privilege of
giving gold bullion for their notes, there would be no coin in circulation—they would
have the monopoly. They had no real interest in the depreciation of the currency; it
would be rather their interest to raise it, even to double the value. They were in the
situation of creditors, not of debtors; their whole capital being in money or other
securities representing money [Hear, hear!]. As to the resolution which bore that the
government should repay the Bank a certain sum, he could not agree with it. The
House having taken a security that the currency should be of a certain value, they had
done enough, and should not farther interfere with the proceedings of the directors,
who should answer to their proprietors only for the management of their concerns.
The Bank might, if this resolution were agreed to, feel some difficulty in putting forth
the amount of currency which was required. For though what the directors thought a
check, namely, the rate of interest on money, was no check at all as to the amount of
issues, as Adam Smith, Mr. Hume, and others had satisfactorily proved; yet as the
Bank directors were governed by certain traditional limits, or something like limits, in
discounting to individual merchants, they might have difficulty in keeping up the
requisite amount of currency.1 A director, in his evidence before the committee, had
said, that the Bank did not confine themselves to this limit where the individual’s
credit was undoubted; but it should be recollected that the Bank was a cautious and
timid body, and if they had no other means of supplying the requisite amount of
circulation but by discounting bills, he feared the public might suffer from a scarcity
of currency. He was certainly for leaving them to conduct all such transactions
according to their own discretion and pleasure, provided only that such a check was
established as should guard against a redundancy. The proposed mode of resuming
cash payments appeared to him the easiest that could be imagined. The Bank would
be placed under no restraint at first, nor any sudden necessity of reducing its issues.
An opportunity would be afforded of effecting the object in the most gradual manner;
and even when bullion payments should be made at the Mint price, the inconvenience
would be but inconsiderable. Till October 1820, the Bank need make no reduction,
and then a slight one [hear!]; and he had no doubt that if they were cautious they
might arrive at cash payments without giving out one guinea in gold. The Bank
should reduce their issues cautiously; he only feared they would do it too rapidly
[hear!]. If he might give them advice, he should recommend to them not to buy
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bullion, but even though they had but a few millions, if he had the management of
their concerns, he should boldly sell. Every sale would improve the exchanges, and
till gold fell to 3/. 17s. 6d. there would be no necessity for the Bank to make any
purchases. He was only sorry that the Bank was not to be obliged by the resolutions to
buy all the bullion offered to them at 3/. 17s. 6d. lest through excessive caution they
might starve the circulation. The Mint, it was true, was to remain open to the public,
who might coin the bullion which they obtained from the Bank. Mr. Mushett, whose
evidence respecting the coinage was worthy of attention, from its accuracy and
general ability, had stated, that with a capital of 300,000/. the Mint could supply the
public with 12,000,000/. a year.1 Yet a year was a long time to wait for twelve
millions, and it might easily happen, that in the interim between the reduction of the
Bank issues and the supply afforded from the Mint, the country might seriously feel
the deficiency. It was on that account that he should have wished a resolution inserted,
to compel the Bank to give its notes for bullion (at 3/. 17s. 6d.) on demand. With the
exception of this omission, the plan was, in his opinion, perfectly safe and gentle.—
With regard to what had fallen from his right hon. friend (Mr. Tierney) respecting the
graduated scale of payments not having been submitted to the directors, he referred
him to the examination of Mr. Thornton before the Lords’ committee where he would
see that that gentleman’s evidence was wholly in favour of the plan.1 He was quite
astonished that such an alarm prevailed at a reduction of perhaps one million in four
years, and could only ascribe it to the indiscreet language of the Bank2 [Hear, hear!].
The hon. director3 had that night told them not to withdraw confidence from the
Bank. The House did not withdraw its confidence from the Bank from any doubt of its
wealth, or integrity, but from a conviction of its total ignorance of the principles of
political economy [hear, and a laugh]. The Bank had had ample time to reduce their
issues, so as to lower the price of gold; yet, in spite of the times repeatedly fixed for
the resumption of cash payments, they had never done so. It was not the business of
the directors to consider the interest of the public. That was the business of his
majesty’s ministers; and when the hon. director told them that the directors had lost so
much on the purchase of gold, and so much on the issue of tokens, his question was,
why had they done so? Their business was with the interest of the proprietors, for
whom they were trustees, not with the interests of the public. The directors were
answerable to the proprietors for these misapplications of their funds. He (Mr. R.) had
been astonished that the undivided profits of the Bank had been so small, which he
should have imagined, must have at least amounted to ten millions;4 but now, by the
confession of the hon. gentleman, the matter was explained. The directors had
scattered a million here and a million there according to their views of the wants of
the ministry or the country, without any regard to the interest of the proprietors [Hear,
hear!]. The hon. director had advised them not to cramp the currency, and had
referred to their experience of 1797. But that was not a parallel case. It was a season
of alarm and panic, when every man had wished to have gold in his house in fear of
an invasion. His right hon. friend (Mr. Tierney) had asked, what, under the plan
proposed was the holder of 10/ to do, for he could not get bullion at the Bank.
According to the amendment, the right hon. gentleman was in no great hurry to give
this poor man either bullion or specie. But were they doing nothing by the plan for the
holders of notes of 10/.” The holder of a 10/. note would be improved in his
condition; for by restoring the currency to its proper value, and by making 1,000/
worth what it purported to be, instead of what it now really was, worth only 970/, his
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note of 10/. would be proportionally increased in value. Although he could not go to
the Bank for gold, he might resort to any goldsmith who would let him have the
proportion of gold to which his note was entitled; and the difference to him would be
so trifling, as not to be worthy of consideration in the decision of a great question.—It
had been said, on the part of the Bank, that they were ready to pay, if repaid the
advances which they had made to the government.1 But how came they to make those
advances to government, if not assured of repayment at a certain time? The Bank had
not been forced to make those advances, but the directors had such an extraordinary
disposition to act as ministers [a laugh, and hear, hear!]. It would however, be better if
those directors would rather attend to their own interests, and those of their
constituents.—A most fearful and destructive depreciation had at one time taken
place; but from that we had recovered, and he was happy to reflect that we had so far
retraced our steps. We had nearly got home, and he hoped his right hon. friend would
lend them his assistance to enable them to reach it in safety. He would venture to state
that in a very few weeks all alarm would be forgotten, and at the end of the year, we
should all be surprised to reflect that any alarm had ever prevailed at a prospect of a
variation of 3 per cent in the value of the circulating medium. His own general
opinion was, that an unfavourable state of exchange must always proceed from a
redundant currency. If corn were imported and paid for in bullion it was a proof that
bullion was the cheapest commodity. Suppose all the Bank-notes now in circulation to
be withdrawn, and their place filled by gold coin, would not gold become infinitely
cheaper? If our paper had been of any intrinsic value, it would, having become cheap
from excess, have been exported also. He thought it right here to pay the tribute of his
approbation to the late excellent regulations of the Mint.1 He entirely approved of
making gold the standard, and of keeping silver as a token currency. It appeared to
him to be a solid improvement in the system of our coinage. Nothing could be clearer
than that government had the power, by limiting the quantity, to regulate the value of
the silver; it was on that principle that the committee and all other persons
recommended the reduction of paper currency. The hon. gentleman (Mr. J. P. Grant)
indeed had observed, that the silver coin might be imitated abroad; supposing this to
be the fact, the value of the silver coin might be lessened, but that of the gold would
not therefore be raised. The silver was not a legal tender above 40s., and gold might
always be demanded. It was true that 105/. might be offered in silver instead of 100/.
in gold; but this could have no effect in altering the relation between gold and all
other commodities. He should be happy to argue this question with the hon. member
or with the noble “Old Merchant,”1 [a laugh!] on some occasion when it would be
less irrelevant to the subject under consideration.—The hon. member sat down amidst
loud and general cheering from all sides of the House.2

Mr. Alderman Heygate then addressed the chair, but the impatience of the House
produced a temporary confusion, in the midst of which, after one or two observations,

the worthy alderman sat down.

Lord Castlereagh then suggested that the debate be adjourned till the following day
and the House rose at two o’clock.
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25 May 1819

Mr. Pearse (a Bank director) ‘denied the assertion of an hon. gentleman opposite, that
they were not competent to the conduct of their own affairs’; and also denied ‘most
solemnly’ the assertion which had been made ‘that the Bank Directors had no serious
wish to return to cash payments.’

Mr. Ricardo, in explanation, denied his having said that the Bank were insincere in
their declarations. He meant no personal hostility to them as individuals, or as a public
body; but he was of opinion, that they had taken wrong steps, and that they did not
understand the subject of the currency.

On 26 May the resolutions were agreed to; and a bill or bills were ordered to be
brought in by Mr. Peel and the Chancellor of the Exchequer.
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EXCHEQUER BILLS
2 June 1819

On the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s motion for a grant to pay off certain Exchequer
Bills, Mr. Grenfell suggested that ‘as government were now on the eve of raising a
large sum of money by loan’, the sinking fund should be taken in diminution of the
loan. ‘This led him to another observation. A rumour was very prevalent to day,
which he conceived was nothing but a calumny on the right hon. gentleman, and
should continue so to conceive it, unless he had the right hon. gentleman’s own
authority for believing it. It was a rumour, however, which every body had heard,
namely, that the right hon. gentleman had communicated to certain loan-contractors,
and to them alone, the amount of the loan which it was his intention to negociate. It
must be perfectly unnecessary for him to observe, that if this rumour was true, the
right hon. gentleman had given to those persons an undue advantage. It was most
unquestionably the right hon. gentleman’s duty, when he made such a
communication, to make it to the stock exchange, to the public—to make it general.’

The Chancellor of the Exchequer replied that ‘in the conversations which he had held
with a number of persons on nature of the financial measures which it might be most
expedient to adopt, he had of course spoken on a great many points connected with
those measures; but he denied having made any secret or private communication of
his intentions, of which any unfair advantage could be taken.’

Mr. Ricardo had heard a statement which set forth, whether correctly or not he could
not say, all the particulars of the intended loan, the sum to be borrowed, and the days
on which the several payments were to be made. These he understood had been made
known to others by the chancellor of the exchequer, but not to him or to any one with
whom he was connected.1 The usual course had been for the chancellor of the
exchequer to give notice to the parties likely to subscribe to the loan, that on such a
day he would expect them, and then when they attended him, to unfold his plan to
them. To communicate his intentions to one party alone, was to give that party a great
and manifest advantage over all the others. Whether such a communication had been
made he did not know; but the rumour was so general, that he could not doubt the fact
of some communication from the right hon. gentleman having been made.

The Chancellor of the Exchequer again denied that he had made any other

communications except such ‘as he should be very happy to make to the hon.
gentleman who had just spoken, and to receive his advice with respect to them.’
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THE BUDGET
9 June 1819

The Chancellor of the Exchequer introduced the Budget and announced that a loan of
12 millions had been contracted that morning by competition on very advantageous
terms and that, besides, 12 millions would be borrowed from the sinking fund for the
service of the year; he also proposed that 3 millions should be raised by additional
duties on malt, tobacco, tea, etc., and applied to meet the charges of the new loans.
Mr. Grenfell, who opened the debate for the opposition, devoted most of his speech to
an attack upon the Bank. Mr. Mellish (a Bank director) replied defending the Bank
and concluded: ‘The hon. member for Portarlington (Mr. Ricardo), found fault with
the Bank directors for not having attended sufficiently to the interests of the
proprietors; the hon. member for Marlow (Mr. Grenfell), on the contrary, said, that the
Bank had too many bonusses, and that the public ought to share in the profits. How
were the directors to act so as to meet the wishes of both gentlemen?’

Mr. Ricardo said, he had already opposed the grant of 3 millions towards a sinking
fund, because he did not wish to place such a fund at the mercy of ministers, who
would take it whenever they thought that urgent necessity required it. He did not
mean to say that it would be better with one set of ministers than another; for he
looked upon it that all ministers would be anxious, on cases of what they conceived
emergency, to appropriate it to the public use. He thought the whole thing a delusion
upon the public, and on that account he would never support a tax to maintain it. He
would admit that some means should be resorted to for liquidating the public debt,
and in this he agreed with the hon. member for Leicester] that a great sacrifice should
be made; but he could not go with him in thinking, that that ought to be a property tax.
That would be attended with the same bad effects as the other plan. He would,
however, be satisfied to make a sacrifice; the sacrifice would be a temporary one, and
with that view he would be willing to give up as large a share of his property as any
other individual.l [Hear.] By such means ought the evil of the national debt to be met.
It was an evil which almost any sacrifice would not be too great to get rid of. It
destroyed the equilibrium of prices, occasioned many persons to emigrate to other
countries, in order to avoid the burthen of taxation which it entailed, and hung like a
mill-stone round the exertion and industry of the country. He therefore never would
give a vote in support of any tax which went to continue a sinking fund; for if that
fund were to amount to 8 millions, ministers would on any emergency give the same
account of it as they did at present. The delusion of it had been seen long ago by all
those who were acquainted with the subject; and it would have been but fair and
sound policy to have exposed it. On the subject of the loan he had nothing to object.
He gave credit to and thanked the chancellor of the exchequer, for his good
management within the last two or three days. [a laugh]. It was, he conceived
creditable to him to have effected the loan on such good terms, when it was
considered that only a few days back the funds were at 65.2 But though he gave credit
to the right hon. gentleman for his plan in one respect, it was but fair to his hon. friend
(Mr. Grenfell) near him, to say that this was the advice which he had given long ago.1
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An hon. Bank director had said that he (Mr. R.) was inconsistent with his hon. friend.
He was not bound to agree in every opinion which his hon. friend might hold; but he
did not think he was so inconsistent as was said. He would admit, that he had
complained of the Bank not having divided their profits. The Bank had made profits
no doubt. It was the duty of the directors to do the best for the proprietors; and it was
also the duty of government to make as good a bargain for the country as they could.
He could not approve of the Bank making presents to government,2 though he could
not blame those to whom they were given, for making the most of their contracts with
them.3

After further debate,

Mr. Ricardo wished to ask, whether it was to be understood that in the next year, as
there would be 11 millions to be raised for the service of the year, and five millions to
be paid to the Bank, there would be taken, as in the present year, 12 millions from the

sinking fund, leaving the rest to be raised by way of loan?

The Chancellor of the Exchequer declined to pledge himself.
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BANK ADVANCES BILL
16 June 1819

Mr. Peel moved for leave to bring in a bill to prohibit the Bank of England from
making any advances to government unless distinctly authorised by parliament.

Mr. Ricardo thought the Bank ought not to be in any way shackled in the management
of their own affairs. Great inconveniencies, in the diminution of the circulating
medium, might result from establishing too strict a limit on this subject.1

The Chancellor of the Exchequer said, ‘it was not his opinion that any diminution of
the circulating medium was necessary, nor did he believe that any such would take

place.’

Leave was then given. On 25 June the bill was passed.
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EXCISE DUTIES BILL
18 June 1819

The Chancellor of the Exchequer moved that the House should go into a committee
on this bill [to raise three millions to be applied to the sinking fund by new taxes on
malt, tobacco, tea, etc.; cp. above, p. 20]. The Marquis of Tavistock moved as an
amendment, that consideration be postponed six months: it was shameful, he said, that
the House of Commons, having relieved their own pockets by repealing the property
tax, should now proceed to tax the poor; the only remedy for such practices was a
reform of Parliament. The Chancellor of the Exchequer ‘denied that the new taxes
would fall exclusively on the lower classes.” Mr. Grenfell supported the amendment,
‘not because he thought the state of the representation corrupt, but because this was
not, in his opinion, the proper moment to resort to a system of taxation.” After several
other members had spoken,

Mr. Ricardo could not agree with the hon. gentleman (Mr. Lamb) that it was desirable
to follow the precedent of 1784, at the conclusion of the American war, and to
reestablish what he called a sinking fund. It appeared to him that that was the very
period to which those who objected to the sinking fund would direct their attention in
support of their arguments. What had become of that sinking fund? Had it realized the
expectations which had been held out? Were we now less in debt in consequence of
its establishment? No—the contrary was the fact; the sinking fund had been converted
into facilities, which enabled the minister to contract new debt. It was true we had
purchased with it 200 or 300 millions of stock in the market, but had we diminished
the debt by those purchases? No, because we had, at the same time, borrowed a still
larger sum to enable us to make the purchases. Because, in fact, the moment our
expenditure exceeded our income we had a sinking fund in name only; and that part
of the taxes which had been paid to the commissioners, and called a sinking fund for
the extinction]l of debt, had been absorbed in providing for a new debt. A sinking
fund was only useful—was only what it pretended to be—when a surplus of income
was strictly applied to the purposes for which it was established—the extinction of
debt. No appropriation of money under the name of sinking fund ever had, and, in his
opinion, ever would be constantly applied to this purpose; it would always be
considered by ministers as a resource of which they might avail themselves when they
were under any difficulty, in raising money by new taxes. In this way had they got rid
of the last sinking fund, and the same fate would await that which they now seemed
solicitous to establish. The language of the noble lord (Castlereagh)1 confirmed him
in his opinion of the use which would eventually be made of it; for he had told it to
the House; he had told them that, by creating a sinking fund we should show other
countries, we would not suffer ourselves to be insulted. If the sinking fund were
applied to frighten other nations by being applied to the purposes of war, it could not
be applied to the payment of debt, if money was to be raised to provide for the interest
of money hereafter to be borrowed for a new war, there was no utility in making the
people pay taxes now, to furnish the means of a war hereafter. It would be much
better to let the money remain in their pockets, where it would not fail to accumulate,
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and not to impose new taxes until new necessities required them. He had a jealous
distrust of raising money beyond immediate necessity, and placing it in the hands of
ministers; not the present ministers only, but any ministers responsible to a House of
Commons constituted like ours. He allowed that so long as we had, in time of war, a
sum under the name of sinking fund which would exceed the peace expenditure, we
had what would be a real sinking fund when the peace came. So long, for instance, as
we had 10 millions called a sinking fund in time of war, while we borrowed near 20
millions merely for the temporary purpose of carrying on the war, we might in a
restricted sense be said to have a sinking fund of 10 millions; for on the return of
peace it would, if so applied, operate to the reduction of debt. But this was not the
case in the last war; the amount of the sinking fund, instead of being really applied to
the reduction of debt, had been applied to pay the interest of new debt. And, after all,
the meaning was only this; that if when peace returned we could reduce our
expenditure 10 millions annually below our income, we should be able annually to
discharge 10 millions of debt; this surely might be done without the mysterious jargon
about a fund which answered no purpose but that of delusion. As to the particular
taxes, it was unnecessary for him to state his sentiments, seeing he was an enemy to
taxation altogether. He could not, however, agree, that they fell on the labourer,
because imposed on the objects he consumed. If, indeed, they were imposed on the
luxuries of the labourer, they might in some measure diminish his comforts; but the
more the articles taxed approached the nature of necessaries, the more completely
would they fall on those who employed labourers. It had been said, that these taxes
would fall upon the poor-rates; but that amounted to the same thing; for the poor-rates
formed, in reality, a fund destined to support labour, however inconvenient it might be
to pay it in that way. He perfectly concurred with the noble lord who moved the
amendment, in his expressions as to the state of the representation in that House: he
could not help expressing his opinion, that the people were not sufficiently
represented in it. This might be some satisfaction to the hon. member for Middlesex
(Mr. Mellish), who appeared to be pleased the other eveningl when he discovered a
difference of opinion between him and his hon. friend (Mr. Grenfell), as the opinion
which his hon. friend was fond of declaring on the subject of parliamentary reform,
was diametrically opposite to that which he (Mr. R.) had immediately expressed.

The House having gone into the committee, Mr. Lyttelton objected to the tax on malt,
‘that it was imposed on the only remaining luxury, if indeed it was not a necessary, of
the poorer classes of this country. He then, adverting to the argument which had fallen
from one of the highest authority on questions of political economy in this kingdom
(Mr. Ricardo), namely, that a tax upon the necessaries of life did not fall heaviest on
the poor; observed, that although he might be disposed to admit the truth of that
principle, yet in this case, as being upon an article, the very last, as it might be said,
before those necessaries, the duty did fall heaviest upon that class.’

Mr. Ricardo explained. He said, that he hoped the House and his hon. friend would
understand that he was not contending that the taxing of necessaries was not injurious
to labourers, but that it was no more injurious to them than any other mode of
taxation. In fact, all taxation had a tendency to injure the labouring classes, because it
either diminished the fund employed in the maintenance of labour, or checked its
accumulation. In the argument which he had used, he had supposed that it was
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necessary to raise a certain sum by taxes, and then the question was whether by taxing
necessaries, the burthen would be particularly borne by the labouring classes. He
thought not—he was of opinion that they would ultimately fall on the employers of
labour, and would be only prejudicial to the labourers in the same way as most other
taxes would be, inasmuch as they would diminish the fund employed in the support of
labour.

On 28 June the bill was passed.

[The session closed on 13 July 1819.]
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SESSION 1819-1820

SEDITIOUS MEETINGS PREVENTION BILL
6 December 1819

Parliament was called together in order to consider a series of measures (the Six Acts)
for counteracting and suppressing ‘the seditious practices so long prevalent in the
manufacturing districts of the country’ (speech of the Prince Regent on the opening of
the session, 23 November 1819). Lord Castlereagh introduced the first of these
measures, the Seditious Meetings Prevention Bill, on 29 November. It was read a
second time on 2 December (when Ricardo voted No, with the minority). On 6
December the bill was again considered.

Mr. Ricardo said, he was anxious very briefly to express his opinion on this subject.
He thought that, in the course of this discussion, sufficient attention had not been
given to the importance of the right to be curtailed. If the people’s right of meeting
and petitioning consisted only in the right of meeting to petition for the removal of
grievances, it was not of so much importance, and the curtailment of it was not of
such serious interest. But the right was, a right of meeting in such numbers, and
showing such a front to ministers as would afford a hope that bad measures would be
abandoned, and that public opinion would be respected. It might be compared, in this
view, with the right of that House to address the Crown. If the right of that House
consisted in passing resolutions only, and if they could not follow up their resolutions
by refusing the supplies, and by calling up a spirit of resistance in the country, the
Crown could despise their interference. It was the same with the right of the people to
petition. If they could not meet in such numbers as to make them be respected, their
petitions would have no effect. At the same time, he admitted, that those meetings
were attended with very great inconvenience. It could not be denied that
circumstances might arise when the government should be fairly administered, and
yet distress might arise from causes which the government could not control, and
wicked and designing men might produce a great degree of mischief; it did not appear
to him that such meetings were the sort of check which ought to exist in a well-
administered government; but it was necessary to have some check, because if they
left men to govern without any control in the people, the consequence would be
despotism. The check which he would give, could be established only by a reform of
parliament. Then, instead of petitioning, and from the worst part of the people
perhaps, being the check, that House would become the best check which any
government could have, and with that check the people would be perfectly satisfied.
He had read with surprise the abhorrence of radical reform expressed by several
members of that House. He believed there were among the advocates of that measure,
designing and wicked men. But he also knew that there was a great number of very
honest men who believed universal suffrage and annual parliaments were the only
means of protecting the rights of the people, and establishing an adequate check upon
government. He had the same object as they professed to have in view; but he thought
that suffrage far from universal would effect that object, and form a sufficient check.
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He therefore thought it would be madness to attempt a reform to that extent, when a
less extensive reform would be sufficient.

On 13 December the bill was read a third time and passed; in the division (for, 313;
against, 95) Ricardo voted against the bill.
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SIR W. DE CRESPIGNY’S MOTION RESPECTING MR.
OWEN’S PLAN1
16 December 1819

Sir W. De Crespigny moved that a select committee be appointed to inquire into the
plan of Robert Owen, Esq. for ameliorating the condition of the lower classes. The
Chancellor of the Exchequer, opposing the motion, read an extract from Mr. Owen’s
speech of 21 Aug. 18172 and declared that, ‘as an official individual, he could not
agree to a grant of the public money for the establishment of a plan that had been
introduced to the public by a speech, in which all religions were pronounced false,
and all systems of government bad.” Mr. Brougham supported the motion, although
he rejected the principle upon which the plan was founded, ‘that of the increase of
population being a benefit to the country.’

Mr. Ricardo observed, that he was completely at war with the system of Mr. Owen,
which was built upon a theory inconsistent with the principles of political economy,
and in his opinion was calculated to produce infinite mischief to the community.
Something had fallen from an hon. member on a former night, on the subject of the
employment of machinery.3 It could not be denied, on the whole view of the subject,
that machinery did not lessen the demand for labour; while, on the other hand, it did
not consume the produce of the soil, nor employ any of our manufacturers4 . It might
also be misapplied by occasioning the production of too much cotton, or too much
cloth; but the moment those articles ceased in consequence to pay the manufacturer,
he would devote his time and capital to some other purpose.1 Mr. Owen’s plan
proceeded upon this—he who was such an enemy to machinery, only proposed
machinery of a different kind: he would bring into operation a most active portion of
machinery, namely, human arms. He would dispense with ploughs and horses in the
increase of the productions of the country, although the expense as to them must be
much less when compared with the support of men. He confessed he did not agree in
the general principles of the plan under consideration, but he was disposed to accede
to the proposition of a committee. Spade husbandry Mr. Owen recommended as more
beneficial to production. He was not informed enough on the interests of agriculture
to give an opinion, but that was a reason for sending the subject to a committee. For
what did the country want at the present moment? A demand for labour. If the facts
stated of spade husbandry were true, it was a beneficial course, as affording that
demand. And though government or the legislature would not be wisely employed in
engaging in any commercial experiment, it would be advantageous that it should,
under present circumstances, circulate useful information and correct prejudices. They
should separate such considerations from a division of the country into
parallelograms, or the establishment of a community of goods, and similar visionary
schemes.2 Before he sat down, he trusted the House would excuse his offering a few
observations on what he considered the cause of the distresses of the country. He fully
concurred in what had fallen from his hon. and learned friend1 on the subject of
population. The proportion of the capital to population regulated the amount of wages,
and, to augment them, it was important to increase the capital of the country. But
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when he heard honourable members talk of employing capital in the formation of
roads and canals, they appeared to overlook the fact, that the capital thus employed
must be withdrawn from some other quarter. The causes of the insufficiency of
capital, and the consequent disproportion between wages and population, were to be
attributed to many circumstances, for some of which government were not to blame.
Supposing a country with a numerous population, large capital, and a limited soil, the
profits of that capital will be smaller there, than in a country populous, with lesser
portion of capital, and with a great extent of soil. This country was one of large
capital, but of increasing population and of an extent of soil necessarily limited; of
course profits would be lower in it than in countries which had not the same
limitation: still, though the profits were smaller, the capital continued in this kingdom,
not only because persons felt a solicitude to keep their property under their own eye,
but because the same confidence was not reposed in the security of others: the
moment, however, other kingdoms, by their laws and institutions, inspired greater
confidence, the capitalist would be induced to remove his property from Great Britain
to a situation where his profits would be more considerable: this arose from no fault in
the government; but the effect of it was to produce a deficiency of employment and
consequent distress. Then came the question, had we taken the proper steps to prevent
the profits upon capital from being lower here than in other countries? On the contrary
had we not done everything to augment and aggravate the evil? Had we not added to
the natural artificial causes for the abduction of capital? We had passed corn laws,
that made the price of that necessary of life, grain, higher than in other and
neighbouring countries, and thus interfered with the article which was considered the
chief regulator of wages. Where grain was dear, wages must be high, and the effect of
high wages was necessarily to make the profits on capital low. A second cause arose
out of the fetters upon trade, the prohibitions against the import of foreign
commodities, when, in fact, better and cheaper than our own. This was done in a spirit
of retaliation; but he contended, that whatever line of policy other nations pursued, the
interest of this nation was different: wherever we could obtain the articles we wanted
at the cheapest rate, there we ought to go for them; and wherever they were cheapest,
the manufacture would be the most extensive, and the amount of it] , and invitation to
capital, the greatest. Another cause of the existing disposition to send capital out of
the country was to be found in the national debt. Instead of paying our expences from
year to year, Great Britain had constantly pursued a system of borrowing, and taxes
were accumulated not only to pay the simple interest, but sometimes even the
compound interest of the debt; and the amount was now so enormous, that it became a
matter of calculation, whether it was worth a capitalist’s while to continue in a
country where he not only obtained small profits, but where he was subjected to a
great additional burthen. Every pecuniary motive impelled him rather to quit than to
remain. For a great many of the various causes of the evil, some of the principal of
which he had touched upon, there might not exist any immediate remedy. We had,
however, a beneficial precedent in the proceedings of the last session. He alluded to
the measures taken for a return to payments in specie; and he saw no inconvenience in
keeping stedfastly to that system. Parliament had wisely extended the operations of
that system over a number of years. They should follow the same course as to the corn
laws. After the quantity of capital employed under the faith of legislative enactments
in agriculture, it would be a great injustice to proceed to an immediate repeal of those
laws. But that House should look to the ultimate good, and give notice, that after a
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certain number of years, such an injurious system of legislation must terminate. The
same observation applied to our prohibitory commercial code. From the variety of
interests now in operation under that system, it would not only be necessary to look,
but to look stedfastly, to a distant but certain period for its repeal. With respect to the
national debt, he felt that he entertained opinions on that point which by many would
be considered extravagant. He was one of those who thought that it could be paid off,
and that the country was at this moment perfectly competent to pay it off. He did not
mean that it should be redeemed at par; the public creditor possessed no such
claim—were he paid at the market price, the public faith would be fulfilled. If every
man would pay his part of the debt, it could be effected by the sacrifice of so much
capital—1 With respect to the objection, that the effect of that sacrifice would be to
bring so much land into the market, that purchasers could not be found for such a glut,
the answer was, that the stockholder would be eager to employ his money, as he
received it, either in the purchase of land, or in loans to the farmer or landowner, by
which the latter might be enabled to become the purchaser, particularly when the
government was no longer in the market as a borrower. He was persuaded that the
difficulty of paying off the national debt was not so great as was generally imagined;
and he was also convinced that the country had not yet nearly reached the limits of its
prosperity and greatness. It was only by a comparative reference to the state of other
countries that the opposite opinion could be entertained, and such opinion would gain
ground as long as so many unnatural temptations, by our policy at home, were held
out to withdraw capital from the country. He repeated his conviction that Mr. Owen’s
plan was in many parts visionary, but yet he would not oppose the appointment of a
committee, if it were only for the purpose of seeing whether it was probable that the
advantages which that gentleman expected from the use of spade husbandry could be
realized.

The House divided: Ayes, 16; Noes, 141. Ricardo voted for the motion.
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MOTION FOR PAPERS RESPECTING THE BANK OF
ENGLAND AND EXCHEQUER BILLS
22 December 1819

Mr. Maberly moved for ‘an account, showing how the sum of five millions voted for
the purpose of paying off debt owing to the Bank of England on the 5th July 1819 had
been applied.” The Chancellor of the Exchequer opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo said, it appeared to him that the House would act very unwisely by
interfering as to the arrangements entered into by government for the repayment of
the 5,000,000/. of advances to the Bank. At the same time he was at a loss to conceive
what danger could arise from giving any information upon the subject. It had been
objected, that the production of that information would lead to extensive stock-
jobbing. He thought it would have just the contrary effect; for stock-jobbing was
always best assisted by secrecy —by the circumstance of some individuals possessing
certain information, which the other parties, with whom they transacted their bargains,
were ignorant of. Now, supposing the statement required were made known, no
jobbing could take place; because every one would then know all that had occurred,
as to the repayments. With regard to what had fallen from the chancellor of the
exchequer, that the state of the exchanges afforded a means of knowing what capital
was going out of the country, he thought very differently. Supposing he wished to
invest a sum of 50,000/. in France, or any other country; might he not order his
correspondent to invest the produce of the goods he had sent out (50,000/. for
instance) in the public funds, or in other goods, or in lands? No alteration could take
place in the exchanges, unless there was a bill negociated. The official accounts
annually laid before the House, relative to our exports and imports, were such, that it
was impossible to draw any correct or practical inference from them. He remembered
to have heard it stated, that at the time of the union with Ireland, each of the two
countries gave a relative and comparative statement of her exports and imports; when
Ireland made out that she had exported the larger quantity of commodities to England,
and England appeared to have exported the larger quantity to Ireland. No correct
information, therefore, could be derived from such returns. He should vote for the
motion of his hon. friend.

The motion was negatived.
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PETITION OF THE MERCHANTS OF LONDON
RESPECTING COMMERCIAL DISTRESS
24 December 1819

Mr. Irving presented a petition from the merchants and traders of London for an
inquiry into the causes of the commercial distress. Mr. Grenfell and Mr. J. Smith
spoke next.

Mr. Ricardo was happy to hear it stated by all the hon. gentlemen who had spoken,
that the laws enacted last yearl concerning the currency of the country, ought not to
be disturbed. The country was, unquestionably, in a state of great distress, but he
differed in opinion from his hon. friend who presented the petition as to the cause of
that distress. His hon. friend thought that this country was in a state of forced
currency, and that the evils both at home and abroad arose from the regulations which
that House had made relative to the currency. That cause, however, he was convinced,
was totally inadequate to produce such an effect, and therefore the evil must be traced
to other sources. He might here remark, that his hon. friend had brought an
unexpected accusation against him, namely, that he had proposed a plan for the
payment of the public debt2 , but that he had not the merit of originality.3 Now, he
did not think that he had ever claimed that merit, for he was aware that many persons
before his time had taken a similar view of the subject, and he hoped that whatever
might be the merit of the application which he had made of principles known to
others, he had stated his opinions with becoming modesty. He conceived that the
distress was chiefly to be ascribed to the inadequacy of the capital of the nation to
carry on the operations of trade, manufacture, and commerce. But why was the capital
more inadequate now than formerly? If the profits on capital were higher, and labour
more productive in other countries, it could not be doubted that capital would be
transferred to those countries: no proposition in Euclid was clearer than this. Now, he
thought they had greatly aggravated this evil by bad legislation, and he had formerly
mentioned instances.]1 He had referred to the corn-laws as one example; and however
unpopular the doctrine might be with some gentlemen, he would state his opinion
freely, that he believed the corn-laws to have materially increased the evil. These laws
had tended to raise the price of sustenance, and that had raised the price of labour,
which of course diminished the profit on capital. But of all this evil, the national debt,
and the consequent amount of taxation, was the great cause. Hence the main object of
the legislature should be to provide for the payment of that debt, and that provision
should commence its operation as soon as possible. For as this debt was chargeable
upon all the capital of the country, it was obvious that any capital which went out of
the country was exonerated from that charge, while the capital which remained was of
course compelled to pay a greater proportion of debt and taxes. To guard against this
evil, which was productive at once of individual injustice and national injury, the
whole capital of the country ought to be assessed for the discharge of the public debt,
so that no more capital should be allowed to go out of the country without paying its
fair proportion of that debt. The execution of this plan might be attended with
difficulty, but then the importance of the object was worthy of an experiment to
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overcome every possible difficulty. The whole of the plan through which he proposed
the payment of the public debt, might in his view be carried into effect within four or
five years. For the discharge of the public debt, he proposed that checks should be
issued upon the government to each purchaser, which checks should be kept distinct
from the ordinary circulating medium of the country, but should be received by the
government in payment of taxes. Thus the debt might be gradually liquidated while
the government continued gradually receiving the assessments upon capital to provide
for that liquidation. He would not, however, dwell farther upon this chimerical
project, as he understood it was considered by every one except himself, but proceed
to the consideration of the petition. His hon. friend proposed, as particularly worthy of
attention, that a committee of that House should inquire into certain restrictions upon
commerce, with a view to their removal. But his hon. friend should reflect, that no
immediate effect could be reasonably expected from the labour of such a committee
for such a purpose, as the restrictions alluded to, however burthensome, could not be
suddenly removed. This removal must, indeed, take place by slow degrees, entwined
as they were with the general system of the trade of the country. But still great good
might be expected from the investigations of such a committee, who would, he hoped,
enter particularly into the consideration of the corn laws. His hon. friend had
suggested that a certain modification should take place in the arrangements made
towards the removal of the restrictions upon the Bank, namely, that the Bank should
not be called upon to pay in bullion until the period arrived for such payment at the
lowest rate. Now he, on the contrary, thought that it would be much more for the
advantage of the Bank itself, to make the payments in the order already settled;
because such payments being made gradually would serve to break the fall, and
prepare the Bank for the complete resumption of metallic payments. The only
modification, indeed, which he deemed desirable on this subject was, that the Bank
should be called upon permanently to pay its notes in bullion, instead of coin; for he
could not conceive the policy of incurring the expense of coining gold merely for the
purpose of the currency, which could be answered as well, if not more conveniently,
by paper. The only object to be provided for in this case was, that the real value of the
paper should be equal to its denominative value, according to a settled and universal
standard of value, or according to its nominal amount in coin.1 His hon. friend had
recommended the establishment of two standards of value, namely, silver and gold;
but this was a project, in his opinion, peculiarly objectionable, because, if there were
two standards, there would be greater chance of variation, and the establishment of
the least variable standard of value was the object to be desired, with a view to
maintain the character of our currency.

Mr. Brougham agreed with Ricardo on several points: ‘There was however one point
on which he had wished so great an oracle,2 as he must ever consider him on such
subjects, had not pronounced the decided opinion he had. He alluded to the
possibility, or, if possible, the adviseableness of paying off the national debt. The
proposition was not a new one—it had years ago been suggested by Mr. Hutcheson,
indeed, he believed every chancellor of the exchequer had a similar proposition made
to him every year. It had in more recent times been brought before the public by Dr.
Watson, bishop of Landaff.]1 ... The effect of such a measure would be to place the
property for five years at the mercy of all the solicitors, conveyancers, and money-
hunters, in the country.’
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[Parliament was adjourned on 29 Dec. 1819 and, following the death of George III, it
was dissolved on 28 Feb. 1820.]
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SESSION 1820

The new Parliament assembled on 21 April 1820; the King’s speech was delivered on
27 April.
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COMMERCIAL RESTRICTIONS—PETITION OF THE
MERCHANTS OF LONDON1
8 May 1820

Mr. Baring presented a petition from the merchants of London, the object of which,
he said, ‘was a renewal, under certain limitations, of the freedom of trade by the
abolition of all injurious restrictions.” It was not his intention to recommend any
immediate disturbance of the corn laws. But some alterations were possible at once,
including the removal of the duty on the importation of wool, of the restrictions on the
importation of timber, and of all prohibitions; the throwing open of the trade in the
Indian seas and the repeal of the Navigation laws. Mr. Robinson (President of the
Board of Trade) said, ‘that the restrictive system of commerce in this country was
founded in error, and calculated to defeat the object for which it was adopted’; yet it
was ‘impossible all at once to alter our commercial system’. Lord Milton concurred in
all the principles of the petition. The restrictive system was one of the causes of the
distress; another cause was the change lately effected in the currency. This change
was necessary, but hon. members had not fully anticipated the embarrassments it
would occasion. ‘He believed even his hon. friend near him (Mr. Ricardo) had formed
too low an estimate of the pressure which a change in our currency would create.’

Mr. Ricardo begged the noble lord to recollect, that at the time when he spoke on the
bullion question last session the price of gold was at 4/. 3s. per oz. and that now it was
at 3/. 17s. 10%d.; there could not, therefore, be such a pressure arising from this
measure as the noble lord had described. At the time when that discussion took
place, 1 he certainly would rather have been inclined to have altered the standard than
to have recurred to the old standard. But while the committee was sitting, a reduction
took place in the price of gold, which fell to 4/. 2s. and it then became a question
whether we should sacrifice a great principle in establishing a new standard, or incur a
small degree of embarrassment and difficulty in recurring to the old. With regard to
the petition before the House, he had heard it with great pleasure; and he was
particularly pleased with the liberal sentiments delivered by the right hon. gentleman
opposite. It was to him a great source of satisfaction that sound as well as liberal
principles were put forward by so important a body as the merchants of London; the
only thing that astonished him was, that it was only now that these principles were put
forward—that they should have taken so much time in their progress, since they were
first promulgated by Adam Smith. However desirable the system now suggested, it
could not be denied but that some difficulties lay in the way of its completion. The
difficulties were of two kinds; the first difficulty resolved itself into a question of
revenue. To increase the sources of revenue was doubtless the object of every wise
government; and where taxes of a particular kind pressed heavily upon the people, it
did not appear to him a very difficult thing to substitute other taxes. Another
difficulty, and a greater, was, respecting the vested interests. Many persons vested
their capital on the faith of the continuation of the restrictive system, and therefore,
however injurious that system might be, nothing could be more unjust than, by the
immediate abolition of that system, to occasion the absolute ruin of those who vested
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large capital on the faith of laws so long established as the restrictive laws. But from
this no argument could be surely drawn to continue the system in future times. No
argument appeared to him more mischievous— more calculated to promote
commotion and rebellion, than this—that if they once did wrong they should never do
right, but that they should go on in error and make every mischievous system
perpetual. He thought the House ought now to do what was suggested by the bullion
committee.]1 There were difficulties of a very formidable kind connected with the
system embraced by the committee, at least with its immediate execution. And what
was done on that occasion? Why, that which ought to be done on the present—to
spread the return to cash payments over a great space of time. So now might they
return, gradually return, to a better system of commercial regulation, allowing full
time to those who had their property invested, to turn it into other channels. After they
had done so, they might say to the capitalists, “The present system will continue only
so long as you can accommodate yourselves without any sacrifice of your interests, to
the new one which we propose.” Some restrictions might thus be removed
immediately, without any inconvenience; others might be gradually relaxed, and
others might be left till our situation had so greatly improved as to render their
removal no inconvenience. He was surprised that the right hon. gentleman2 who had
expressed such liberal principles of political economy, and had so freely declared
himself against the policy of our commercial restrictions, had yet made a reservation
in favour of the corn laws. They were necessary, he said, to protect the agricultural
interests; and he (Mr Ricardo) would admit the validity of the argument, provided it
could be made to appear that the agriculturists suffered more burthens than other
classes of the community. But what were their peculiar burthens? They did not suffer
more from the malt-tax, or from the leather tax, or from any other tax with which he
was acquainted, than any other class of men. These taxes were common to all, and all
felt their pressure alike. But the poor-rates, it was said, operated on them as a peculiar
burthen. Well; if the poor-rates were really more oppressive to them than to other
classes, and tended to raise the price of grain, he would recommend a countervailing
duty on the importation of foreign corn, to the amount of the operation of that cause.
He allowed that the poor-rates actually raised the price of corn, because they fell upon
the land, and operated as a burthen solely upon agriculturists. But if, while this
burthen was felt by them, other classes of the community felt equal burthens, they
were put to no disadvantage, and ought to receive no protection. He was fully
prepared to admit, that the necessity for supporting the poor constituted the only or
the best apology for the corn-laws. Tithes likewise were another burthen to the landed
interest, and tended, he would allow, to a certain extent, to raise the price of grain, and
for these he would have no objection to allow a countervailing duty. There was this
difference between poor-rates and tithes—that while we must support the poor,
whatever was the produce, the church could only claim a tenth of what was raised;
for, whatever was the deficiency of produce, the clergy must conform to their
proportion, and find it sufficient for their support.

Mr. Baring said, ‘that there was one point of importance on which he had the
misfortune totally to differ with his hon. friend (Mr. Ricardo); on that point, as on
every other, he would differ with him with reluctance and with diffidence.” Mr.
Baring conceived that on an average during the war as compared with the present time
the difference in the currency was at least 25 per cent. ‘All the difficulty of the
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country was in its having a large debt;’ creditors had to be paid a higher value than
had been received from them. ‘To add facilities to the circulation he should probably
propose, if events did not alter his opinion, in the first place to make perpetual the
plan of his hon. friend for payment in metallic bars instead of coin, for which the
country was infinitely indebted to his hon. friend, and in the next place to give the
Bank the option of paying, either in gold or in silver, not in depreciated or debased
coin, but in weight.’

Mr. Ricardo, in explanation, stated that he had never imagined that the currency had
never been depreciated more than 4 per cent. He had merely contended, that at the
time when the subject was taken up by parliament in the last year, there was only that
depreciation; which was too small to warrant an alteration of the ancient standard. He
was well aware that during some of the latter years of the war, the depreciation had
been as great as 25 per cent.

The petition was ordered to lie on the table. A similar petition being presented from
the chamber of commerce of Edinburgh,

Mr. Ricardo said, he would take that opportunity of making an observation as to the
two standards of gold and silver. He fully agreed with his hon. friend,1 that a payment
in both would facilitate the payment of the public creditor; but then there was a
question whether two standards would not be more liable to fluctuation than one
invariable standard. If payment were made in one metal, it would be liable to less
fluctuation than if made in two, and in two it would be less than if made in three;
therefore he considered the payment in one metal as preferable, being liable to less
fluctuation.

Mr. Baring replied, that he ‘considered the difference in this respect as more
theoretical than it would be found in practice.’
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS
12 May 1820

Earl Temple presented six petitions from Buckinghamshire for an inquiry into the
depression of agriculture.

Mr. Ricardo was not disposed to refuse inquiry to the petitioners, though he thought,
under the present state of the country, such a question ought not to be moved but
under the soundest discretion. The labouring classes throughout the kingdom were
reduced to the greatest distress. That was not the period, therefore, when measures
should be taken to increase the price of corn. The agricultural interest had its
depression, but still it was to be considered as one class, whose prosperity ought not
to be forced at the sacrifice of the general good. There was not a more important
question than that of the corn laws. Nothing, in his mind, was better calculated to
afford general relief than the lowering of the price of corn. It was the first step to that
great remedy, the making labour productive.

25 May 1820

Lord Milton presented a petition from the agriculturists of Yorkshire praying for
protection against foreign competition.

Mr. Ricardo said, that the object of the petitioners seemed to him to be nothing else
than to get a monopoly of the English market. The consequence would be, that the
price of corn would be raised, and laid generally on all the other classes. The idea
which the petitioners had of protecting duties was a most erroneous one, and would, if
acted upon, be destructive of all commerce. If they meant that the countervailing
duties should be equal in amount to the difference between the price at which corn
could be sold here and that at which it was sold in a foreign market, they went upon a
most erroneous principle, and one which, he hoped, would never be introduced.
Suppose corn sold here at 80s., and that in Poland it could be procured for 40s. or
50s.; if, under such circumstances, it were intended to put on a countervailing duty of
30s., there would be an end of all importation, and of every principle of commerce.1
In that case, the importer would be at a certain loss by the amount of freight, and of
course no one would import; the consequence would be, that the price of corn at home
would be raised to an exorbitant height. Viewing the question in this light, he hoped
that the motion for a committee, whenever it came before the House, would be
negatived.
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS
30 May 1820

Mr. Holme Sumner moved that the petitions upon the subject of agricultural distresses
be referred to a select committee. He contended that the corn law of 1815 was
inadequate and that new measures were required. Mr. Robinson (President of the
Board of Trade) declared that he would oppose the motion unless the enquiries of the
committee were confined to abuses which might exist in the execution of the law. Mr.
Baring also opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo] said, that there was one sentiment delivered by an hon. gentleman in the
early part of the debate, in which he cordially concurred, namely, that in legislative
enactments, the interest of one body of men ought not to be consulted at the expense
of others, but that each should receive corresponding consideration in proportion to its
importance. He (Mr. Ricardo) would wish to act up to this maxim, and, because he
consulted the interests of the whole community, he would oppose the corn-laws. In
many of the observations which he intended to make he had been anticipated by his
hon. friend the member for Taunton.2 The agriculturists had contended that they had a
right to be protected in a remunerating price for their produce, but they forget that no
remunerating price could be fixed. It was in vain to talk of fixing a remunerating
price, which must necessarily change with circumstances.3 If by preventing
importation the farmer was compelled, for the national supply, to expend his capital
on poor or unprofitable soils, the remunerating price at which he could keep this land
in cultivation must be very high, as compared with the price of grain in other
countries, where the soil was better, and less labour was required. Open the ports,
admit foreign grain, and you drive this land out of cultivation; a less remunerating
price would then do for the more productive lands. You might thus have fifty
remunerating prices according as your capital was employed on productive or
unproductive lands. It became the legislature, however, not to look at the partial losses
which would be endured by a few, who could not cultivate their land profitably, at a
diminished remunerative price, but to the general interests of the nation; and,
connected with this, he would look to the profits of capital. In his opinion a
remunerating price might have been so fixed, that 50s. per quarter would have
answered the purpose, but at all events he conceived that if the farmers in the country
could raise a sufficient supply for the demand, 70s. might be considered as a
protecting price.1 —He would rather have a great quantity of produce at a low rate
than a small quantity at a high. By making food cheap, the people would be enabled to
purchase a greater quantity of it, and apply a part of their earnings to the purchase of
luxuries. The high price of subsistence diminished the profits of capital in the
following manner:— the price of manufactured articles—of a piece of cloth for
instance—was made up of the wages of the manufacturer, the charges of
management, and the interest of capital. The wages of the labourer were principally
made up of what was necessary for subsistence; if grain was high, therefore, the price
of labour, which might be before at 50 per cent on the manufactured article, might rise
to 60, and being sold to the consumer at the same rate, the 10 per cent (difference)
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would necessarily be a deduction2 from the profits of stock. If food was high here,
and cheap abroad, stock would thus have a tendency to leave the country, and to settle
where higher profits could be realized. The right hon. president of the board of trade
appeared inconsistent when he denied a committee to inquire into the more important
question, and yet agreed to one for discussing such trifling matters as striking the
average. This was not what the petitioners wanted; they declared that they could grow
as much as the home market required, and they demanded a monopoly of it. He would
admit their statement to its full extent. He would even admit that our land was
susceptible of a great increase of population, and that we could grow what would be
sufficient to support that increase. But then, see what the inference of the petitioners
was—they required that importation, therefore, should not be allowed. The answer to
the whole of their system was plain. “You can grow those articles, it is true, but then
we can get them cheaper from other countries.” They could grow them, but was it
expedient that they should under those circumstances? All general principles were
against it. They might as well urge that as in France, they could grow beet-root for the
purpose of producing sugar, as grow grain sufficient for home consumption merely
because it could be done. The right hon. gentleman oppositel had ridiculed that
absurd scheme of Buonaparte in the most pointed language, but all his ridicule applied
equally to the growing of corn in this country when we could get it cheaper elsewhere.
Another of their arguments was, that as ship-owners and merchants were protected by
the navigation laws, and other enactments, so they ought to be protected by
prohibitions in return. But he denied that these protections were of any use to the
country. The navigation laws were of no use. Nay, he would allow them to take any
trade they pleased, and surround it with protections; the measure might be beneficial
to the particular trade, but it must be injurious to the rest of the country. There was no
principle more clear than this. The argument of the agriculturist was, that the
legislature having enabled the ship-owner and cotton manufacturer to injure the
community, they should give him a privilege to do the same. Again they talked of the
tax on malt, as if the tax on malt was not a general burthen, which fell upon every
class of the community. Another of their statements was, that they paid 30 per centl
on the whole produce of the country. He contended that the land-owner did not pay 30
per cent on the whole produce of the country. The produce of the country was
calculated at the value of two hundred millions a year; 30 per cent would be
60,000,000/, and besides that there were the assessed taxes, the customs, and various
other sources of revenue, which showed that the calculation of 30 per cent was wrong.
They spoke also of the encouragement given to foreign labour, but, he would ask,
what article could they import which was not the produce of foreign labour? for
which, it was to be observed, that English labour was given in exchange. The error
committed in 18162 was that of making the corn law a permanent law. It ought to
have been a temporary measure, and to have ceased its operation as soon as the
existing leases had expired, and the farmer was enabled to make new terms with his
landlord. There were many measures that might be adopted with propriety, even in
opposition to general principles, for a time, and under the exigencies of the moment,
but parliament should always provide for a return to the good system. They should go
back to that system as soon and as well as they could, but at all events they should go
back. Nothing was more likely to occasion a convulsion than to persevere in a wrong
measure merely because it had once for a temporary purpose been adopted. Adverting
to the subject of countervailing duties, of which he had formerly spoken,1 he
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contended that it was not necessary to constitute a countervailing duty, that it should
make up the difference between the price at which a foreigner could sell grain and
that at which we could raise it. A countervailing duty, in his opinion, was one which
balanced the particular tax laid upon any particular class of the community.
Countervailing duties of a different description would entirely destroy all commercial
intercourse. He agreed that the interests of the agriculturists, and of the other classes
of the community, might be identified, provided we were restrained from intercourse
with other nations; but this might not be the case in reference to foreign commerce. It
might be the interest of the farmer to confine the manufacturer to the supply which he
could afford him at a high price, while the manufacturer might procure the article
cheaper from abroad. The price of grain might be raised by two causes—either by a
change in the currency, which would affect grain like other articles; or by legislative
restrictions, which might alter its relation to other articles. A rise in the price of corn
from the latter cause tended to injure all who were not interested in the cultivation of
the land, by lowering the profits of stock. It had been said, that the national debt, and
the pressure of taxation, were the sources out of which the difficulty had arisen. It was
no such thing. If all the taxes and the debt had been got rid of together, the same
question would still arise —for while the population of foreign countries was not able
to consume the produce of the land, and the population of this country was more than
sufficient, there would be a disposition to import.—Some gentlemen seemed to think
that taxation made a difference in the state of the question, as to our intercourse with
foreign nations. It would no doubt be the case, if we taxed one article more than
another, that we should cease to supply foreign countries with that commodity; but, if
all articles were taxed alike, commerce in general would not be affected. If, for
instance, this country produced corn and cloth, and that the production of each
commodity was equally taxed, the amount of taxation would not make any difference
in the relative advantage which one species of production had over the other, nor
consequently in the choice of the commodity which we might supply to other nations,
or be supplied with by them. It would be said, however, that taxation would make all
things dearer; he admitted that—but though we might thus for a time cease to sell to
other countries, we should not cease to buy of them, till the reduction of the quantity
of money we possessed reduced prices also, and brought us to a level with them. It
was one of the evils of the national debt, that it stood in the way of a reduction of the
taxes in the same ratio as the currency was reduced. If, for instance, a tax was
imposed of two shillings per yard on cloth worth twenty-two shillings, the country
calculated on paying one-eleventh of the value; but when, in the progress of the
alteration of the distribution of money, the cloth was reduced to 20s. a yard, the tax
continuing the same, the country paid 1-10th of the value. There was another
argument, which was the most important, because the most plausible argument in
favour of the Corn law, viz. the plea that by importing corn, we became dependent on
foreign countries. On the ground of economy not a word was to be said by any one
who had paid attention to the subject, but in the argument that it was desirable that in
war this country should not be dependent on another for subsistence, there was a
certain degree of plausibility. In answer to this, it was to be said that if we imported
corn in time of peace from any one country to a considerable extent, that country must
be in the habit of growing corn specially for our consumption. In the event of a war
with us, such a country would suffer extreme distress. We knew the effect of an
excess, however small, of the supply of corn over the demand in the reduction of the
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price of this commodity, the consumption of which could not rapidly be increased,
and the overplus of which consequently possessed no exchangeable value. All the
agricultural distress we complained of would be not one-tenth of what such a country
would suffer. But this went on the supposition that all our supply was to be derived
from one country, whereas the fact was, that the supply would be derived from a great
variety of countries; and was it probable that we should at once be at war with all of
them? He therefore thought that this argument was hardly better founded than the
other. This would be the happiest country in the world, and its progress in prosperity
would be beyond the power of imagination to conceive, if we got rid of two great
evils—the national debt and the corn laws. When he spoke of getting rid of the
national debt, he did not mean by wiping it away with a sponge, but by honestly
discharging it. His ideas on the subject were knownl and he had heard no argument to
show that the measure he would recommend was not the best policy. If this evil were
removed, the course of trade and the prices of articles would become natural and
right; and if corn were exported or imported, as in other countries, without restraint,
this country, possessing the greatest skill, the greatest industry, the best machinery,
and every other advantage in the highest degree, its prosperity and happiness would
be incomparably, and almost inconceivably, great. Other topics he would allude to but
for the lateness of the hour. Gentlemen had favoured him more than he had expected.
He should oppose the motion because he was persuaded that a committee would be
productive of mischief, and not good.

Mr. Brougham, in the course of a speech in support of the motion, said: ‘His hon.
friend, the member for Portarlington, had argued as if he had dropped from another
planet; as if this were a land of the most perfect liberty of trade—as if there were no
taxes—no drawback—no bounties—no searchers—on any other branch of trade but
agriculture; as if, in this Utopian world, of his hon. friend’s creation the first measure
of restriction ever thought on was that on the importation of corn; as if all classes of
the community were alike—as if all trades were on an equal footing; and that, in this
new state, we were called upon to decide the abstract question, whether or not there
should be a protecting price for corn? But we were not in this condition—we were in
a state of society in which we had manufactures of almost every description, protected
in every way, even to criminal enactments, to prevent the raw material from going out
of the country, in order thereby to assist the native manufacturer.’

The motion was carried by 150 votes to 101, the Government being left in a minority,
and the House adjourned. The following day however a motion of the President of the
Board of Trade restricting the terms of reference of the committee was carried by 251
votes to 108.1
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IRISH PROTECTING DUTIES1
2 June 1820

Mr. Curwen presented a petition from the woollen cloth manufacturers of Keswick
against continuing the protecting duties upon Irish linen.

Mr. Ricardo observed, that it seemed to be admitted on all sides, that these protecting
duties ought to be repealed. They had existed for 20 years, which surely was a period
quite long enough to give the Irish manufacturers an opportunity of preparing for their
repeal, if any such opportunity were necessary; and he really could see no reason for
their further continuance.

8 June 1820

The Chancellor of the Exchequer moved that the duties on several articles produced in
Great Britain and Ireland, imported from one country into the other, should be
continued till 1825, and thereafter at reduced rates till 1840, when they would finally
cease.

Mr. Ricardo said, he was glad to see even that the time was to come when the country
would rouse to those right principles, from which there never should have been any
deviation; and hoped, that when the question of bounties with respect to linen, was
brought forward, a proposition would be adopted to limit the existence of those
bounties also to a certain period, as they were quite as objectionable, upon principle,
as the duties referred to in the resolutions before the committee.

Mr. J. Foster observed, that the duties alluded to were protecting duties for England as
well as for Ireland.1

Mr. Ricardo considered those duties injurious to Ireland as well as to England,
especially in the intercourse between the two countries.

The resolutions were agreed to.2
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LOAN—WAYS AND MEANS
9 June 1820

The Chancellor of the Exchequer stated the terms of the loan of five millions which
had been contracted for on this day: ‘the contractors had taken the loan at nearly 2 per
cent above the current price of stock.’3

Mr. Ricardo observed, that the present loan was made on very satisfactory terms. It
was impossible, he thought, that it could be obtained at a more favourable rate. He
however traced those favourable terms to the recommendation of an hon. friend (Mr.
Grenfell) who, some years ago, had advised that the commissioners of the national
debt should be allowed to subscribe for the loan to the amount of the balances in their
hands.4 This advice was followed on the present occasion; but if the old course had
been adopted, and the loan had been for 17,000,000/, the result would have been very
different. Another cause which tended to procure terms so favourable was the
smallness of the loan. It was within the power of a great number of persons to bid for
a loan of 5,000,000/. and therefore the competition for the present loan was much
more extensive than usual, and far greater than if it had been for 17,000,000/. In
consequence of these circumstances, the right hon. gentleman had certainly obtained
such terms as must be highly satisfactory to the country. He conceived that no fairer
mode could be devised in forming contracts for the public than by open competition.
That system, he hoped, would be generally acted on. An hon. gentleman had, on a
former night,1 asked some questions relative to a large amount of exchequer bills,
which had been issued by government at par, when they were at a discount in the
market. From the explanation of the right hon. gentleman it seemed that they were
given in consequence of a contract for a quantity of silver. Now, it was quite evident
that the 7s. or 8s. received by government from the persons with whom the contract
was made would be reimbursed by a profit in the price of the silver; they would
undoubtedly raise the price to the amount which they were likely to lose. He thought,
in this instance too, that the system of competition should have been acted on, and
that they should have been purchased in that way. He wished for some explanation
with respect to the quantity of exchequer bills relative to which information had been
demanded a few evenings ago.2 A statement had then been made, which his hon.
friend, and other gentlemen, declared they did not understand. It appeared to him to
be a very mysterious transaction, and he could not make it out. It seemed that a
provision had been made for appropriating the growing amount of the consolidated
fund. His hon. friend had noticed this, and had observed that the growing amount
might be made productive and useful to the public. In consequence of his
representation a bill had been brought in some time ago, to enable the public to make
use of its growing amount, by which it was provided, however, that they should not
borrow more than 6,000,000/. from it. But it so happened that this growing
consolidated fund was not equal to the discharge of the advances that had been made
on it in the preceding quarter. He would thus explain himself:—Supposing this was
the beginning of the quarter, that the public accounts were made up, and that there
was a deficiency of 3,000,000, the Bank, in the first instance, made this good; and

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 64 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

out of the amount of the consolidated fund in the commencing quarter the Bank was
repaid those 3,000,000/. Supposing, over and above this sum of 3,000,000/, an equal
sum accrued, the public, under the act, would, he understood, have the advantage of
those 3,000,000/., since, by its provisions, a sum of 6,000,000/. might be borrowed for
the public service. This was the system; but how, he asked, was it possible that the
public could have the advantage of any part of this growing fund, when in fact it was
in debt? It was exceedingly difficult for him to comprehend this. In April, 1819, there
was a sum of 2,027,000/. so issued for the use of the public; and it was stated that
from that period to April 1820, the public had the benefit of that money. But how
could they have the use or benefit of it out of a growing consolidated fund, on which
there was no surplus whatever, but which, on the contrary, was in debt, and that debt
amounting to more than the 6,000,000/. which they were by the act of parliament
empowered to borrow? As he could not understand this, he would be obliged to the
right hon. gentleman to inform the House whether the public had really derived
advantage from this 2,027,000/. from April, 1819, to April, 1820.

The Chancellor of the Exchequer explained.

Mr. Ricardo observed, that on the 5th of July, 1819, there was a deficiency of
8,400,000/. “But,” said the right hon. gentleman, “you have, without interest,
2,600,000L, for which exchequer bills have been deposited.” This he denied; and he
would contend that the public had not the advantage of that sum.

Later in the debate, Mr. Alderman Heygate opposed the present loan and the issuing
of bills to repay the Bank, because those measures would produce a reduction in the
circulating medium, which must be attended with increased distress in the country:
‘such a reduction was at present unnecessary, for the price of gold being the same as
the mint price, the Bank note was at par.’

Mr. Ricardo thought it quite unnecessary for the Bank of England to reduce its
circulating medium any further than it was at present reduced. The worthy alderman
had said, that gold was now at the Mint-price; perhaps he might have said that it was a
little under it; for he knew that many persons took gold to the Mint at the Mint-price,
in order to have it coined; and this they could not do if gold was not, in fact, a little
under that price, because some space of time must elapse before they could receive
the benefit of the coinage. But the worthy alderman appeared to labour under a
mistake in supposing that a reduction of the circulating medium would be a
consequence of this loan, or repaying the Bank. The reduction of bank-notes within
the last year did not exceed 2,000,000/., that reduction of 2,000,000/. was all that was
necessary to bring about that state of the currency which all had united with the
finance committee in desiring to see obtained. Indeed, if the Bank was desirous to
follow their own interest, it was a clear and obvious one: if they were to effect a very
great reduction in their paper, which he should most sincerely lament, the
consequence would be such a rise in paper, and such a fall in gold, that individuals
would carry their gold to the Mint, and endeavour to fill up the circulation with it. As
to the alarm felt by his hon. friend1 it was quite groundless, for there could be no fear
but that the Bank would keep up a sufficient quantity of notes, as their own advantage
depended upon the issue. As to the sinking fund, the argument of himself and his hon.
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friend2 had been, “Take away all which tends to delude the country—take away so
much of that sinking fund as is not in reality an excess of income over expenditure.”
Therefore he entirely concurred in the opinions of the worthy alderman, that they
should immediately get rid of so much of the fund as, being nominal, was merely a
delusion.
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BANK OF ENGLAND ACCOUNTS
13 June 1820

Mr. Grenfell moved for a number of accounts relating to the Bank and said that, the
principles which he had so strenuously contended for having been adopted, ‘he trusted
the warfare between the Bank of England and himself was over.” He referred again to
the large profits which the Bank had made from the public balances in their hands;
they had now been reduced, but a further saving of 100,000/. might be effected on the
charge for the management of the public debt by the Bank. Mr. Pearse, a Bank
director, defended the Bank.

Mr. Ricardo conceived, that if it were true, as had been stated, that the Bank had made
no larger profits in consequence of its connexion with government, and its retaining
these balances than any private concern which might have held them would have
made, it must have managed its own affairs very badly. The hon. director had
mentioned, as one of the great advantages which had accrued to the public from the
acts of the Bank, the lending of a sum of money, without interest, to the government.
But the thing was differently represented by the court of directors at the time. The
Bank was then in this situation:—it had been allowed to increase the amount of its
capital, instead of dividing a larger amount of profits among the proprietors—that is,
instead of making a larger dividend it had been permitted to add to its capital: and the
understanding was, that the loan of 3,000,000/., upon which no interest was to become
due, was a boon to the public in return for that permission. At some former periods,
the remuneration to the Bank must have been enormous, or it was now very
considerably underpaid. But his own opinion upon the charge of management was,
that the balances in question were now so small, that it was hardly necessary to have
brought the subject before the House.

The papers were ordered to be printed.
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THE BUDGET
19 June 1820

The Chancellor of the Exchequer introduced the budget. In the course of his speech he
remarked that, as 12 millions were to be borrowed from the sinking fund, 5 millions
would remain to be applied by the commissioners for the purchase of stock; these
purchases had the effect of regulating the market during the whole year and of
preventing sudden fluctuations from forced sales or from combinations of speculators.

Mr. Ricardo] said, he could not clearly understand the alleged benefit which the
money-market was to receive from the right hon. gentleman’s arrangement. It was
certainly a subject of lamentation that, after five years of peace, we should still find
our expenses increasing. According to the right hon. gentleman we had had
effectually a sinking fund of but 1,000,000/. during the last year; but if this were
correct, and the right hon. gentleman were to follow out the statements contained in
the report of the finance committee, he would perceive from the expenditure that there
had been an actual deficiency. He would here observe, that he found an item of
1,125,0001. perfectly unexplained. There was no account by which he could trace the
manner in which it was proposed to provide for this item of 1,125,000/. The surplus of
1,000,000, which had been mentioned by the right hon. gentleman, he had already
taken into account; but he must contend that this sum of 1,125,000/ still appeared as
against the accounts given in by the chancellor of the exchequer, whether he looked at
this or at that paper2 . This sum of 1,125,000/ ought to appear, therefore, among
other outstanding demands. He had a right to presume that the right hon. gentleman
was bound to provide for this particular one, among the others. Next year it was
anticipated by that right hon. gentleman that we were to have a sinking fund of
between three and four millions. During the present year, he said, that he calculated,
after deducting 9,000,000/. of unfunded debt to be paid off from 11,000,000/., that
there would be a sinking fund of about 2,000,000/. But the right hon. gentleman
seemed to forget, that this imaginary improvement of his was made to appear twice in
the same statement. He first of all said, that we should have a sinking fund of such
and such an amount; but, when he came to speak of the deficiencies upon the
consolidated fund, and of the fund out of which they were to be supplied, he must
have forgotten, when he was expatiating upon the sinking fund, that he was alluding
to that out of which those very deficiencies were to be so supplied. And, throughout
all these accounts, he had clearly forgotten that there was, in the quarter ending in
January 1819, a deficiency of 8,000,000/ upon exchequer bills. He quite agreed in
every word that had fallen from his hon. friend, the member for Penrhyn,1 respecting
the alarming deficiency upon the consolidated fund. He quite concurred with him in
saying, that that which was the growing produce of the consolidated fund used to be
sufficient to pay all the demands upon it for the current quarter; whereas, instead of
this, it was now found insufficient to pay even the arrears of the preceding quarter.
During the last year, he considered the finance committee to have pursued a very
good plan in letting them know what was the real state of the finances of the country.2
The committee had allowed them to see, in that, whether their amount was greater or
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less than it had been at that time twelve months. Now, he had endeavoured to apply
the very same plan to the accounts of this year; and he found it to apply to them in a
most remarkable manner. The committee last year estimated the unfunded debt at
53,133,000/. They took the amount of exchequer-bills in circulation, of Irish treasury
bills, deficiency bills, &c.; and the result of their estimate was 53,133,000/. By the
papers before the House, it appeared, that at the period to which they were made out,
the unfunded debt was actually diminished in the sum of 2,000,000/. only, although
the right hon. gentleman calculated that diminution at upwards of 10,000,000/. If,
however, the papers before them were correct, he must contend, that the amount of
actual diminution upon the unfunded debt, between the 5th of January 1819, and the
5th of January 1820, was only 2,000,000/. It was now necessary to see in what ratio
the funded debt had increased; and by the returns that had been made to the House,
they would find that the sum actually received by loan (which loans last year
amounted to 24,000,000/.) was 18,736,000/. Deducting the sinking fund from this, the
balance must necessarily be the actual amount to which the funded debt had been
increased during the present year; and that increase was to the exact extent to which
the unfunded debt had been this year paid off, namely, 2,000,000/.: so that, after all
the complicated accounts that had been submitted to the House, the general result was
this —that they had decreased the unfunded debt 2,000,000/. and had increased the
funded debt 2,000,000/. It had been said that, in point of fact, there was no sinking
fund whatever, for that the deficiencies upon the interest of exchequer-bills would
amount to a sum about equal to that fund. And indeed it appeared to him, that these
deficiencies had increased 1,370,000/. more than they amounted to last year. He had
one observation more to make about the funding of 7,000,000/. of exchequer bills.
The hon. member for Penryhn had paid some compliments to the chancellor of the
exchequer, for having upon this occasion funded in the 5 per cents, rather than in any
other stock. But, in order to contend that that was a judicious measure, he ought first
to have shown that there was a sufficiency of capital to fund in the 5 per cents rather
than in the three per cents. If they possessed a very large sinking fund and that sinking
fund was likely to be operative, then undoubtedly it was proper to fund in a new stock
and create one of 5 per cent in preference to funding in the 3 per cents; and, in that
view of the question, he should have been disposed to have approved of the former of
these measures. But, seeing that they possessed little or no sinking fund, he was very
much disposed to doubt, whether the terms of such a loan would be of that
advantageous character which his hon. friend seemed disposed to attribute to them.
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COMMITTEE OF SUPPLY1
21 June 1820

A debate arose on methods of keeping the public accounts.

Mr. Ricardo took the opportunity of objecting to the manner in which the Chancellor
of the Exchequer stated the budget. He ought to insert, with reference to the former
year, a column of expenditure as well as of receipt. He should say, “I have received so
much from the ways and means— so much has been expended—and so much remains
to be received on the last year’s budget.” He did not believe that the ways and means
stated by the right hon. gent. the other evening would be equal to the payments that
were chargeable on them. In his opinion, there would be a deficiency of 2,000,000..

The Chancellor of the Exchequer observed that in future years more detailed accounts
might be produced.
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COTTON WEAVERS
28 June 1820

Mr. Maxwell moved for a select committee to inquire into the means of relieving the
distress of the cotton weavers. Amongst the plans to be considered he mentioned: the
taxing of ‘a machine called “a power-loom”” which competed with the simple loom of
the individual weaver (‘the capital of the poor man, which consisted in the labour of
his two hands, must bear the burden of taxation, since those articles, without which he
could not exist, were taxed; while the large capital of the wealthy manufacturer,

which he invested in a machine, was suffered to escape any contribution to the
revenue’); and the application of public money to provide lands for those who could
obtain no employment at their looms. Mr. Robinson opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo said, that he conceived the duty of government to be, to give the greatest
possible development to industry. This they could do only by removing the obstacles
which had been created. He complained therefore of government on very different
grounds from the hon. mover, for his complaint was against the restrictions on trade,
and other obstacles of that description, which opposed the development of industry.
The recommendations of the hon. mover were inconsistent with the contrast between
one class and another. If government interfered, they would do mischief and no good.
They had already interfered, and done mischief by the poor laws. The principles of the
hon. mover would likewise violate the sacredness of property, which constituted the
great security of society.

The motion was withdrawn.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 71 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[Back to Table of Contents]

THE CORONATION
3 July 1820

On the order of the day for going into a committee of supply on the expenses of his
majesty’s coronation,

Mr. Ricardo thought that if the various articles likely to be consumed at the
coronation could be bought cheaper in the foreign than the home market, there could
be no objection to their not being home manufacture, seeing that they must be
purchased by the produce of our own industry.

[The remainder of the session was mainly taken up by the proceedings against the
Queen, which were initiated in the House of Lords on 5 July by the introduction of a
bill of pains and penalties and brought to a close on 10 November, when the bill was
withdrawn. The session closed on 23 Nov. 1820.]
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SESSION 1821

The King’s speech on the opening of the session was delivered on 23 Jan. 1821.
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SUPPLY—BANK OF IRELAND
2 February 1821

Mr. Grenfell asked the Chancellor of the Exchequer whether he was prepared to give
any information as to the refusal of the Bank of Ireland to receive the coin of the
realm as deposits. The Chancellor of the Exchequer was unable to give any
information.

Mr. Ricardo observed, that paper in Ireland having become at a premium above the
price of gold coin, persons had been under the necessity of incurring the expense of
conveying gold coin to Ireland, to remedy an evil arising out of the deficiency of
circulation from the failures in the south.]1 If the Bank of Ireland had filled the void so
occasioned, as it was their duty to have done, the evil would have been avoided. He
was still of opinion, that the system established with regard to the Bank of England,2
two or three years ago, ought to be perpetuated. If the Bank contemplated paying in
gold coin in 1823, as they were now by law required, they must purchase a quantity of
gold for that purpose; and to this cause was to be attributed the present disproportion
between the price of gold and silver. He hoped, that his right hon. friend would be of
opinion, that the system now existing ought to be permanent, and that he would take
an early opportunity of bringing forward a measure for that purpose.

[See further p. 98 below. ]
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TRADE OF BIRMINGHAM— PETITION OF THE
MERCHANTS
8 February 1821

Mr. Dugdale presented a petition from the merchants and manufacturers of
Birmingham for an inquiry into the causes of the national distress. Mr. Baring said
that ‘a very considerable part of the distress ... arose from the nature of the currency’;
and he suggested ‘the expediency of giving to the Bank the option of paying either in
gold or silver, that the value of the two precious metals might be rendered more equal,
and the present pound sterling, which was somewhat too high, relaxed. He wished to
relax a cord which was at present stretched somewhat too tightly.” He did not mean
however to ‘trench upon the system of the member for Portarlington’.

Mr. Ricardo said, that if the House would indulge him for a few minutes, he should be
desirous to make one or two allusions to what had fallen from his hon. friend below.1
The great point to which his hon. friend had addressed himself was the origin of the
prevailing distress. By some persons this was ascribed to taxation, by others to
restrictions on trade, and by his hon. friend to an alteration in the currency, which he
seemed indeed to consider as almost the exclusive cause. With this view his hon.
friend had entered into a comparison of the prices of corn at various periods, and he
stated the fall to be from about 80 to 60s., inferring that other articles had undergone
an equal depression. He seemed to think that with a quarter of corn he could now
purchase the same quantity of other commodities which he could have obtained with
it when corn was at 80s. and that the reduction of prices was therefore general and
equal. Now, this representation he apprehended was erroneous. He could not agree
that prices had fallen generally in the same proportion.1 He believed that the fall in
corn had been severe beyond measure, whilst there had been no fall with regard to
many other articles, or at any rate no fall in the least degree similar. If the prices of
bullion were referred to at former periods, it would be seen that the price of corn had
altered to the amount of 25 per cent. He was surprised to find his hon. friend making a
statement from which, if correct, it must be inferred, that the distresses began at the
moment when the last change in the currency took place. Now, if he looked back to
the price of bullion in the flourishing year 1818, and compared it with the present
price, it would be seen that the difference did not exceed 6 or 7 per cent. To this
extent other prices might have since been affected, and he had no doubt that there had
been a considerable reduction of prices in other countries. Wine had fallen here, and
so had cotton goods; but he believed that fall was not more than equal to that which
had occurred in most parts of Europe. In 1816 the price of gold was at 4/. an ounce. In
the following year it was 4/. and 6d. In 1818 bullion still did not rise above 4/. 2s. and
41. 3s., and in 1819, when the plan which he had the honour to recommend was
adopted by the House, it was at 4/. 1s. The question, then,1 before the House was,
whether it was advisable to return to the old standard, or to take the existing market
rate, which was then about 4 per cent above that standard as the measure of value in
future. But his hon. friend had argued on this subject as if bullion had been at that
time, as it formerly was, at 5/. or 51 10s., an ounce. If, instead of being at 4/. 1s.
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bullion had been much higher, he should not have proposed a recurrence to the mint
standard. What he was anxious about, was not to restore the old, but to establish a
fixed standard; for, however desirable it might be to a body of merchants or bankers
to possess the power of raising or lowering a fourth or fifth the value of the currency,
and to make 3/. 17s. 10%d. at one time, equivalent to 5/. at another, it was a power
destructive of every engagement, and finally ruinous to every interest. He was not
anxious to restore the old standard; but the market price of bullion being then only 4/.
Ls., he did not think it necessary to deviate from the ancient standard. What increased
his surprise at the view which his hon. friend had taken in tracing all our distress to a
variation in the currency was, that when a few years back we had so much greater
variations, we had no such distress. With regard to the depression of agriculture, he
believed it was a good deal owing to the laws2 which were enacted for the purpose of
protecting it. It was certainly desirable that those engaged in the production of corn
should have a vent when an excess of supply existed. When two or three good
harvests followed in succession, we might, if prices were at all on a level with those
on the continent, export it after a fall of three or four shillings a quarter; but at present
there must be a destructive fall before it could be sent abroad. The hon. member for
Cumberland,]1 as well as the hon. member for Staffordshire,2 had talked of the
extreme pressure of taxes on agriculture; as if they were found, in that respect, to be
peculiarly burdensome. The stockholder was described as being comparatively free
from these effects; but it would not be difficult to show, that all taxes fell upon the
consumers of those commodities to which they were annexed; and if this were not the
case, he did not see what right the landowner had to ask for protection. He could
demonstrate, if it were necessary, that taxes always raised the price of that commodity
on which they were laid, and therefore fell on the consumer. Was it not impossible
that farmers could continue to grow corn for a series of years unless they obtained
remunerating prices?— 3 He would now offer a very few remarks on what had been
thrown out as to the restoration of two metals as a standard. It gave him pain,
however, to hear any allusions made to the subject of not paying the public creditor,
and to find that they met with the reception which they did in some quarters. If,
indeed, the dividend was to be reduced, he trusted that it would be done openly, and
that no stratagem or delusion would be practised. With regard to the plan of his hon.
friend, he was sorry that he could not approve of it, recommending, as it did, a
different standard from that fixed in 1819; at least, he could not help thinking that the
plan amounted to this when he heard his hon. friend say, that the string was too tight,
and that it was desirable to empower the Bank to pay either in gold or silver. This
appeared to him to be a complete departure from the true and sound principles of
currency. No currency could be of the same value perpetually, any more than other
articles could always retain the same price. Gold bullion, however, was the
commodity which varied the least; and if a contract was made to pay 100/. at a future
period, the contract would be most faithfully performed by the payment of that sum in
gold. But it might suit the purpose of the debtor to pay it in silver, whilst, by so doing,
the creditor would sustain a loss. The two metals seldom maintained the same
proportion to each other long. The price of the one might rise, while that of the other
fell. So the Bank being now under an obligation to pay 60 ounces of gold, would
enable a person who received it, to propose more, or a greater nominal amount of
commodities than he would if he paid in silver. The relative value of the two metals
had varied since the act of parliament; but what was the cause of that variation? It was
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this: the Bank being a timid body, seldom clinging to the true principles of circulation,
had taken alarm, and had made great and unnecessary purchases of gold, although
they found, by experience, that no person applied to them for any. He almost doubted
whether a single bar had been demanded from them since the commencement of the
new plan.]1 If the Bank were enabled, according to his hon. friend’s proposition, to
pay in silver instead of gold, they would now realize a profit equal to the difference
between 4s. 11'2d. and 5s. 2d. As soon as this profit should cease, the two metals
would have recovered their relative value, and then it would be difficult to discover
the value of his hon. friend’s proposition. He had proved last session that the two
metals might vary to the extent of three per cent; but his hon. friend then remarked,
that this might be true in theory, but in France, where the experiment had been tried,
the difference did not exceed one per mill. Still it was something to find that the
possibility of the variation was admitted. He entirely agreed in all that had been said
with regard to the retrenchment in our expenditure being the principal, if not the only
source of relief. The committee would, he doubted not, without preconceived or
particular views, inquire whether the present system of restrictions on trade was
advantageous to the country. He should only add, with respect to the rents of land,
that no interests could be more distinct than those of the owners and occupiers; yet it
did happen that the latter were persuaded to petition that House for regulations which
might be beneficial to one class, but most injurious to themselves.2

Mr. Baring expressed once more his conviction that ‘from the operation of the plan
lately adopted by the legislature with regard to the resumption of cash-payments,... the
value of the pound sterling, with reference to the price of commodities, had advanced
one-third, or at least one-fourth, above that which it bore during the latter years of the
war.” He again urged the policy of allowing a double tender, of silver as well as of
gold. As a practical man he could see no purpose in having a single standard:
‘although the establishment of such a standard might be more agreeable to the views
of the Royal Society, or other abstract philosophers, who would regulate weights and
measures by the vibrations of the pendulum.’

Mr. Ricardo remarked, that the difference between his hon. friend’s opinion and his
own was this, that he maintained the advance of the pound sterling with reference to
the price of commodities to be only about 4 or 5 per cent, which was equal to the
difference between the price of gold at 4/. 1s. and 3/. 17s. 10%d. an ounce, while his
hon. friend maintained that advance to be equal to 25 per cent. But how came it, he
would ask, that although Russia, Austria, and France had adopted the same system as
this country in the issue of paper, there should be such a difference in this country
alone as his hon. friend had stated? He, however, differed from the views of his hon.
friend, the principle of whose animadversions would in a great measure operate
against any metallic currency whatever. With respect to his hon. friend’s
recommendation of a double tender, it was obvious, that if that recommendation were
adopted, the Bank, although it seldom saw its own interest, would be likely to realise
a considerable sum by the purchase of silver at its present reduced price of 4s. 11d. an
ounce. But as this purchase would serve to raise silver to the Mint price of 5s. 2d. and
comparatively to advance the price of gold, the consequence of which would be to
drive gold out of the country, this was, among other reasons, an argument with him
for resisting his hon. friend’s doctrine.
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The petition was ordered to be printed.
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CORN AVERAGES
26 February 1821

Mr. Robinson (President of the Board of Trade) introduced a resolution for
simplifying the methods by which the average prices of corn were ascertained for the
purposes of the corn law; he also proposed to include the Isle of Man in the returns in
order to prevent frauds. Mr. Curwen said, ‘he was sure that, within a very limited
period, the country had lost at least a million by the frauds which had been
committed. Large quantities of corn were imported from Denmark into the Isle of
Man, and from thence shipped off to England. The greatest injury resulted to the
English farmer from the introduction of foreign grain.’

Mr. Ricardo conceived that the effect of the measure would be to raise the importation
price. An hon. member] had spoken of the injury which an accumulation of foreign
corn occasioned in the English market. That might be so; but the only remedy for this
evil was, for this country to lower the prices of corn nearly to the standard of the
prices of the continent. The only way to keep out foreign corn, was by putting high
duties upon the importation of it. Now, suppose a year of scarcity had arrived, and
that a high duty had been placed on the importation of foreign corn, would any
minister at such a time of distress, attempt to enforce that duty—and shut out relief
from a starving people? Impossible; and, therefore, the ports would be left open and
free, and the immense importation which the hon. gentleman looked upon as so great
a misfortune, would take place. Much had been said as to a remedy for the distress of
the agriculturist: he was of opinion, that the only remedy for that distress was the total
repeal of the corn laws and, sooner or later, a measure of that sort would be adopted.

The resolution was agreed to.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 79 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[Back to Table of Contents]

STATE OF THE REVENUE—REPEAL OF THE HOUSE
AND WINDOW DUTIES
6 March 1821

Mr. Maberly proposed a series of resolutions for the retrenchment of public
expenditure and for a reduction of 50 per cent upon all duties on inhabited houses and
windows. The motion was opposed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer and by Mr.
Huskisson, who contended ‘that we were not at liberty to take off taxes, unless we
preserved the Sinking Fund.’

Mr. Ricardo reminded the right hon. gentleman, 1 that the proposal of this night was
not to reduce the Sinking Fund two millions, but to reduce the taxes to that amount;
not by taking from the Sinking Fund, but by increased economy. The object was, to
relieve the country from a part of the burdens under which it at present laboured. If,
however, the motion had been to reduce the Sinking Fund, it should have met with no
opposition from him. He considered it a delusion which was encouraged and made to
amount to a certain sum, that ministers might be enabled finally to lay their hands
upon it and devote it to purposes of unnecessary expenditure. Though the loan of last
year amounted to 24,000,000/ there were 9,000,000/. of exchequer bills and
17,000,000/. of Sinking Fund, so that there was in fact a surplus of 2,000,000/. On the
other side, it was asked whether it was intended to diminish the Consolidated Fund,
which was the security to the public creditor? Yet ministers had been doing so year
after year, until the deficiency amounted to 8,000,000/. Now, however, they were
greatly alarmed at such a proposal, when in truth the object of the hon. mover was
merely to reduce the expenditure. For the year ending the 5th of January, 1821, the
Sinking Fund was estimated at 2,500,000/. He hoped it would turn out so; but his
opinion undoubtedly was, that it would be considerably below that amount. It
appeared to him that the diminution of the unfunded debt, between 5th January 1820,
and 5th January 1821, amounted to very nearly 8,000,000/. while the Sinking Fund
for the present year was 17,000,000/. making together 25,000,000/. This was in
diminution of the debt; but, on the other hand, what had been added to it? The
chancellor of the exchequer took a loan of 17,000,000/. and funded exchequer bills to
the amount of 7,000,000/. so that an amount of stock equal to 24,000,000/. was added
to the debt. Besides this there was a deficiency of the Consolidated Fund to the
amount of 400,000/. Deducting therefore 24,400,000/. debt, incurred from the
25,000,000/. debt reduced, 600,000.. was the only real decrease; and he could call
nothing a Sinking Fund, but what operated a reduction of the national debt.

The House divided: For the motion, 83; Against it, 109. Ricardo voted for the motion.
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MR. GOOCH’S MOTION FOR A COMMITTEE ON
AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS
7 March 1821

Mr. Gooch moved for the appointment of a committee to inquire into the distress of
the agricultural interest. He trusted ‘that the gentlemen who usually opposed the
agricultural interest—and especially that individual amongst them who was so highly
distinguished for his knowledge of political economy (Mr. Ricardo), would permit the
committee to see what good they could effect by their deliberations. Trade and
agriculture were so interwoven with each other, that they appeared to him as but one
interest; and he had always deemed it wicked to consider them as jarring with each
other.” He considered the agricultural interest as the basis of all the others, and
therefore he asked the House to give to it ‘that protection which its value to the state
demanded.’ Sir E. Knatchbull seconded the motion. Mr. Robinson (President of the
Board of Trade) said that although the grounds on which he had objected to a similar
motion the year before were applicable to all times, yet as a matter of feeling rather
than one of expediency he would now consent to the inquiry. After some further
debate,

Mr. Ricardo] rose to defend his conduct and opinions, which had been repeatedly
attacked in the course of the discussion. When he heard that all the interests of the
country were equally consulted, he could not help saying, because he felt it, that the
interests of landlords were chiefly considered. He had been represented as a
mercantile man, having a particular interest which he consulted. He denied that he
was interested either as a mercantile man or as a fundholder. He was a landed
proprietor, and his interests were bound up with that of the House. He agreed with the
Member for Essex,1 that high or low price in corn was nothing in itself. But he
maintained the principle of a free trade in corn; not altogether a free trade in practice,
but the general right should be allowed to every man, and every class of men, to apply
their labour and resources in the most profitable way for themselves, which would be
also the most profitable for the country. The effects of a free trade would be to get
corn at the most advantageous rate. He wanted a countervailing duty to the home
grower, to recompence all the additional charges which he had to pay in taxes above
the charges borne by the foreign grower; but the protecting duty should not exceed the
difference of those charges.2 The attention of the House had been called to the terrible
effects which would be produced upon native agriculture, by allowing a free
importation of cheap corn from the Continent. He would endeavour to shew what
would be the real effect. The prices of corn would be reduced immediately, and
agriculture might be distressed more than at present. But the labour of this country
would be immediately applied to the production of other and more profitable
commodities, which might be exchanged for cheap foreign corn if the lands were
thrown out of cultivation, through too great a reduction of prices to compensate the
production of grain at home. He had a great objection to a permanent duty on
importations of corn; he still more strongly objected to a graduated duty, to rise in
proportion as corn fell, and to fall as corn rose. Suppose the case of a bad crop; the

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 81 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

grower would naturally look for the remedy for the loss of quantity in the superior
price, from which he would be cut off by the adoption of a graduated protecting price.
The Honourable Member for Oxfordl had asked for the solution of what might be
called a riddle, uttered by him (Mr. Ricardo), that the immediate opening of the ports
to importations of foreign corn, would be so far from disabling the country to pay the
present nominal amount of taxes, that the country would be enabled from that very
circumstance to pay a larger nominal amount of taxes. The Hon. Member should
immediately have a solution. Suppose the country, instead of the present system of
agriculture, could find out one which with far more ease of execution and with much
less expense, would produce the same or a greater quantity of corn than was at present
grown by the existing system, a great deal of labour would be thrown out of
employment in agriculture; but let the House keep their eyes on the effects of the
capital which would be liberated. Would not this capital be employed in the
production of other commodities? and would all the commodities so produced be an
addition of capital and gain to the whole country? Hon. Gentlemen asked how there
could be any gain to the country when the price of corn would fall to one-half? His
answer was, that the new commodities produced would contain a positive value,
besides the value which would exist on the corn. In like manner would free
importation of corn lead to a release of capital, which would be employed in
producing commodities, bringing so much additional gain; for though the
commodities as well as the grain would be at a lower rate of prices, they would
contain a value sufficient, from their quantity, not only to remunerate their
production, but to pay all the charges required by Government. He agreed with an
observation of a Noble Person in another place,1 that part of the distress was owing to
too much corn being produced, and agriculture must lessen its produce so as to suit
the demand. He knew that taxation was an evil; but it could not be truly said that the
taxation on agriculture prevented corn from remunerating the expense of its
production. If the charges for growing or producing any thing were great, the price
demanded for the article would correspond. If his hat or any thing else were taxed, he
had, as the consumer, to pay an additional price for it; and where taxation went too
far, it would diminish the consumption of the commodity so taxed. In other words,
taxation tended to reduce the demand for the taxed commodity, but it did not prevent
the remuneration of all the expenses of production for so much of the commodity as
was in demand. It was wrong to say that corn could not be produced on account of the
taxes on agriculture. The Member for Wareham2 had given a most convincing
instance of the truth of this position, by explaining the duty on salt, which he stated to
amount to 3,000/. upon the value of every 190/. Three thousand pounds duty were
paid on salt, and yet salt yielded a sufficient profit to the producer. He did not mean to
say that there was no hardship suffered by the consumer; but this proved that taxation
alone did not prevent an adequate remuneration to the corn-grower. It had been said
that importation would throw the whole of the lands out of cultivation. But this was
assuming that the remunerating price was for every grower the same; whereas, corn
was raised in some lands at 40s. and in others at not less than 70s. He had been asked
how the cheap corn, when imported, could be paid for? By selling commodities? If
that were not practicable, it must be because it would be more advantageous to grow
corn than to part with commodities for it. A great deal had been said about the ware-
housing system. He had been asked, who would speculate in corn with the prospect of
large quantities being let out upon the market at a very diminished price? He would, if
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he were inclined to speculate, do it in corn. Having the market to himself while corn
was under 80s. he would deal, and when it was 79s. without any dread or jealousy of a
commodity which was not allowed to enter the market.1 The Member for
Cumberland2 had put a question to him categorically. Could we grow corn at the
same rate as on the Continent?—No; and for that reason he would have it imported:
that was precisely the argument he went upon. The Member for Winchelsea,3 not then
in his place, had asked, “Where has the Honourable Member (Mr. Ricardo) been? Has
he just descended from some other planet? Does he know that a great deal of capital is
engaged in agriculture, which would be then (in case of a free trade) thrown out of
that employment?” This was considering the means without reference to the end
sought. The end proposed in the employment of all capital was to obtain abundant
production. He would say that if he could get corn so much cheaper than it could be
grown, he deemed the capital employed in growing corn, to the exclusion of corn
more cheaply to be acquired, a nuisance. Better such capital were altogether
annihilated. But it would not be annihilated. The greater part of it would be turned
into profitable channels. Something had been said about the national debt, and he had
been represented as holding the landed property pledged to the payment of the debt.
In his opinion not only landed, but funded, and every other kind of property, was
pledged to the payment. It was unfair to leave the whole expense of the war on the
shoulders of some of their fellow-citizens. After some further arguments to shew the
advantages of a free trade, and after expressing his hopes that the country would
recover from the unnatural depression under which it laboured, he stated that he had
some fears lest the Committee, when appointed, should attempt to raise the protecting
prices, from a vague hope of deriving relief there from for the present difficulties of
agriculture. He concluded by saying, that he had a great objection to a permanent
duty, but he had still greater to a graduated one. He hoped that if any were adopted, it
would be the lowest countervailing duty which could be calculated to repay the
additional charges of taxation suffered by the home-grower.

The motion was agreed to, and the committee was appointed. Among the members
were: Mr. Gooch (Chairman), Lord Castle-reagh, Mr. F. Robinson, Mr. Huskisson,
Mr. Brougham, Mr. Wodehouse, Mr. Baring, Sir E. Knatchbull, Mr. H. Sumner, Mr.
Western, Mr. S. Wortley, Lord Althorp, Sir H. Parnell, Mr. Sturges Bourne.

Mr. Dickinson moved, that Mr. Ricardo should be added to the committee.

Mr. Gooch had no objection.

Mr. Ricardo, Mr. Curwen, and Mr. Denis Browne, were added to the committee. 1
[The following is Hansard’s report. Cp. above, p. 81, footnote.]

Mr. Ricardo disclaimed any intention of imputing unworthy motives to any of the
various parties whose interests were concerned in the question; but he would say, as
he had said before, that the interest of the landholders must necessarily be opposed to
that of the consumers in the present case. Some hon. gentlemen had been pleased to

address him as a mercantile man, as if he had a particular interest to serve. He would
answer, that he was not a mercantile man—that he was not a man of funded property,
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but that he was a landed proprietor, and, as such, had the same interest in the question
with many of those who had opposed him. He did not look to the interest of any one
party in the state, but to that of the whole country. He agreed in one opinion which
had fallen from the hon. member for Essex, that it was not the money price of corn
they were discussing, but the labour price; and it was on that very ground that he
contended for the policy of a free trade. And what did a free trade mean?—that they
should devote the capital which they possessed to the more extensive production of
any commodity; corn, for instance. It would result, that the greater the capital which
they could so devote, the more of the article would they be able to procure. While he
said this, he begged that he might not be understood as advocating an unlimited free
trade in corn; for there were circumstances attending that question which rendered it
imperative upon the legislature to impose some shackles upon a trade, which, more
than any other, being once without restraint, speedily required them. And this led him
to consider what had been urged by many gentlemen upon the subject of
countervailing duties. If the agriculturists would show that they had any particular
taxes to cope with, which other producers had not, then, undoubtedly, they ought to
have a countervailing duty to that amount: and not only so, but there ought to be a
drawback allowed upon exportation to that amount. The great principle upon which
they should go was this—to make the price of their corn approximate, as nearly as
possible, to the price it bore in other countries. He was more sanguine, undoubtedly,
than many; but he was not such an enthusiast as to suppose that, under present
circumstances, they could reach at one step this great and true principle of all corn
trade. Much had been said, affirming and denying the direct interest of landholders in
monopolizing the market. He would say, without hesitation, that gentlemen of landed
property had an interest in getting the monopoly of the market for their own corn. In
the mode in which they had gone about it, however, they had not been very dexterous
or successful. The hon. member for Cumberland [Mr. Curwen] had said, with great
propriety and truth, that for many years past a glut of corn had always come into the
country whenever the price had risen above 80s. This fact confirmed the objections
which had been raised to protecting duties upon that commodity. Although a duty on
the importation of corn would not be so wise a measure as the approach to that system
which he had suggested as constituting the true principle of a corn trade; yet he did
think that a permanent duty upon importation would be a much wiser measure than
that which had been proposed and advocated. Let them rather have a certain moderate
duty which should have a tendency to produce a price of corn that should not be very
variable. The last desideratum was of the very highest importance, as much of the evil
arose from the fluctuation of prices. The system which had been proposed by the hon.
member for Bridgenorth [Mr. Whitmore], of duties that should rise as the price of
corn fell, and fall as the price of corn rose, he could not consider a very wise one.
What would be the situation of the grower, if such a system were put in practice?
Supposing he had to contend with the deficiencies of a short crop in one season, he
naturally expected to make up for them in the next season. But the adoption of these
duties would leave him no such remedy for his misfortunes. The hon. member for
Oxford had the other evening appeared surprised at one or two positions which he had
ventured to advance. The hon. gentleman had called upon him to solve this riddle, as
he called it, namely, “if you open your ports, and import the immense quantities of
corn which then will inundate the country, how can it be said the country will be
better able to sustain a money taxation? —so far from it, the means she now
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possesses, now applicable to that purpose, will be withdrawn from her.” But it was
not difficult to give the required solution. Suppose the case of a country which was
cultivating its own lands, and received no supply from abroad;—a country that had a
much better mode and practice of agriculture than others; and which, in consequence
of that circumstance, could, with less trouble and expense than they could do, grow all
that was necessary for her purpose. It was clear that, under such circumstances, the
price of corn would be much lowered there. But, let gentlemen keep their eyes upon
the capital that would be thus liberated from the land. Would that be idle? Would that
be employed in no way? Would it not be employed for the purchase and obtaining of
other commodities? Would not those commodities be of value in the country, and by
their value afford to pay that additional taxation which he had alluded to, in the
position that had so much startled the hon. member for Oxford? “But,” said that hon.
gentleman again, “do you mean to say, that if the price of corn be lessened one half,
the country can afford to pay the same money taxation?”” He answered confidently,
“Yes,” these commodities of which he had spoken would enable her to pay it. An
opinion had been given in another place, which he thought had been treated with too
much levity. It did appear to him, that that opinion was well founded; for he also was
one who thought that the low price of corn, under which we were at present labouring,
was occasioned by too great a supply. He did not think it to be the consequence of
taxation. Whether that abundance was the effect of too great an importation, or arose
from a diminution of the demand, still the depression was in every case, if the price
did not repay the producer, to be attributed to no other cause but the too great supply.
Taxation, undoubtedly, was a very great evil; no man was more ready to deprecate the
present system and extent of the taxation than he was; but how did it operate? Take
the commonest article of trade; a hat, for instance. If the hat were taxed, the price of
the hat rose of course. Enemy as he was to all taxation, he must say that it was not to
taxation only that he attributed the distresses of the farmer; and they who did so,
attributed the evil, he thought, to a wrong cause. The hon. member for Ware-ham had
said a great deal, to show that those distresses were principally to be imputed to the
heavy duties upon salt. Every person who used salt was injured to a certain degree by
that tax: no doubt it was a very grievous burthen, but it was certainly not an adequate
reason to be assigned for the present distressed state of agriculture. It had been said
that such large quantities of corn had been imported, and at so low a rate, that all the
poor lands would go out of cultivation. This he took to be a fallacy: and to proceed
from hon. members erroneously supposing that all corn was grown at the same
remunerating price. But nothing was more clear than that price was as 30s. in some
instances, and 40s., 50s., 60s., and 70s. in others. The hon. member for Essex had told
the House what small quantities of corn, after all, had been imported within the last
ten or twelve years, from foreign countries. Another hon. gentleman, however, was
for prohibiting the importation of foreign corn altogether, and asked them how they
were to pay for it? Why, as for that matter, they ought not to contract the debt, if they
could not pay for it; and if the fact was that they could not pay for foreign corn, that
was pretty good security, he should conceive, that they would grow it themselves.
Then there was the warehousing system. It had been said, “who will speculate in corn,
when he knows what a tremendous quantity of it is hanging over him?” He would for
one; for, if he had bought his corn at 79s., and it was now selling for 70s. he would
keep it on hand; and take care not to sell it till it had got above 79s. Then if it rose
only to 80s., he evidently had the market in his own hands. The hon. member for
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Cumberland had asked, “Can we grow corn in England on the same terms as the
foreign grower.” To this he would answer “No:” and for that very reason he would
import it. But, what was the proposed end of all capital, if it was not this—that the
possessor should procure a great abundance of produce with it? Now if he could prove
that by getting rid of all that capital which is employed in land, he could make more
profitable use of it, then he contended, that that was in effect so much capital gained
by him. But here again an erroneous idea prevailed. The House was told of the capital
which was employed in land, and told in a manner as if it was absolutely and entirely
vested in it. Let them just consider, however, the wages of labour, the price of
improvements, the charges of manure, and they would find that the total cost of all
these items would be a capital saved. The hon. member for Kent [Sir E. Knatchbull]
had spoken in a very disparaging manner of thrashing machines. Now, in his opinion,
every thing which tended to lessen human labour was an advantage to mankind.
Something also had been said on the subject of the national debt. He had no particular
individual interest in it, because he derived no revenue from it; but he would say, that
the landed interest, the agricultural interest, the trading and every other public interest,
were pledged to the public debt. What could be more dishonourable than for a state to
carry on the expenses of war by the money advanced upon her good credit by her own
subjects, and then to turn round upon those from whom she had borrowed it, and
say—"“We are insolvent, and we will not pay you.” It was totally unworthy of an
enlightened and honourable assembly to entertain a proposition so monstrous. The
hon. member for Cumberland appeared to entertain a very strange idea of the nature
of countervailing duties. He had said, that the countervailing duties should amount to
all the difference between the price for which the foreigner could grow corn, and that
for which we could afford to grow it. But the fact was by no means so. The House
might remember the large capital employed in France during the continental system of
exclusion, in obtaining a species of sugar from beet. Now, the question was, when that
exclusion was abolished, and sugars could be imported, what were they to do with the
capital employed in the beet process? The hon. member, on his proposition, would
have required a countervailing duty to the amount of the difference between the price
at which sugar could be so imported, and that at which it could be extracted from beet.
Another argument was, that rent and capital would be annihilated if the land was
thrown out of cultivation. He did not mean to deny that the House ought to deal
tenderly with all the interests concerned; but though opening the ports would throw a
good many labourers out of employment in land, it would open other sources of
labour. The hon. member for Bridgenorth [Mr. Whitmore] had taken an unfavourable
view of the state of the country. For his own part, he had better hopes. He could not
help feeling that the difficulties of the country were nearly at an end, and that the
present unnatural state of depression must soon cease to be felt. He thought we were
now reviving; and nothing could so much contribute to that revival as the relief of the
people from taxation by every possible means. He had great apprehension from the
appointment of this committee, because he feared that it would look for relief to
restrictions upon importation. If restrictions were to be imposed, he would rather have
a fixed duty than a graduated one, as being most likely to produce permanent benefit
to the country.
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BANK CASH PAYMENTS BILL
19 March 1821

The Chancellor of the Exchequer reminded the House that by the Act of 1819, the
Bank of England were entitled, at their option, to issue gold coin on the 1st of May
1822, and were bound to resume cash payments on the 1st of May 1823. He would
now propose that this optional power should be brought into practical operation on the
Ist of May 1821. Two circumstances justified the anticipation: first, the rapid
accumulation of treasure in the Bank, which by restricting the circulation of other
countries produced an unfavourable effect on commerce; secondly, the widespread
forgery of Bank-notes, which could only be diminished by the progressive
substitution of coin for Bank-notes. Mr. Baring moved that the principle of the Act of
1819 be reconsidered. He thought the distress of the country was due to the rise in the
value of the currency and the increased burden of debt, which had followed the return
to cash payments. ‘He was not himself bold enough to recommend a departure from
the standard,” but he would propose two remedies for the evils of the present system.
“The first was to render permanent the plan of paying Bank-notes in bullion, or to
continue what he hoped he might, without disrespect, call the Ricardo system; for, in
his opinion, the permanent establishment of that plan was peculiarly calculated to
relieve the tension which was at present felt in the currency of the country.” As to the
danger of forgery, it could not require much ingenuity to invent a Bank-note more
difficult to imitate than the present clumsy one; or, instead of the small notes, he
would propose a gold token. ‘The second remedy which he had to propose was, the
establishment of a double standard, namely, gold and silver.’

Mr. Ricardo] began by observing, that his hon. friend2 had set out with contending
for the propriety of establishing two standards: whereas a great part of his argument
had gone to put the gold standard out of the question altogether. He had truly said,
that in 1797, permission was given to the Bank of England, by act of parliament, to
increase or diminish the amount of its circulation as it might think proper. Now,
though he agreed that such a power could not have been lodged in hands less inclined
to abuse that permission, he did consider it a power most dangerous to have been
entrusted to any men, under any circumstances. It was undoubtedly true that the Bank
had had it in its power to have kept the currency at a standard as if it had been
composed entirely of gold and silver. He maintained that it had then the full power of
doing so. The Bank of England, however, neglected that duty; and, in 1819, when the
war had terminated, it became absolutely necessary that the House should adopt the
steps it had adopted towards payment in bullion. The question with the House, then,
was—“Shall we take the standard of our currency at its present depreciation? or shall
we take it as it existed previously to the year 1797?” His noble friend, the member for
Salisbury (lord Folkestone), had, with a great deal of good sense and judgment,
proposed to fix the standard at the price at which gold then was. On that point he had
differed from his noble friend, thinking that gold was not then sufficiently
depreciated, had it been more depreciated, he should have preferred that plan to the
adoption of a more variable standard. His hon. friend1 who had called him a theorist2
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, seemed himself to have undergone a great change of sentiment. His own opinion
always was, that there should be but one standard, and that that standard should be
gold; because silver was liable to undergo such changes, that it might sink in value
below gold, and thus occasion the greatest confusion; but his hon. friend had formerly
contended, that the adoption of two standards would be attended with advantage.3
Now, however, his hon. friend advanced another idea, which, he confessed, did strike
him with astonishment. His hon. friend seemed disposed to admit all the advantages
of a fixed currency, and that gold should be adopted as the standard, but also thought,
that the Bank should be allowed, at their option, to pay in silver, at 5s. 2d. per oz. for
ten years to come, still retaining gold as the sole standard, and then adjust the price of
silver to the standard of gold. Now, suppose the silver to sink to 4s. or to 3s. 6d.,
before the ten years had expired, at the end of that term it would be necessary, on the
principle of his hon. friend, to raise it to 5s. 2d. thus adjusting it every ten years. This
would unquestionably be one of the most variable standards that could possibly be
devised. His hon. friend had stated, that representations were sent from all parts of the
country complaining of the prevalence of distress. This was unfortunately too true;
but it was worthy of remark, that his hon. friend, who was no theorist, had
nevertheless a theory respecting the cause of these distresses, by which he imputed
them all to the state of the currency. Now, it appeared to him that they might with
more truth be referred to a great many other causes. They might arise from an
abundant harvest, from the vast importations from Ireland, which had not taken place
formerly, and from the late improvements in agriculture, which, he apprehended,
would be felt hereafter more severely. These causes his hon. friend entirely over-
looked, and laid the whole blame on the alteration which had been made in the
currency; while he (Mr. Ricardo) contended that this alteration could not be said to
amount to more than 5 per cent. He admitted, that gold might have altered in value;
that was an accident against which it was impossible to provide; but, supposing that
silver had been adopted as a standard, would it not also have varied? His hon. friend
contended, that if silver had been made the standard, it could never have fallen so
much in value; but his hon. friend argued all along on the assumption that the whole
difference between gold and silver was owing to the rise of gold. This, however, was
not fair; for when a difference arose in the relative value of the two metals, he had just
as good a right to say that silver had fallen, as his hon. friend had to say that gold had
risen. The surest test was the rate of the foreign exchanges; and if his hon. friend
looked at what a pound sterling was worth in 1816 in the silver coin of France, and
what it was now worth, he would find it difficult to make out a variation of more than
10 per cent. He begged the House to recollect, that in 1817 wheat sold at 109s. and
bullion was then at 3/. 18s. 64. Would his hon. friend say, that that price was owing to
the depreciation of the currency? and if not, was he calling on his hon. friend to
concede too much, by admitting that the present price of grain might be owing to
many other causes? His hon. friend had said, that a great deal of capital had been
expended during the war. Now, he doubted whether this was a sound proposition: for,
he believed that the savings of individuals during the war, would be found to have
more than counteracted the profuse expenditure of the government, and that the
capital of the country at the end of the war was greater than it was at the
commencement of it. His hon. friend had asked, why we should have a purer standard
than the rest of the world?—a question which might be very properly answered by
asking, why we should not? If other countries chose to adopt an error, was that any
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reason why we should follow their example? The attempt to procure the best possible
standard had been characterised by his hon. friend as a piece of coxcombry to which
he attached no value; but, in a question of finance, if we could get a better system than
our neighbours, we were surely justified in adopting it.1 He undoubtedly did wish for
a better system, and it was for that reason that he wished to see one metal adopted as a
standard of currency, and the system of two metals rejected. With respect to the
adoption of a gold token, he thought it would be attended with great danger; if by a
gold token was meant a token materially less in value than the gold coin which it
represented. The necessary consequence of such a system would be, that the tokens
would be imitated in foreign countries, and poured into this country in such quantities
as would very speedily produce a depreciation of our currency, equivalent to the
difference between the value of the sovereign and that of the token which represented
the sovereign. If he could be induced to give his consent to the introduction of a gold
token, it must be of such a value as nearly to equal the value of the sovereign. He
would permit no more alloy in the token than what would be sufficient to cover the
actual expense of coining the bullion into money. Such a plan would afford a
sufficient security against the inroads of forgers1 , and might be advantageously
adopted.—It had been said, that if one metal were adopted for a standard of currency,
it would be in the power of speculators to raise or lower the standard, and
consequently place the Bank in an awkward predicament; but the power which the
Bank had of regulating its issues, would always be sufficient to prevent any
inconvenience of that kind. With respect to the suggestion of the right hon. gentleman
opposite2 for diminishing the issues of Bank-notes as a security against forgery, he
entirely concurred with his hon. friend3 that such a plan would be wholly ineffectual
as a remedy against forgery. It was perfectly clear, that whether the issues consisted
altogether of Bank-notes, or half in Bank-notes and half in sovereigns, the danger of
forgery would be the same. The only effectual remedy against forgery would be, to
hasten the period at which the Bank might commence payment in specie. He should
be perfectly ready to abandon his own plan, if by so doing that most desirable object
could be effected; and he was quite satisfied that the Bank was at this time in such a
state of preparation, that in a very few months they might provide the best and only
effectual security against the imitation of their notes, by returning to the system of
currency which existed in this country previous to 1797. The right hon. gentleman had
dwelt upon the tendency of his measure to prevent the accumulation of coin in the
Bank; as if the coffers of the Bank were overflowing with coin. Now, the fact was,
that the Bank had a great deal of bullion and very little coin. To propose a measure,
therefore, for preventing the accumulation of coin in the hands of the Bank, was to
provide against a danger, which was not at all likely to occur. With respect to the laws
relating to usury, he should be extremely glad to see them repealed; and he thought no
time more proper for the repeal of those laws than the present, when the rate of
interest had actually sunk below 5 per cent. The rate of interest in the market had been
invariably under 5 per cent since 1819. It would be a great advantage to the mercantile
interests, that the Bank of England should discount the notes presented to them, not at
one invariable rate of interest, but varying according to the alteration of the rate of
interest in the market. 1

[See further p. 105.]
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BANK CASH PAYMENTS1
28 March 1821

Mr. Grenfell, referring to the alleged refusal of the Bank of Ireland to receive coin of
the realm as deposits [see above, p. 70], said that he had now been assured by the
principal director of the Bank of Ireland that there was not the slightest foundation for
the statement. Mr. Irving thought ‘that, situated as the Bank of Ireland was, they
might have regulated the exchanges better by the distribution of their issues in a more
suitable manner than they had done’. Mr. Ellis stated ‘that 500,000/. was voted for the
service of those who, having property, could not immediately turn it into specie; but
so increased was the liberality of the Bank of Ireland on that occasion, that it actually
rendered necessary the application of only 100,000/. of that sum.... With respect to the
statement that the low rate of exchange arose from the small quantity of circulating
medium in Ireland it appeared to him that that could not justly be cited as the true
cause, when it was on record that the exports of corn from Ireland were three times
greater in the last than in the former year. That was the circumstance to which the low
rate of exchange was attributable, and not to any deficiency in the Bank of Ireland
issues.’

Mr. Ricardo was very much gratified at what he had heard from the hon. gent. (Mr.
Irving)2 this night. The hon. gent. was now of opinion that the circulation of the Bank
regulated the state of the exchange, and he (Mr. Ricardo) was very happy that the hon.
gent. was at last a convert to that doctrine. Those gentlemen who imagined that a
lucrative trade could be carried on by exchanging coin for Bank-notes, were, as it
appeared to him, very much mistaken, because it was impossible for Bank notes to be
more valuable than the coin of the country. It was impossible for a man, who was
called on in the course of trade, to purchase any commodity to carry on his trade more
profitably with Bank notes than with the coin of the realm. Therefore there was no
sort of inducement, as it appeared to him, for any person to exchange his bullion at the
Bank for their notes. The Bank of Ireland was, however, placed under very different
circumstances from the Bank of England; and they did seem to him to have acted with
a degree of energy, which, if it had been the case of this country, they would have
found the Bank of England not ready to have adopted. What was the case of the Bank
of Ireland? The stoppage of a number of private banks in the country rendered it
absolutely necessary that a very great increase in the circulation, of some sort or
another, should be provided. Either the diminution of the circulating medium must be
supplied by coin, or a powerful effort must be made by the Bank of Ireland to make
up the deficiency by an issue of notes. The Bank of Ireland did make that great effort
to the amount, he believed, of 50 per cent; and, from what he had himself heard from
the Governor of the Bank of Ireland, ] that issue would have been increased still
farther if those securities had been offered on which the Bank of Ireland usually made
their advances; but, from the state of Ireland, those securities could not at the moment
be found; and the Bank, however willing to increase their issues, had not the power so
to do. It was very evident that the Bank of Ireland would not have increased the
circulation if they had taken in sovereigns and issued paper. That would have been
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merely to decrease one circulation, and to increase another. With respect to the
management of the debt of Ireland, an hon. gent. had observed that there was a
compensation given to the Bank for the care of that debt. Undoubtedly there was a
species of remuneration; but when he contrasted that remuneration with what the
Bank of England received for the management of our debt, the latter appeared to him
to be enormous. At the same time he was one of those who did not think that banks
should be called on to serve the public gratis. The word ‘liberality’ had been used,
with respect to the conduct of the Bank of Ireland, and, in his opinion, such a phrase
was not properly applied, merely because they had issued their Bank notes; because a
bank never increased its paper issue without receiving some advantage from it. He
fully concurred in the opinion of those who held that the circulation of the Bank of
Ireland was, at the time the distress occurred, very deficient; and he looked upon the
exchange to have been affected, not by the great increase of the exportation of corn,
but as arising from the issue of the Bank of Ireland not being so high, in notes or
money, as it ought to have been.
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PUBLIC ACCOUNTSI1
29 March 1821

Mr. Ricardo begged to know from the Secretary of the Treasury whether the annual
accounts which were produced respecting the public expenditure, by order of the
house, might not be printed in a more perspicuous and simple form. The hon. gent.
particularly referred to one branch of the accounts; but he spoke so low, that we could
not hear to which he referred.

Mr. Lushington expressed his readiness to adopt any suggestion for the purpose of
having the accounts more clearly understood.
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AGRICULTURAL HORSES TAX
5 April 1821

Mr. Curwen moved for leave to bring in a bill for the repeal of the tax upon horses
employed in agriculture.

Mr. Ricardo said, he should certainly give his support to the motion. He should do so
on the same principle on which he had voted for repealing the last duty on maltl , not
because it was in itself a bad tax, or pressed with peculiar hardship on the landed
interest, but with a view of compelling the observance of strict economy in the
administration of government. It was his belief that the whole amount of the malt tax
might be saved by measures of economy; and as he looked upon the sinking fund to
be utterly useless—to be at this moment unproductive of one single good effect—he
was quite disposed to abrogate every tax so long as any portion of that fund remained
in existence.2 The hon. mover had stated, that foreign monarchs were embarking in
the corn trade, that they were becoming merchants, and that the king of Sweden was
importing oats into this country. Now if this were the fact, he for one should rather
rejoice at it, because he should expect to make much better bargains with kings and
princes than with their subjects. The hon. gentleman, however, need not be under any
alarm; for if, as he represented, these trading potentates would not take back our
hardware and pottery in exchange, and would receive nothing but bullion, there was a
sufficient security for our continuing to grow our own corn.

Mr. Baring ‘expressed his regret at hearing this question argued with reference to the
conflicting interests of different classes of the community. It gave him some surprise
to find his hon. friend treating a great national subject [the sinking fund] in a way
which, practically considered, he must pronounce extraordinary and almost absurd.’

The motion was withdrawn.
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TIMBER DUTIES1
5 April 1821

Mr. Wallace, the Vice-President of the Board of Trade, moved a resolution for
reducing the duty on timber from the Baltic and increasing that on timber from the
British colonies of North America, thus diminishing the protection of the latter. Sir H.
Parnell moved an amendment to equalize all duties at the end of five years. Mr.
Sykes, opposing the amendment, pointed out that ‘the American timber trade was
carried on by British shipping, but three-fourths of the Norway timber trade was
carried on by foreign ships’. Mr. Baring remarked that ‘the general principle of
political economy which ought to regulate the conduct of a great country ... would
lead us to purchase an article wherever it could be had of the best quality and at the
cheapest price’. But in this particular case ‘some sacrifice of the several interests of
the public to those of the ship-owners was necessary’.

Mr. Ricardo] said, he was anxious to deliver his opinion on the present proposition,
as it involved a principle of infinitely greater importance than the question
immediately under consideration. They had been told that they ought to go to the best,
and cheapest market, and also that the timber of Norway and Russia was better and
cheaper than that of America; and yet they were recommended as a practical measure,
to take the worst timber at the dearest rate! His hon. friend (Mr. Bennet), in a speech
full of the soundest argument, and as yet totally unanswered by the gentlemen
opposite, had shown, in the most convincing manner, that by buying our timber from
the northern powers of Europe, we should save 400,000/. annually on the purchase of
that article, and consequently that we were yearly incurring a debt to that amount, in
order to put this money into the pockets of the ship-owners. If a bill were introduced
for the specific and avowed purpose of granting a sum to that amount to the ship-
owners, he would much rather agree to it than to the resolutions now before the
committee, for in that case the capital thus given to them might be more usefully
employed. At present it was a total sacrifice of 400,000/. a year, as much so as if the
ships engaged in the coasting trade should be obliged to sail round the island in order
to give employment to a greater number. He was of opinion that, according to the true
principles of commerce, it ought to form no part of the consumer’s consideration to
enter into the distribution by the seller, of the money or labour which he (the
consumer) exchanged for any commodity which he wanted. All the consumer had to
consider was, where he could get the article he wanted cheapest; whether the
payments were to be made in money or in manufactures was matter quite of minor
importance. In this, as in all other branches of commercial policy, it was useless to
urge partial views in behalf of one set of men or another. That House ought not to
look to the right or the left, but consider merely how the people of England, as a body,
could best employ their capital and labour. Wrong notions of commercial policy had
too long prevailed; and now that the country had begun to recognize sounder
principles, the sooner they acted upon them the better. There were exceptions to be
made in cases of very old established arrangements; but this American trade was not
one of them; was of new date, and mainly sprung out of a quarrel between England
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and the Baltic powers] : it was then said that the latter would withhold their timber,
and that the colonial trade must necessarily be encouraged in Canada. What once
occurred, might again happen it was said. Well, then, his reply was—if ever it should
happen, it would be time enough to pay the high price: at present let more economical
arrangements be attempted. It was strange that inconsistency always marked the
progress of monopolists. One set of men now called out for this colonial trade in
behalf of the shipping interest, and the very same set of men, if they were spoken to
about the West India Dock system, would call it partial and oppressive. So, respecting
the Irish linen monopoly, it was said, why not be allowed to go to Germany, where
the same manufacture might be had cheaper? He certainly concurred in the hon.
baronet’s view of this question.

Sir Henry Parnell’s amendment was lost by 15 votes to 54. Ricardo voted for the
amendment.

[See further p. 110 below.]
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BANK CASH PAYMENTS BILL
9 April 1821

On this debate [cp. above, p. 91] being resumed Mr. Baring moved as an amendment
that a select committee be appointed to reconsider the whole subject: ‘the more he
considered this question, the more he felt it to be ... “#he” one in which were involved
all the distresses experienced by the country and their remedy.” Mr. Attwood,
seconding, said that the value of money since 1819 had risen 20 or 30 per cent., and
not 3 per cent. as predicted by Mr. Ricardo. The Chancellor of the Exchequer opposed
the amendment.

Mr. Ricardo said, he would not have troubled the House if he had not been so
pointedly alluded to in the course of the debate. He was not answerable, he said, for
the effect which the present measure might have upon particular classes; but he
contended that if the advice which he had given long ago had been adopted—if the
Bank, instead of buying, had sold gold, as he recommended]l —the effect would have
been very different from what it was at present. It was impossible, on any system of
metallic circulation, to guard against the alterations to which the metals themselves
were liable; yet all the complaints they had heard that night referred to the changes in
the value of the metals. When the measure of 1819 had been adopted, they had known
that the alteration that it would make between gold and paper would be 4 per cent: yet
with that knowledge, they had, in all the difficulties with which they were surrounded,
recommended the measure. The hon. member for Taunton2 had entered into a
speculation on the subject, as if a gold standard had been an innovation of 1819. But
that standard had been adopted some time between 1796 and 1798. Up to that period,
gold and silver had been the standard. The chancellor of the exchequer had laboured
under a mistake when he had said that silver had been a legal tender only to the
amount of 25/. It was true that that had been the utmost amount in the degraded
currency of the country; but a man might have gone to the Mint with his silver, and
100,000/. might be paid in silver of standard value. This, however, had never been
any man’s interest. But gold had been carried to the Mint, and gold had, in fact
become the standard. The change in the relative value of the metals had taken place in
the period he had mentioned between 1796 and 1798; and large quantities of silver
had been carried to the Mint, in order to profit by the state of the law, and the relative
value of silver and gold. If government had not interfered, a guinea would not have
been found in the country, and silver would have been the standard. The government,
aware that there would be one silver currency of degraded value, and another of
standard value, had by an act of parliament, he believed, shut the Mint against silver;
and he asked whether gold had not then become the standard? If the Bank had not
bought gold, contrary to his opinion and recommendation, gold would not have risen.
But it was only an assumption that gold had risen. When the relative value was
changed, what criterion could they find, to show, whether the one rose, or the other
fell? His hon. friend (Mr. Baring), who had been examined before the committee 1
with the attention which his high authority demanded, had strenuously recommended
a gold standard as less variable than a silver standard. Yet he now stated, from his
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experience in France, that silver varied very little. His hon. friend’s theories thus
changed very often; his own were unchanged, though he had been represented as
moving with the vibrations of a pendulum, and entertaining views of placing the
currency in a degree of perfection not suited to our situation.1 His hon. friend had
himself the same views of the perfection of the currency; and he regretted that his
hon. friend had not continued to entertain those opinions. His hon. friend had spoken
of the danger of keeping men’s minds in a state of uncertainty; yet he constantly came
down to the House with new speculations. The evil of uncertainty and alarm could
only be got rid of by parliament being determined to adhere to the measure they had
adopted. Such speculations coming from so great an authority as his hon. friend, were
calculated to do much mischief. It had been stated, that we could not get labourers to
consent to a fall of wages, and that they ran away with the capital of their employers.
By altering the value of money, it was very true that they altered the distribution of
property. By increasing the value of the currency, the stockholder received greater
value, and another paid more. With rents it was the same: the landlord received more
value, and the farmer paid more. Thus the distribution of property was always altered
by the alteration of the currency. It was quite possible that this alteration might
occasion a glut of certain commodities in the market. For instance, a clothier might
bring to market a certain quantity of superfine cloth when prices were at a certain rate;
if the clothiers2 should come to receive more money than before, and their labourers3
to pay more, it was not likely that the labourers should require so much superfine
cloth as those whose property was diminished by the change in the currency had
required: the consequence would be a glut of cloth in the market. By altering the
distribution of property thus, an alteration would be made in the demand for some
commodities; there would be a deficiency of supply to the new taste which came to
the market, with the increase of property: and there would be too much for the taste
whose resources had fallen. The hon. member for Callington (Mr. Attwood) had
ascribed the variations of prices in all commodities to the currency. He begged the
hon. member to look at the variations in the prices of corn during the last century, and
connect them if he could with the currency. Corn had risen or fallen forty or fifty per
cent when no alteration had taken place in the currency. The low price of corn was to
be ascribed to the very large importation from Ireland, to the productive harvest, to
the very great abundance of corn that was in the country. The demand was limited,
because no man could eat more than a certain quantity of bread. If there was more
than the usual and ordinary quantity in the market, the price must of necessity fall. We
had no outlet for corn, because our prices were higher than in any other country. If the
variations in prices were owing to the money standard, which he denied, all countries
must have been affected by similar variations, and he wondered that his hon. friend 1
had not told them his experience in that respect in France, America, Russia, Spain,
and other countries. But if the variations were owing to what he (Mr. Ricardo) had
stated, it was not fair to impute them to the act of 1819. The chancellor of the
exchequer had said gold had not risen before the peace of Amiens. This was not quite
correct. It had begun to rise in 1799; in 1800 it had been 4/. 5s.

Mr. Baring’s amendment was negatived.

[See for the third reading below, p. 110.]
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USURY LAWS
12 April 1821

Mr. Serjeant Onslow moved for leave to bring in a bill to repeal the Usury Laws. In
the course of the discussion Mr. R. Gordon ‘deprecated the theory which this
proposition had in view, cautioning the House to beware of theories from the sad
experience of the measure for the resumption of cash payments. This, however, was
the age of theories, and nothing was heard of but a recourse to first principles.” Mr.
Calcraft, opposing the motion, said that none of the advantages expected from the
repeal of the assize of bread had been realised: the present measure would upset
mortgages and persuade lenders that they ought to have obtained better terms.

Mr. Ricardo thought the House and the public were very much indebted to the learned
gentleman, for the measure which he had proposed; and expressed his astonishment at
the apprehensions of members, that its adoption would operate to the prejudice of the
landed gentry, by raising the rate of interest; for the fact was, that the lenders of
money would not have more power to raise the rate of interest than the borrowers 1
would have to keep it down; and the competition between both would serve to bring it
to a reasonable standard. As to the allusion of his hon. friend to the assize of bread,
that case had no analogy to the present question, because the maximum upon bread
was merely meant to keep the price of that article in due relation to the price of corn.
An hon. friend had taken occasion, in referring to the resumption of cash payments, to
reprobate what he called that theory. But his hon. friend should consider that the
restriction upon cash payments was a departure from the old and established theory of
the country, to the sound currency and wholesome practice of which it was now
proposed to return. His hon. friend had deprecated change in such a strain, as would
really form an argument against any improvement. He had had great experience in the
money market, and could state the usury laws to have always been felt as a dead
weight on those wishing to raise money. With respect to those concerned in the
money market itself, the laws had always been inoperative; and during the war
indirect means had been found of obtaining seven, eight, ten and fifteen per cent
interest. The laws therefore occasioned inconvenience, but did no good.

Leave was given to bring in the bill. In the course of the session the bill was
postponed several times and finally abandoned.
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BANK CASH PAYMENTS BILL
13 April 1821

On this bill [cp. p. 105] being brought in for the third reading,

Mr. Ricardo said, he should not have blamed the Bank if they had only increased their
issues to an amount sufficient to replace the gold coin that had been removed from the
country; but they had extended their issues far beyond what was necessary for that
purpose, and to this increase of circulation he ascribed all the depreciation which had
followed.

The bill was read a third time and passed.
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TIMBER DUTIES BILL
16 April 1821

[See above, p. 102.] Mr. J. P. Grant moved as an amendment that the drawback
allowed on Russian timber be repealed. Mr. Wallace opposed the amendment because
the effect of such a measure would be to give Norway the monopoly of the trade.

Mr. Ricardol was much surprised at the course of argument adopted upon this
question. Norway was said to be benefitted by the new arrangement, merely because
she had before suffered a still greater injustice than it was now proposed to inflict
upon her. The proposition made by his learned friend went only to place Russia and
Norway, as respected the importation of their timber and deals, on the same footing;
yet this had been described by the right hon. gentleman, as giving a monopoly to
Norway; and it had been contended that such a regulation would cause a proportionate
rise in the price of Norwegian timber. Now, a slight degree of attention must convince
every one, that the higher the price of Norwegian timber rose, the more able must
Russia be to compete effectually with Norway. It was contended, that the interest of
the producer ought to be looked to, as well as that of the consumer, in legislative
principles. But the fact was, that in attending to the interest of the consumer,
protection was at the same time extended to all other classes. The true way of
encouraging production was to discover and open facilities to consumption. An hon.
gentleman2 had observed, that timber of a superior quality might be had by those who
chose to pay a higher price, and that there was therefore no compulsion on the
purchaser. But it was a little too much to raise the price of the best article by means of
import duties, and then tell the consumer that he was not obliged to buy the cheap and
inferior one. The practical effect of these duties was to raise as much compulsion as
could be introduced into commercial affairs.

The amendment was negatived.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 100 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[Back to Table of Contents]

REFORM OF PARLIAMENT
18 April 1821

On 17 April Mr. Lambton moved for a committee of the whole House, ‘to consider
the state of the representation of the people in Parliament.” He said that he had
prepared a bill extending the franchise to all householders and certain classes of
leaseholders, and limiting the duration of parliaments to three years. The debate was
continued on the following day.

Mr. Ricardo observed, that the subject of reform was the most important question
which could come before that House. He was anxious, therefore, to declare his
opinion with reference to it. He agreed with the hon. member for Durham, 1 that it was
quite necessary the House of Commons should truly represent the people. It was not
necessary for him to have the proof of the recent votes of the House to be convinced
that the people at present were not represented. From the manner in which that House
was constituted, he was quite certain before of that fact. He would, therefore, embrace
any plan which was likely to give the country an efficient representation, and should
consequently support the measure now proposed. There was only one thing respecting
it which he regretted; and here he was sure that what he was about to declare would
be very unpopular in the House: he regretted that his hon. friend did not propose the
introduction of voting by ballot, which he thought would be a greater security for the
full and fair representation of the people than any extension of the elective franchise.
The people would then vote for the man whom they should consider as best calculated
to support their interest, without any fear of the overwhelming influence of their
superiors. It might be said, that if this were to take place, the effect would be, that in
time the people would get rid of the Lords. He denied that this would be the effect.
The people would never, when left to their own free and unbiassed choice, be anxious
to get rid of that which they considered the instrument of their good government; and
unless gentlemen were prepared to assert that the Lords were an instrument of bad
government, which he believed nobody would assert, they could not entertain any
rational fear that the people would be anxious to get rid of them.1

The House divided on the motion: Ayes, 43; Noes, 55. Ricardo voted for the motion.
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POOR RELIEF BILL
8 May 1821

Mr. Scarlett moved for leave to bring in three measures to amend the Poor Laws: ‘the
first was, the establishing the [poor rates] assessments for the last year as a maximum;
the second, the preventing parochial relief where the parties merely grounded their
claim upon being unable to obtain work; and the third, the abandonment of the power
enabling justices to order the removal of paupers.’

Mr. Ricardo expressed his surprise that any apprehension should be entertained of the
tendency of his hon. and learned friend’s bill to create embarrassment in the law of
settlement, as the great object of that bill was, to remove all difficulty and litigation
with respect to that law. It had been observed that labour, instead of being paid in
wages by employers, had been paid out of the Poor-rates. If so, why then should not
the amount of such payment be deducted in fairness from those rates? This was one of
the objects of his hon. and learned friend’s bill; because that bill proposed to have the
labourer paid in just wages by his employer, instead of having him transferred to the
Poor-rates. The effect, indeed, of his hon. and learned friend’s measure would be, to
regulate the price of labour by the demand, and that was the end peculiarly desired.
With respect to the pressure of the taxes and the national debt upon the poor, that
pressure could not be disputed, especially as it took away from the rich the means of
employing the poor: but he had no doubt, if the supply of labour were reduced below
the demand, which was the purpose of his hon. and learned friend’s measure, that the
public debt and taxes would bear exclusively upon the rich, and the poor would be
most materially benefitted.

Leave was given. Later in the Session the bill was withdrawn.
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ORDNANCE ESTIMATES1
31 May 1821

During the debate Mr. Lockhart complained that ministers, wishing to gloss over
agricultural distress, had purposely delayed the report of the Agricultural Committee.

Mr. Ricardo thought it right to say, in justice to his Majesty’s ministers, and to the
agricultural committee, that the charges made against them were not well-founded.
(Hear, hear.) No unnecessary delay had taken place in the formation of the report of
that committee. (Hear.) The delay had arisen entirely from the peculiar nature of the
subject, and could not be attributed to any want of diligence on the part of the
members of the committee. (Hear, hear.) He expected and believed that the report
would be made before the prorogation of parliament.2 (Hear.)
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THE BUDGET
1 June 1821

The Chancellor of the Exchequer brought forward the Budget.

Mr. Ricardo said, that the chancellor of the exchequer always gave a most flattering
account of the state of the country. Last session he had declared that the funds which
would be applicable to the expenditure of the present year would be much greater than
what he had now stated them to be. He had stated that the addition to the sinking fund
would have been 1,700,000/. instead of 950,000/. had it not been for the additional
interest on exchequer bills. Now, he wished to know whether the interest of those
exchequer bills had not been provided for in the preceding session? He thought a sum
was voted for that purpose, because he took occasion, on the last budget, to remind
the right hon. gentleman that he had made no provision whatever for the interest on
the exchequer debt; and he stated in answer, that provision had already been made out
of former votes. If that were the case, he must place this payment against certain debts
which should be liquidated in the present year, and not against that which fairly
belonged to the budget of former years. From the papers which were in the hands of
members, it appeared that the account might be correctly stated thus:— By the annual
accounts, the amount of the unfunded debt appeared to be 17,292,544/ There were
funded, during the last year, 7,000,000/. exchequer bills, which, added to the former
amount gave a total of 24,292,544/. There was a deficiency arising on the
consolidated fund, which the right hon. gentleman had entirely left out of view. That
deficiency amounted to 517,232/. during the present year, and this being added to the
enormous deficiency which existed before, might be stated, in fact, at 8,990,000/. And
here he could not help remarking, that these accounts, from the way in which they
were made up, did not give the committee that correct view of the state of the finances
which it was desirable that it should be furnished with. If he wished to consult them
for information, he could find no part from which he could clearly discover what the
annual deficiency upon the consolidated fund really was. A paper having been moved
for some time since, he was enabled to ascertain that on the year ending the 5th Jan.
1821, that deficiency was 8,850,327/. and in the year ending 5th Jan. 1820,
8,321,000/. The difference between the sums was 429,327/ Now, this being the case,
what was the reason that in the annual printed accounts which were delivered to the
House, the amount of the deficiency upon the consolidated fund for the very same
periodl , was stated at 517,232/, instead of 429,3271.? making a difference between
those accounts and the return which he spoke of, of 87,905/. He did not mention this
difference upon account of the magnitude of the sum, but for the purpose of showing
how little reliance could be placed on these public accounts, under their present shape.
But, to return to the matter of those accounts. It seemed that, during the last year, we
had contracted loans to the amount of 24,292,544/. to which must be added, for the
deficiency upon the consolidated fund, 517,232/., making together 24,809,776..
Against this amount they must put that part of the debt which had been paid off. It
must be shown how much money had been devoted to that purpose; and then,
whatever balance appeared, by so much had our debt increased or decreased. We had
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a sinking fund last year of 17,510,000/ The amount of treasury bills paid off was
2,000,000/ The difference between the amount of exchequer bills upon the 5th
January, 1820, and the 5th January, 1821, was 5,934,928/. So that we had devoted, in
truth, to the payment of the national debt, whether funded or unfunded, during the
current year, the sum of 25,444,928/, and reckoning, as he did, the amount of the debt
contracted to be during the same period, 24,809,776.., the difference would be
635,152/. The actual amount, therefore, of difference, between the debt on the 5th Jan.
1820, and the debt on the 5th Jan. 1821, did appear to be no more than 635,152/,
although the right hon. gentleman by some other species of calculation, made it
amount to 950,000/. The House was told by the right hon. gentleman, that there would
be a sinking fund next year, of 4,000,000/. Now, assuming the revenue for the current
year to be as stated by the right hon. gentleman, and supposing that there should be
such a sinking fund, it was to be remembered that the right hon. gentleman had
included in his calculation a sum of 500,000/. which he said he was to receive from
France, and which was applicable towards the payment of the national debt during the
present year. But if this 500,000/. was so applicable during the present year, it would
not be in the next, or any future year. He (Mr. Ricardo) wished to know what funds
could be made of general and permanent application in this way; and therefore it was
of little avail to bring forward such a sum as this in such a statement. He took it that
the sinking fund would really amount to 2,809,000/.,; and the sinking fund on
exchequer bills, to 290,000/., making the sinking fund 3,099,000/. instead of
4,000,000/.1 He confessed he was one of those who thought a sinking fund very
useless. He did not mean to say that he was not favourable to such a fund in the
abstract. Upon the principle of the thing there could be hardly any doubt; but, after the
experience which they had had, he did not expect to see that principle acted upon. He
did not expect that it would ever be made applicable to the reduction of the national
debt. The hon. gentleman then briefly recapitulated the history of this fund from the
time of sir Robert Walpole. When Mr. Pitt came into power, he was desirous of
establishing a sinking fund upon the safest and most permanent principles, so as to
secure it from all inter-meddling of ministers. What had become of this sinking fund,
and where were all these boasted securities? First of all, the present chancellor of the
exchequer came down to the House boasting (as if he were going to confer a great
obligation on the country and the fund-holder) of his intention to take about
7,000,000/ of the annual income of this sinking fund; and he then talked of the
greatness of the treasure with which we should be incumbered. That right hon.
gentleman’s alarms ever seemed to arise, not from any prospect of our poverty but
from the great increase of our wealth; and accordingly he was always telling the
House of the various mischiefs that resulted from excess of capital. Had that right
hon. gentleman considered the true principles of capital, he would have seen that there
never could be much danger of its excess. Upon the subject of this sinking fund,1 he
would take the liberty of calling the attention of the House to a pamphlet which had
been written under the auspices of a right hon. gentleman opposite he believed. [The
hon. gentleman here read an extract from a pamphlet.] This was the system of which
it had been gravely observed that no departure from the original measure, and no
violation of the act of 1792, had taken place in the subsequent appropriation of the
fund. Now, the principle of Mr. Pitt’s system was professedly this—that thereafter,
every war should carry in itself the seeds of its own destruction. In every word of the
reasoning of this pamphlet upon this question, he (Mr. R.) did most cordially agree;
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and hence he inferred, that such appropriation as had been made of the sinking fund,
was a violation of the public faith. It was the violation of that fund which had entailed
upon us a large increase of debt; and they who expected to see it preserved inviolate
hereafter, did, in his opinion, deceive themselves. The right hon. gentleman had
ventured to apply, in payment of the interest of a new debt, almost all the sinking fund
that remained to us. Almost all, did he say! The right hon. gentleman had, in effect,
applied the whole of it. He had lately increased the taxes by 3,000,000/, a sum which
was more than the sinking fund actually amounted to. He (Mr. R.), therefore, was
rather disposed now to say, “Let us have no sinking fund; let the money remain in the
pockets of the people. When the ministers want supplies, whether for carrying on a
war, or for any other purpose, let them come down to the House and ask for them,
without having any such fund to resort to.” Ministers were accustomed to tell the
House that they must have a sinking fund to meet exigencies, to second the efforts of
our armies and generals, and to inspire the enemy with a salutary respect for us. But
the legal and the original intention of the sinking fund was, to pay off the national
debt; in proof of which he might refer the House to a well known speech of Mr. Pitt’s.
[Here Mr. Ricardo read a passage from it.]1 After this declaration of Mr. Pitt, and
after all which they had seen in late years, could they place any confidence in
ministers as to their being likely to act upon such a principle? Under all
circumstances, whenever a motion should be made for the repeal of any tax that was
within the actual amount of the sinking fund, he, for one, would support such repeal.
He knew it would be objected that the revenue would sometimes fall short in
particular branches, which would make it difficult to supply the deficiency. If so, let
government impose new taxes to raise the full sums necessary for the state; but he
would never consent to this sort of misapplication of a fund created for the specific
purpose of liquidating the debt of the country. But this sum had been appropriated and
fresh taxes imposed likewise. The people consented to fresh taxes on that occasion, in
the hope that they should the more speedily experience some relief; and but for this
reasonable expectation, parliament too would never have been induced to impose
them. Unfortunately, the people of England were at this moment much more in debt
than they would have been if there had been no sinking fund in existence. He should
offer but a word or two relative to saving banks. He highly approved of them; but a
plan had been suggested by a gentleman in the country, to which he thought the
House would do well to pay some attention. The name of this gentleman, he believed,
was Woodrow,1 and his plan was one by which a life-annuity income might be
obtained in these banks. The plan was, that persons at an early age might be willing to
make a trifling sacrifice, which, by the operation of compound interest, would in the
course, say of thirty or forty years, increase to a considerable sum. At the birth of a
child, a father might be disposed to put by a small sum of money, for the purpose of
procuring to the child an annuity hereafter: a plan of this kind would be productive of
great benefits.2
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ILL-TREATMENT OF HORSES BILL
1 June 1821

On this bill, which was brought in by Mr. Richard Martin,
Mr. Ricardo said, that when so many barbarities prevailed in fishing and hunting, and
other species of amusement, it was idle to legislate without including all possible

cases.l

[The session closed on 11 July 1821.]
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SESSION 1822

ADDRESS ON THE KING’S SPEECH AT THE OPENING
OF THE SESSION
S February 1822

The King’s speech was delivered this day. On the motion for the address, Mr. Hume
moved an amendment recommending a reduction of expenditure, on the grounds that
the excessive taxation was ‘a principal cause’ of the agricultural distress.

Mr. Ricardo, though he agreed with everything that had fallen from his hon. friend,
the member for Aberdeen,]1 in favour of economy and retrenchment, could not vote in
favour of his amendment, as he differed widely from his hon. friend as to the causes
of the existing agricultural distress. His hon. friend stated, that the cause of that
distress was excessive taxation; but the real cause, it could not be denied, was the low
price of agricultural produce. That taxation should be the cause of low prices was so
absurd and so inconsistent with every principle of political economy, that he could not
assent for a moment to the doctrine. Agreeing, however, as he did, with his hon.
friend, as to the necessity of economy and retrenchment, and as to the impropriety of
making loans to the occupiers of lands, he was sure they would be frequently found,
in the course of the session, pursuing together that necessary object, a reduction of
expenditure and taxation.

The amendment was negatived.
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MR. BROUGHAM’S MOTION ON THE DISTRESSED
STATE OF THE COUNTRY
11 February 1822

Mr. Brougham moved ‘That it is the bounden duty of this House, well-considering the
pressure of the public burthens upon all, but especially the agricultural classes, to
obtain for the suffering people of these realms such a reduction of the taxes as may be
suited to the change in the value of money, and may afford an immediate relief to the
distresses of the country.” The Marquis of Londonderryl opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo denied that taxation was the cause of the present agricultural distress. A
country might, he said, be totally without taxes, and yet in the exact situation that
England was at present. It was consistent enough in those who thought that the
restoration of the currency had made a change of 50 or 56 per cent. in the value of
money, and had consequently increased the actual value of the taxes in that
proportion, though their nominal amount still remained the same, to say that taxation
was the chief cause of the distressed state of agriculture; but it was impossible for
those who held that the restoration in the currency had not created any thing like so
great a change, to accede to such a statement. From the line of argument which his
hon. and learned friend had pursued in one part of his speech, he was afraid that his
hon. and learned friend was going to prove, that the very taxation which he wished to
reduce was a source of benefit to the nation. His hon. and learned friend had stated,
that the manufacturers of leather, on account of the tax on it, largely increased its
price to the consumer, and derived so much benefit thereby as to be ready to represent
it to parliament as a very useful and beneficial tax. Surely, by a parity of analogy, the
agricultural interest, burdened as it was by taxation, might petition parliament against
a reduction of it, since it was as much in their power as in that of the leather-
manufacturer, to make it useful in enhancing the price of their commodity to the
consumer. His hon. and learned friend had, however, drawn a very nice
distinction—so nice indeed, that, for his own part, he was not gifted with ability to
discern it—between the circumstances in which the leather-manufacturer and those in
which the agriculturist was placed. He had said, that, in the case of the manufacturer,
the taxation was paid by the consumer; but that in the case of the agriculturist, it was
paid by the seller, and could not be charged to the consumer.1 He could wish his hon.
and learned friend had stated to the House his reasons for such an assertion. If he were
to be called upon to declare what he conceived the cause of the present depressed
state of agriculture, he should say, that the cause of it was the abundance of produce
now in hand, arising from the late abundant harvest, the quantity of land recently
brought into cultivation, the importation of corn from Ireland, and various other
causes, which it was not material for him at that time to mention. Indeed, the House
would deceive both itself and the country, if it should come to a resolution that
taxation was the cause of the distresses of the agricultural interest. He perfectly
concurred in the opinion of his hon. and learned friend, that the present state of things
could not last long: that was an unnatural state of things, in which the farmer could
not obtain a remunerative price for his produce, and the landlord could not obtain an

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 109 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

adequate rent from his tenant. His hon. and learned friend had stated, that unless
something were done to relieve the farmer, much of the land would be thrown out of
tillage. He said so too; and it was to that very circumstance that he looked forward as
a remedy. His hon. and learned friend, among the other observations which he had
made, had made some upon a set of individuals whom he stated to be anxious to
transfer the whole landed property of the country into the hands of the public creditor.
For his own part, he could not help observing, that he knew of no persons who
entertained such wishes; neither could he imagine any cause which could, under such
a measure, 1 be necessary. He himself thought that the landholder might be enabled to
receive an adequate rent, without any breach of faith being committed towards the
stock-holders. With regard to the stock-holders, it might be supposed, from the
language which had been used that evening, that it had been proposed to transfer to
them the property of the land-holders, and to leave the land-holders entirely without
resources. Now, such a proposition never had been, and never could be, seriously
propounded. But though he said that, he was prepared to assert, that it would be most
advisable, both for the land-holder and stock-holder, that the former should surrender
to the latter a part of his property, in liquidation of the debt that had been contracted.
Indeed, as the stockholder received, in the shape of interest, taxes from the
landholder, it might be said that a part of the land did at this moment absolutely
belong to him. [Cries of “Hear” from both sides of the House.] He would suppose,
that during the war the ministers had come into the House, and, after stating the
necessity of the case, had called upon the country gentlemen to give up a certain
portion of their property in a direct manner to the exigencies of the state. Must they
not, in that case, have absolutely parted with a portion of it? And if at that time others
advanced for them that capital which they had not in an immediately tangible shape,
was it not right that the capital so advanced should now be repaid to them? He was
not demanding for the stock-holder more than he was entitled to receive; he was
merely demanding that, in a compact such as he had described, the terms should be
fairly and honourably fulfilled towards him. If the alteration in the value of the
currency had given to the stock-holder more than he was entitled to, which he (Mr.
R.) did not believe, let it be shown and let the deduction be made openly and without
disguise. These were all the observations which he should obtrude at present upon the
House. On a future occasion, he should explain the reasons why he thought that the
alteration produced in the value of money by the restoration of the currency, had been
greatly over-stated; and then he should endeavour to show, that if proper measures
had been taken at the time of passing Mr. Peel’s bill, the resumption of cash payments
would have produced no greater effect on the price of corn and other agricultural
produce, than a fall of five per cent; whatever greater fall might have taken place,
would have been attributable to other causes.

Mr. Brougham replied that he had been misrepresented. What he had said was, that
the large capitalists interested in the leather trade derived a benefit from the tax on

leather because it prevented men with small capitals from competing with them.

The previous question being put the House divided: for Mr. Brougham’s motion, 108;
against it, 212. Ricardo voted with the minority for the motion.1
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SAVING BANKS
18 February 1822

Mr. Ricardo presented a petition from Mr. John Woodrow1 who, he observed, had
taken a great deal of pains in examining into the best mode of relieving the poor, and
who was of opinion that the principle on which the Saving banks were at present
conducted was not the most beneficial that could be devised. He conceived it would
be much better, if those who vested their money in these banks were paid by way of
annuity, but at a less rate of interest than was now given. Their money might be
allowed to accumulate, and thus a comfortable provision would be insured to them,
when they arrived at an advanced age.1 He (Mr. R.) thought the plan deserved the
attention of the legislature.
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MOTION FOR A COMMITTEE ON THE AGRICULTURAL
DISTRESS
18 February 1822

On 15 February the Marquis of Londonderry announced the policy of the Government
on the ‘Agricultural distress and the financial measures for its relief;” he then gave
notice that he would move for the revival of the agricultural committee and that the
Chancellor of the Exchequer would bring forward a measure for enabling the Bank to
issue 4,000,0007. on 3 per cent. Exchequer Bills in loans to different parishes on the
security of the poor rates, to be used for the relief of the agriculturists. Accordingly,
on 18 February, the Marquis of Londonderry moved that the report of the committee
on the agricultural distress, presented in 1821, be referred to a select committee. Mr.

J. Benett, Mr. Stuart Wortley and several other members having spoken on the
motion,

Mr. Ricardo2 began by observing, that the hon. member3 had stated, that the
operation of the sinking fund in the purchase of stock, would have the effect of
reducing the interest of money, thus benefiting mortgagers and other borrowers, and
in that way relieving the landed interest. But he begged to say, that the interest of
money depended upon other causes. The rate of interest depended upon the profit that
could be made upon the employment of capital; and that again depended upon the
wages of labour, which were regulated, in a great measure, by the price of food.
While a sinking fund was fairly applied, it might and would raise the price of stock;
but it by no means followed, because the price of stock rose, that, therefore, the rate of
interest would generally fall. He would not be understood to be adverse to the
principle of the sinking fund, if he could be assured that it would be really applied to
the liquidation of the public debt: but he found from experience, that, while the people
were called upon to pay a large proportion of taxes for the maintenance of this fund,
in the hope that it would be applied to the discharge of their debt, they experienced
nothing but disappointment, through the manner in which that fund had been
appropriated by the ministers. The existence of this fund would serve only to
encourage ministers to engage in new wars, by facilitating the contraction of new
loans. Such, indeed, had been the destination of every sinking fund which the country
had known, from the plan of Walpole to those of the ministers who followed him. Mr.
Pitt, notwithstanding the experience he had derived of the fate of all sinking funds,
established by his predecessors in office, had been unable to secure his own. What a
variety of expedients had been resorted to in order to keep up that system, and to
secure the application of it to the purpose for which it was professedly designed at the
outset. But they had all been ineffectual against the attacks of the present chancellor
of the exchequer; a sinking fund which ought to be now above 20,000,000/. was so
reduced that with the addition of 3,000,000/. of new taxes it only amounted to
5,000,0007; and he had no doubt, whatever, that within a few years this grant would
be found quite as inefficient as any that had preceded it. The hon. member for
Wiltshire,1 had pronounced great praise upon the speech of his hon. and learned
friend (Mr. Brougham); which was the more extraordinary, as the hon. member
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differed from all the main positions laid down by his hon. and learned friend; for, in
opposition to the views of the hon. member, his hon. and learned friend had
maintained, that it was impossible to raise the price of agricultural produce: that the
producer could not transfer the taxes imposed upon him to the consumer, in the same
manner as manufacturers could; while the hon. member for Wiltshire had maintained,
that taxation did tend to increase the price of raw produce, his doubt only being as to
the time that would be requisite for such purpose. His hon. and learned friend had
observed, that if a man embarked any large proportion of capital in manufactures, he
might, by the use of improved machinery, and other means, contrive, not only to
overcome any discouraging prospect which might appear at the outset to damp his
speculations, but even to advance his profits beyond any thing upon which he could
originally calculate. But the agriculturist, upon investing his capital, had no other
remedy for any discouraging prospect, excepting time alone, while he was oppressed
with certain taxes; for he would never make the consumer pay them. The hon.
member for Wiltshire’s observation, as to the time required to transfer taxes on raw
produce to the consumer, was not applicable to the matter under discussion, because
no new taxes had been laid on agricultural produce. If his observation had been
applied to any taxes now for the first time proposed to be adopted, it would no doubt
be entitled to attention. But it was to be recollected, that the taxes to which the hon.
member had alluded, were, it might almost be said, interwoven with our general
system of taxation, having existed for several years; yet that which had so long
existed, was now by many persons set down as the cause of the low price of
agricultural produce; and hence it was argued, that taxation was the cause of the
public distress. But to the agriculturists he would say, that the only effectual remedy
for their case was, to regulate their supply by the public demand: and, if they did not
take special care of that, all other efforts must be unavailing. He had been represented
by the hon. member for Wiltshire as to having said, that the land was mortgaged for
the whole of the public debt. But he declared that he should have been quite ashamed
to have made any such observation, as he only meant to say that which was his
opinion, namely, that the land-owners were, as well as the other classes of the people,
responsible to the fund-holders for the payment of their share of the debt [hear, hear!.]
From the responsibility the fund-holder himself was not wholly exempted: towards
the payment of his own debt he must himself be a large contributor. He did say, that it
was for those who contended that the fund-holder received more than his fair share, to
show the House how this had happened; and that if such were really the case, a
proportionate abatement ought to be conceded. His hon. and learned friend (Mr.
Brougham) in his last speech had remarked, that to raise the price of corn was
impossible; and that, therefore, the remedy for the present depression must be by
reducing taxes: but that, if this reduced taxation should not have the effect of placing
the gentlemen of landed property in affluence—][cries of “No.”]

Mr. Brougham observed, that the case he put on a former evening was that of the
distress of the landed interest becoming intolerable.

Mr. Ricardo said, he might in some degree have misunderstood his hon. and learned
friend, but he would offer a word or two on the subject of this distress. It was not very
long ago since they were all in a state of the greatest alarm, on account of the
distressed manufacturers. It was conceived that our manufacturers were declining and
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the most gloomy apprehensions were indulged on their behalf. But he then took the
liberty of intimating his opinion, that those distresses were not permanent; and,
happily, his predictions had been fulfilled. He was disposed to hope equally well of
the agricultural interests; but not while such a system of corn laws as the present
existed. He thought it was most desirable to fix some system by which the prices of
corn might be rendered less variable, and by which a proper and adequate
compensation might be secured to the grower. One of the measures of relief proposed
was, an advance of four millions by the Bank at three per cent interest. This was an
hazardous experiment, unless the Bank had issued four millions more] than was
necessary for the circulation of the country. The House would do him the favour to
recollect, that, in the session of 1819, he expressed an opinion on the Bank question,
for which he received a reproof at the time from an hon. director, that the Bank should
not then buy gold, but rather sell it.2 His fears, he would confess, were now the other
way. Vast quantities of gold had been obtained by them to supply the circulation of
this country; and he now begged the directors to consider whether they had more than
was sufficient for that purpose; for if they had not, he was quite sure that the measure
which they were about to adopt could not be expedient, for four millions could not be
absorbed in our circulation. It was quite impossible that four millions could be added
to the circulation, without affording a great inducement to export the gold. If the Bank
had no greater quantity of gold than sufficed to carry on the circulation of the country,
no measure could be more injudicious than this, as it respected them. If, on the other
hand, having large quantities of gold in their possession, they issued four millions of
additional currency, the effect would be, to promote the exportation of gold, to lower
its value all over the world, and to turn the foreign exchanges against us. He gave the
directors of the Bank full credit for their good intentions; he believed that men of
higher honour or integrity could not exist; but he thought they had not a sufficient
degree of talent for the management of so vast a machine as that with which they were
intrusted. Once more he would intreat them to consider the matter well, in all its
probable consequences, before they increased the present currency, by so large a sum
as four millions. And here he would beg the House also to reflect what might have
been the effect of the bill brought in by the right hon. gentleman (Mr. Peel), had it
been fully acted on. He (Mr. Ricardo) had ventured to say, that its effect upon prices
would be about five per cent. To that opinion he still adhered; and he thought he could
demonstrate the fact. The state of our money system at that time was this:—gold was
five per cent higher in value than paper; that was, a man having an ounce of bullion
could per chase the same quantity of any commodity as another man could do with 4/.
2s. in Bank notes. The question was, how to make these two denominations of money
coincide in value? It was quite clear, that if nothing was done to alter the value of
gold, it was only necessary to raise the value of paper to the same level, and that then
the sum of 31 17s. 10%d. in paper would purchase as much as the ounce of gold.
After the right hon. gentleman’s bill was brought in and had passed, he (Mr. Ricardo)
regretted that it was not carried into effect in the method at first proposed; he referred
to the intended payments in bars of1 gold bullion. If that plan had been acted upon,
the Bank would have been competent to have answered all demands upon it with the
gold then in their possession, how small soever that sum might have been. As they
therefore, in that case, would not have affected the general value of gold in Europe, by
making large purchases in other countries, the change could not possibly be greater
than the difference between gold and paper, at the time of the passing of the bill. The
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bill of the right hon. member (Mr. Peel), he did not conceive to be materially different
from the plan proposed by himself, for it established an intermediate system of
payments in bullion, and did not make the payments in cash imperative till the 1st
May, 1823. He could not imagine the reasons which had induced the Bank to
commence cash payments at so early a period. He had always blamed them for being
too hasty in their preparations; for if they had contented themselves with bullion
payments, and the country had seen the advantage of that system, it might have been
continued—as undoubtedly it would have been wise to continue it—and payments in
cash might have been deferred some years longer. If the affairs of the Bank had been
conducted with skill, the directors, instead of forcing so great an importation of gold,
should have kept the exchange as nearly as possible at par. He repeated then, that the
consequence of the law, if skilfully acted upon, was only to cause a rise of 5 per cent.
But the Bank had acted very differently, and had imported a great quantity of gold; as
much perhaps as twenty millions. This, of course, had created a change in the price of
commodities, in addition to the apparent difference between paper and gold. The
buying up of this quantity of gold must have affected a change in the value of it (as
compared with other commodities) throughout Europe. What the amount of this
change was, it was impossible to say—it was mere matter of conjecture. But when
they took the quantity of gold in circulation in Europe into the calculation, and all the
paper also, for that too must be reckoned, he did not conceive that it could be great,
and he should imagine that 5 per cent would be an ample allowance for the effect.
[Hear, hear!]|.—With respect to the 4 millions of Exchequer bills, and the mode of
their application which the noble lord had made a part of his plan, he was really
astonished to find the right hon. member for Chichester (Mr. Huskisson), in a speech
which contained many sound observations,1 supporting a system for lending the
public money on the security of corn and poor-rates. Such a system was decidedly
contrary to every established principle of political economy and common sense.—As
to the effect and operation of taxes, he wished to make one or two observations. There
were two descriptions of persons, producers and consumers, likely to complain to that
House of the pressure of taxation. Against the producers he was prepared to say, he
would shut the doors of that House. He would tell them they had the remedy in their
own hands; that they must regulate their own price, by making the supply square with
the demand. But to the consumers on whom the taxes really pressed, he would say,
the doors of the House should be always thrown open. When they said that their
income was unequal to their expenditure, and that taxes prevented them from
procuring the comforts and enjoyments to which they were accustomed, he would say,
that their prayers were entitled to the utmost attention, and that the taxes should as far
as possible, be removed. Now, he would ask gentlemen, to whom they supposed the
repeal of the malt tax would be a benefit—to the farmer who produced it, or to the
general consumer? He should say to the consumer. And so on of the salt, the soap,
and other taxes, which affected articles of general consumption. That would be his
reason for calling for the repeal of these taxes; but not at all from the impression that
those taxes were duplicated or triplicated by dealers or sellers. His hon. and learned
friend1 seemed to think, that if a commodity changed hands two or three times, each
dealer would charge 10 per cent on the amount of the tax; so that, after various
changes, it might be increased to an almost indefinite amount to the consumer; but, if
these two or three changes took place in the course of one year, 10 per cent, supposing
that was the ordinary rate of profit per annum, would satisfy all the persons through
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whose hands it passed. He had been represented, very erroneously, to have stated that
reduction of taxes was not a benefit. But the contrary was the fact. He always thought
that taxes were injurious, but they affected all classes of consumers, and the repeal of
any one of them would not be particularly serviceable to the agricultural class. His
hon. and learned friend observed, that if the quantity of capital were increased, it was
an axiom in political economy, that profits would be diminished. Far from that being
the fact, he denied the position altogether. If the capital of the country were doubled
and the price of provisions lowered, he would have no doubt that the rate of profits
would not be reduced. But with the continually increasing population of England, they
could not have low prices of corn, if they did not import foreign corn. He would not at
this moment propose an importation free of all restraints, but he would agree to a
protecting duty (the amount he was hardly capable of fixing), gradually declining till
the duty was equal to the peculiar burthens to which the farmer was liable. The hon.
member after a recapitulation of his remarks, and characterising in strong terms of
reprobation the impolicy of the system of lending the public money upon the security
of corn or poor’s-rate, concluded with observing, in reference to what had fallen from
the hon. member for Wiltshire as to the increased amount of taxation which the
landowners and farmers had now to pay in consequence of the depreciation of the
currency, that the fundholders were subjected to the same advance upon the taxes,
although that class of proprietors had not derived any additional advantage from the
war or its consequences, as Mr. Mushett had most satisfactorily demonstrated. 1
—/[The hon. member sat down amidst loud and general cheering.]

A committee was appointed, consisting mostly of the same members as the committee

of 1821 [see above, p. 86—7] including Ricardo: among the new members were W. W.
Whitmore and Sir J. Newport.
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WAYS AND MEANS2
22 February 1822

Col. Davies called the attention of the House to certain discrepancies between the
finance accounts for the year and the statement of income and expenditure of the
country up to 5 Jan.1821. Mr. Hume moved that ‘the Chancellor of the Exchequer
should be requested to reconcile the two accounts’.

Mr. Ricardo thought it necessary that some explanation should be given; and he
begged leave to call the attention of the Chancellor of the Exchequer to a question
which he (Mr. Ricardo) had put to him last year, when he had brought forward his
Budget.1 The sum which had actually been devoted to the repayment of Exchequer
Bills up to January 15, 1821, had been only 950,000/, while the Chancellor of the
Exchequer had said it would be 1,700,000, it appearing that 700,000/. had been
expended in the payment of interest on Exchequer Bills. Next year the Chancellor of
the Exchequer had promised that the surplus would be 4,000,000/. But when it came
to be ascertained, it had turned out to be only 2,600,000/. How was the Right
Honourable Gentleman to reconcile these differences. The interest on Exchequer Bills
had amounted to 1,380,000/ and this, with some other matters not well explained,
made a total of 1,700,000/. If the accounts were to be kept in this way, it was
impossible that the Members of that House could come to any knowledge of the real
state of the country. They had been told of large surpluses, which, from year to year,
were to be available to purposes of economy, but when they came to count those
sums, they found that the greater part had vanished. If they were told that 1,700,000..
would be available in one year, and instead of that had only 950,0007.; if they were
told that in the subsequent year there would be four millions, and it had turned out
that there were only two millions, what security was there that next year they might
not have only two millions instead of the five millions, of which the Right
Honourable Gentleman had boasted? The whole of the boasted surplus might thus, it
was evident, be absorbed in a quarter of which the House had no knowledge. It had
been said that the expences were to be but 18,210,000/ but upon casting up the four
items of which they were composed, the amount proved to be eighteen millions five
hundred and fifty thousand pounds. If the expenditure of the year was to exceed the
estimate by half a million; if they were to be told of a surplus of four millions, and
then in place of that to have a surplus only of 2,600,000/. Then what security had they
that there would be a surplus of five millions next year? He thought that the matter
stood in much need of explanation.
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NAVY FIVE PER CENTS
25 February 1822

The Chancellor of the Exchequer introduced a measure for the commutation of every
1001 of Navy five per cents into 105/. of a new four per cent stock. The time allowed
for holders resident in Great Britain to signify their dissent was limited to the 16th of
March; for those who lived out of Great Britain and in Europe, the 1st of June; and for
those who lived out of Europe, twelve months from the present time.

Mr. Ricardo thought the plan very desirable, and the terms proposed by ministers
extremely fair. With regard to the time allowed for option, he thought it amply
sufficient. But, suppose persons were to purchase stock in the name of others residing
abroad, with a fraudulent intention, would they be entitled to the extended term, or
would they be obliged to give their answer by the 16th of March?

The Chancellor of the Exchequer said, the case supposed by the hon. member would
be precluded by some resolutions which would be subsequently read at the table.

Mr. Ricardo said, it would very much facilitate the plan, if such holders of five per
cents as assented, could know at what time the transfer to the four per cents was to
take place. The question of the dividends might at first sight offer some difficulty, but
this difficulty was more apparent than real, because the very same dividend which
was given to a person holding 100/. in the five per cents might be given to a person
holding 105/. in the four per cents. If this stock were quickly transferred, the natural
consequence would be, to raise the price of it in the market; and as persons would be
induced to speculate in it from the advantage of a small but quick profit, the operation
from this circumstance would be much facilitated. The right hon. gentleman would do
well if he explained the mode in which the money was to be paid off to persons who
dissented. It was evident that persons having an option, and who were in doubt
whether they might or might not have made a bad bargain, would not decide till the
latest moment. He should like to know then, if many thousand letters came in on the
16th of March, how these applications were to be disposed of.

The resolutions were agreed to.
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS
5 March 1822

Mr. Scarlett, in presenting a petition from Peterborough, said that a superabundance
of produce could not of itself have caused the agricultural distress. ‘Supposing the
farmer were to pay all the demands made upon him—for instance, his rent, tithes, and
taxes—not in money, but in kind—would it not be clear that, in such a case, an
abundance of produce would be of considerable advantage to him? How, then, could
it be maintained, that abundance of produce, under the existing state of things, was the
chief cause of the evils by which the agriculturist was now oppressed?’

Mr. Ricardo said, it was true, that, if the produce of the land was divided into certainl
proportions, every party would be benefitted by an abundant crop; but his learned
friend having come to that conclusion, left his argument there, instead of extending it
a little farther. Now, he would ask his learned friend whether, if the quantity of
commodity were excessively abundant, that was to say, the double, treble, or
quadruple of an ordinary crop, it would not be a cause of poverty to the agriculturist?
He maintained that it would be so; for the farmer, after having satisfied the
consumption of himself and family, would find, upon going to exchange the surplus
of his commodity for other commodities2 , such a competition in the market as would
compel him to dispose of it upon very low terms; and thus abundance of produce
would be to him a cause of distress. It was true that, from the alteration of the
currency, the evil had been aggravated; for it was clear that it rendered it necessary to
sell a greater quantity of corn to answer the demands of the government and the
landlord. But he now contended, as he had at all former times contended, that, up to a
certain point, for instance, 10 per cent, great loss had been derived from the change in
our currency; but that the rest of the distress was to be attributed to the increased
quantity of produce.
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BANKS OF ENGLAND, AND OF IRELAND
& March 1822

Mr. Maberley’s motion for an account of the interest paid to the Bank of Ireland
having given rise to some discussion on the comparative charges made by the Banks
of Ireland, and of England, Mr. Pearse (a Bank director) rebutted ‘the insinuations
thrown out against the Bank of England’ and said: ‘The hon. member for
Portarlington had, upon a former occasion, asserted, that the directors had scarcely
ability enough to perform the duties with which they were intrusted:1 but he (Mr. P.)
preferred the opinions of the proprietors of Bank-stock, who elected them annually, to
all the theories of modern philosophers on the subject.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that whenever the conduct of the Bank was brought before the
notice of the House, he should think it his duty to speak of it as he thought and felt.
With regard to the directors, he was willing, at all times, to give them full credit for
honesty of intention; but he could not help thinking, that they had at different times
involved the country in considerable difficulties. He persisted in saying, that the Bank
restriction act which was passed in 1797, might have been unattended with detriment
to the country, had the directors known how to manage their own concerns. But, not
knowing how to manage them upon true principles, they had issued a quantity of
paper so large as to depreciate its own value; and to recover from that depreciation,
the country had found it necessary to undergo a painful process, which had been the
cause of a great part of the present distress. Ever since the year 1819, the Bank had
committed a great error in its eagerness to provide gold. That error they confessed
themselves, when they offered to lend government 4,000,000/. Such an offer he took
to be a specific confession of error, inasmuch as it was a declaration that they had
amassed more gold than was necessary, and by so doing had aggravated the evils
under which the country suffered. As to the plan of the Bank lending 4,000,0001/. to
the government, he viewed it with some degree of fear, because the directors had
convinced him by their conduct that they did not know what they were about. If they
thought they could issue either 4,000,000/. of gold coin, or even of paper, without
withdrawing the gold coin from circulation, they were mightily mistaken.1 He was
quite sure that the currency could not absorb it, and therefore it must go abroad.
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DISTRESS IN CANADA
13 March 1822

Mr. Marryat presented a petition from the House of Assembly of Lower Canada
complaining of the distress caused by the restrictions imposed on their trade by the
British legislature.

Mr. Ricardo thought the House bound to attend to the complaints of the petitioners.
The Canadians suffered serious hardships which ought to be removed; they
complained, 1st. That we did not take timber from them on the same terms as we did
before. 2nd, that we refused to admit their corn. And 3dly, that they were subjected to
the inconvenience of purchasing all articles in our markets. As to the first, we had a
right to go to any market we pleased for our timber; but, on that very principle, the
second cause of grievance ought to be done away, and their corn ought to have access
to our markets. With respect to the forcing the colonies to purchase in our markets,
when they might be more conveniently supplied elsewhere, it was an inconvenience
to which they ought not to be exposed. He would always oppose that principle, not
only as applied to Canada, but to every other colony.
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MOTION RESPECTING THE SIMPLIFYING AND BETTER
ARRANGEMENT OF THE PUBLIC ACCOUNTS
14 March 1822

Mr. Maberly, in moving for a select committee on the public accounts, observed that
the various public accounts, when compared with one another, were full of errors; for
instance, the balance-sheet account presented by the Marquis of Londonderry on 15
February last, differed from the finance accounts of 1821, and the Chancellor of the
Exchequer’s account differed from both. Mr. Lushington, in the course of his reply,
said that ‘the balance-sheet form was adopted at the suggestion of an hon. member
(Mr. Ricardo), and was deemed to be the most compendious way of stating the
accounts.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that the public accounts ought to be so stated, that every member,
upon referring to them, might be able to make a balance-sheet from them, and see at
once what was the actual revenue, and what the expenditure of the country.

The motion was withdrawn. On 18 April on the motion of the Chancellor of the
Exchequer a select committee was appointed ‘to investigate the manner in which the
public accounts are at present kept, and to suggest such improvements in the system
as might appear necessary.” Ricardo was appointed a member of the committee.
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MR. CURWEN’S MOTION RESPECTING THE DUTIES ON
TALLOW AND CANDLES
20 March 1822

Mr. Curwen moved for a committee to take into consideration the propriety of
augmenting the duty on imported tallow and of repealing the duty on candles. Mr.
Robinson (President of the Board of Trade) opposed the motion; ‘he could not agree
to a proposal which could only benefit agriculture by throwing a burthen on the whole
body of consumers, or by impeding the trade of the country.” Besides, ‘the just
complaint of foreigners, was, that the trade of this country was so restricted, that all
their ingenuity was required to get an article into this country on profitable terms; and
now that one article was found on which they could get a profit, the state was to step
in and take it in the shape of a tax. If this was to be our rule of commercial policy, we
might as well shut up shop at once.’

Mr. Ricardo said, he had heard with great pleasure the principles avowed by the
president of the board of trade, and hoped the right hon. gentleman would hereafter
act upon them; for if they had hitherto been followed up, the right hon. gentleman
could never have proposed the duties upon cheese and butter [Hear!!.] The hon.
mover was a great friend to agriculture, and was ready to go a great way in support of
it. The length to which he had gone that night was really surprising, for he had told
them exactly the quantity of tallow produced in this country, the quantity produced
abroad, and the effect which the tax operating on this quantity would have upon the
price, which he told them was precisely 5/. 10s., the rest of the proposed tax being to
be paid by the foreign producer. How the hon. gentleman got at this result was
surprising. He believed the fact would turn out to be very different; that the producers
in all foreign countries furnished their articles on the average, at the price at which
they could afford them; and that a tax now imposed, would on the average of future
years, be added to the price. He could not consent to tax the whole community for the
benefit of one class. As he anticipated that his hon. friend’s motion would meet with
the fate it deserved, he should not detain the House longer, but to observe on a remark
of the hon. member for Hull.1 The hon. member for Hull had said, that he was a
friend to a surplus revenue beyond expenditure, but that he was an enemy to a sinking
fund. Now to what purpose was a surplus revenue applicable but as a sinking fund?
The hon. member had said, that he found from the experience of history, that a
sinking fund was always seized by the ministers. He (Mr. R.) agreed with him, and it
was on this account that he objected to the proposal to maintain a surplus revenue. In
principle nothing could be better than a sinking fund. He was so great a friend to the
principle, that he was ready to consent that the country should make a great effort to
get out of debt; but then he would be sure that the means taken would effect the
object. He would not trust any ministers, no matter who they were, with a surplus
revenue, and he should therefore, join in any vote for a remission of taxes that might
be proposed, so long as a surplus revenue remained. The taxes on candles and on salt
had been proposed for reduction, but though that on salt was undoubtedly very
burthensome, it did not appear to him to be that which most demanded reduction. The
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taxes on law proceedings seemed to him the most abominable that existed in the
country, by subjecting the poor man, and the man of middling fortune, who applied
for justice, to the most ruinous expence [hear!]. Every gentleman had his favourite
plan for repealing a particular tax, and this tax upon justice, was that which he should
most desire to see reduced.

The motion was negatived.
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EXTRA POST—PETITION OF MR. BURGESS
2 April 1822

Mr. Stuart Wortley moved to refer to a select committee the petition of Mr. H.
Burgess for remuneration for the expenses which he had incurred in the preparations
for an extra post,1 which had been encouraged by government and eventually
prevented by decisions of parliament. The Chancellor of the Exchequer supported the
motion.

Mr. Ricardo said, the ground on which the chancellor of the exchequer had put the
case would have induced him to vote against the motion if he had known nothing else
of it. The right hon. gentleman had called on them to accede to the motion as a matter
of compassion or indulgence. Now, they were not entitled to vote away the public
money from their own sentiments of compassion. If the Treasury had given Mr.
Burgess encouragement to incur expence, they should take on themselves the
responsibility of remunerating him.

The motion was negatived.
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS
3 April 1822

On 1 April Mr. Gooch brought up the report of the select committee on the distressed
state of agriculture: it was then agreed that the report should be taken into
consideration at the end of the month [see below, p. 155].

On 3 April, however, Mr. J. Benett presented a petition from the distressed
agriculturists of Wiltshire, and this was made an occasion to anticipate the debate
upon the report. Mr. Western expressed his dissent from the conclusions of the select
committee and said that ‘an immense proportion of the present difficulties arose from
the alteration in the currency’. ‘During the depreciation we had contracted an
enormous debt, which was now to be paid by the industrious classes in a currency of
increased value. This had made such a havoc in the property of the country, as was
never made by revolution or civil war. It was true, during the depreciation of money,
the rents of estates had been doubled, but incumbrances had doubled and taxes had
quadrupled, so that the situation of landlord had not been a whit better. But what was
the state of the landlord now? His income was again reduced to one half, and all their
fixed payments remained.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that no one could be more aware of the great difficulties which had
been occasioned by alterations in the currency than himself. He had given the subject
the greatest attention in his power, and had laboured hard to show the necessity of a
fixed and unvariable standard of value. At the same time, he could not agree with the
hon. member for Essex, 1 as to the operation of the changes in the currency upon
agriculture. Let them suppose the utmost extent of the operation of2 the changes in
currency on the pressure of taxes. They must deduct from the whole amount of
taxation, the amount of those taxes which were employed in expenditure, as they had
been diminished in proportion as the value of money had been augmented.3
Supposing, then, 40,000,000/. to remain, on which the operation of the currency on
taxation was to be calculated. What proportion could possibly be paid by the tenantry
of this amount? Suppose one fourth. He did not include the landlords in this
calculation, but only the tenantry. Suppose one-fourth paid by the tenantry, their
proportion would be 10,000,000/. Suppose, according to the extravagant calculation
of the hon. gentleman, that 25 per cent was the real amount of the alteration operated
by recurring to a metallic standard of value. Then 2,500,000/. was the whole extent of
its operation on the tenantry. Was it possible that the distress which was now felt
could be owing to 2,500,000/.”7 Such a sum was totally inadequate to such an effect.
Let them look again at the landlords. The alteration could affect them only as it took
more from them in the shape of taxation. No person was more ready than he was to
admit, that it occasioned an increase of burthen in this shape as in every other; but he
must be allowed to ask, whether, if the tenant paid the rent demanded, the landlord
must not be benefited by receiving the same rent which he had exacted in the
depreciated currency? He admitted that landlords did not receive the same rent, but
had made an allowance equal to the depreciation. But, if he received the rest of the
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rent, whence arose the distress? He had given up 25 per cent, and received 75 per
cent, equal to 100. How, then, was he injured? But the landlords did not receive 75
per cent. They told them that they could not receive any rent—that the distress was so
great, that the surplus could not pay any thing but the taxes. He asked, then, whether
the depreciation could possibly have occasioned this? He did not believe that the
changes in the currency since 1819, had been more than 10 per cent. But did he say
that the landed interest suffered only to the extent of 10 per cent? No such thing. The
greatness of the distress he was most sensible of, and the causes which had been
assigned he thought amply sufficient to account for it— namely, the abundance of
several successive harvests, the importation of corn from Ireland, and other similar
causes. It was utterly impossible that this country could be reduced to that situation
that the surplus produce of agriculture should be only sufficient to pay the taxes,
without affording any rent to the landlord, or any profit to the cultivator. This was a
situation to which the country could not possibly come.— He wished here to say a
few words of the report which the agricultural committee had made. The former
report] contained some most admirable propositions. If he might divide it into two
parts, he would say, the first half was as excellent a report as had ever emanated from
any committee of that House, and was well worthy of being placed beside the bullion
report and the report on the resumption of cash payments by the Bank. It contained
most sound and excellent observations on the corn trade, and on the corn-laws. It most
justly pointed out two great evils arising from the corn-laws, which affected the
present distress. The first was, when there was a scarcity, and corn rose to 80s., then
the ports were opened, and we were deluged with foreign corn, whatever might be the
price in the countries from which it came. The ports were open for any quantity. This
was a great evil, and operated at the very time when the short harvest ought to be
compensated by high prices. The second evil was felt when in a season of plenty we
habitually produced corn at an expense very considerably above other countries. If
there were successively good harvests, the farmer could obtain no relief from
exportation, and was thus ruined by the abundance of produce. What was the
inference from this, but that they should take measures, to enable our farmers, in
seasons of abundance, when they could not obtain prices to compensate the expense
of culture, to get relief by exporting to other countries, and for this purpose a duty on
importation of foreign grain should be imposed, equal to the peculiar taxes which fell
on the farmer, such as tythes and a part of the poor-rate; and a drawback of the same
amount should be allowed on exportation. If such a regulation were adopted, after a
small fall of prices, the farmer would then export to other countries, and relieve the
glut of the corn market at home. Another part of the report was totally incorrect. It
spoke of countervailing duties, not, as all countervailing duties ought to be, as imposts
upon the importer in order to subject him to all the burthens of the home-grower of
corn, so that the taxes might fall equally on grower and importer, but as duties which
should be equal to the additional expense of growing corn in this country over other
countries. Countervailing duties on this principle, would thus be sometimes 20s., and
sometimes 30s. There appeared to him to be no principle more clear, than that there
could not be a fixed remunerating price in any country. Before there was a dense state
of population in a country, they would cultivate the very best lands, and they could
then compete with any country, and export their surplus produce. There would then be
no occasion for countervailing duties. But when population became more dense,
poorer lands would be cultivated, and an increase of charges would arise from the
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greater expenses of cultivation. As population went on, the cultivation would go on to
still poorer lands, and the price would continue to rise. If, then, the rule should be, for
a countervailing duty, the difference of charge in the growth, no limit could be affixed
to the amount. He could not conceive any system of duties more destructive to the
best interests of the country.—He would now advert to the present report. He had
gone into the committee under a deep impression of the great distress which the
agricultural interest suffered, with a most unfeigned desire to find some means of
relief, not upon the general and absolutely true principles of legislation, but with
every inclination to give every facility to measures of immediate effect in alleviating
distress. All he required was, that there should be something in the report, pledging
them, when the distress should have gone by, and the farmers should be rescued from
their suffering—for he was the advocate of the farmer, and not those who pretended
to be the exclusive friend of agriculture—all he had required was, that the report
should promise a return to proper principles when the present dangers should have
been removed. But, although the report recognized the evil which produced low
prices, and the apprehension of still lower prices, it did not hold up the slightest
purpose of ever returning to sound principles. It expressed hopes of better principles
being adopted, and the House would be astonished to hear what those principles were.
It was to have recourse to the countervailing duties which he had explained. If on this
plan they attempted to give a monopoly to grapes reared in hot-houses, countervailing
duties might be imposed on wine, to make it as dear as the produce of the hot-houses.
In the same way with sugar. In this way all branches of foreign commerce would be
lost to this nation, and to every nation which adopted countervailing duties. The only
true policy was to allow us to go to the country where the article required was most
easily and abundantly produced. He was ashamed to occupy the time of the House so
long [Cheers]; he would not go into detail, but he felt called upon to throw out a few
observations. The hon. member for Essex had alluded to the West Indian cultivators.
If he wanted an argument, he would take that very case, and he asked how the
currency could be supposed to have affected them? Was it not notorious that their
distress was entirely caused by over production? Were not the measures adopted for
their relief calculated to give them a market for their produce which they had not
before? In the same manner, the agriculturist of this country must be relieved by
increased demand, or diminished supply. He had not said that taxes contributed not to
the distress. On that point he had been misunderstood. They who were exposed to
exclusive taxes ought to receive protection from those taxes. But on this subject he
would give his opinions in greater detail on a future occasion.

Mr. H.G. Bennet ‘rose to protest against the doctrine, that taxes had nothing to do
with the distresses of the agricultural interest’. The Marquis of Londonderry in reply
said, ‘that hon. gentleman might take a lesson from his friend near him, the member
for Portarlington, who had shown how small a portion of that distress now
complained of had been thrown on the suffering individuals by taxation.... The
distress was caused by the operation of the seasons, and the state of the markets; and
therefore could not be cured by the remission of taxation, even though that were
pushed to the length of national bankruptcy.... Though abundance was desirable, yet
carried beyond a certain point, it occasioned evils like those now felt. He was not
prepared to go into this view of the question, and to show how they suffered by
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abundance: but if the hon. member for Portarlington turned his intelligent mind to it,
he could make the House understand this part of the subject.’

Mr. Ricardo corrected the error which appeared to have prevailed in the mind of his
hon. friend, the member for Salisbury,1 that he (Mr. R.) was an advocate for taxation.
On the contrary, he had voted for every reduction of taxes that had been proposed in
the course of the session, because he was anxious for the repeal of taxes, feeling that
every tax must prove a burthen upon the public.
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS AND THE FINANCIAL AND
OTHER MEASURES FOR ITS RELIEF
29 April 1822

The Marquis of Londonderry in pursuance of the report from the committee on the
agricultural distress (which had been presented on 1 April 1822) moved a series of
resolutions on agriculture and at the same time announced various financial measures
which the government would shortly bring forward. He repeated the opinion which he
had formerly expressed that the remission of taxes could only be a palliative, but not
an effectual remedy for the agricultural distress; an opinion which had received
sanction and confirmation ‘in the able work1 which has recently been published by
the hon. member for Portarlington (Mr. Ricardo), than whom it is impossible for the
House on such questions to have higher authority’. Lord Londonderry’s resolutions
provided that, once the ports had been opened to the importation of corn on the price
reaching the limit fixed by the existing law (80s. per quarter for wheat2 ), that limit
should thereafter be lowered to 70s.,; the importation however instead of being free of
duty as it was under the existing law would be subject to a duty of 12s. per quarter for
wheat when the price was between 70s. and 80s., of 5s. when the price was between
80s. and 85s., and of 1s. when above 85s. An exception was made for foreign corn
already in the warehouses. It was also proposed to advance up to 1,000,000/. on the
security of British corn when the price of wheat was under 60s. Mr. Western spoke
next.

Mr. Ricardo said, that, having a proposition which he wished to submit to the House,
he offered himself thus early to the committee. He was desirous of laying his
proposition before the House, as the noble lord had laid his, in order that the House
might have an opportunity of judging of their several merits. The hon. member for
Essex3 had said, that the noble lord’s planl would have the effect of extending the
paper currency. He cared not whether it would or would not; for he knew full surely
that they had at present as extended a currency as the state of the country required.
The present plan—however it might be disguised—was an attack upon the sinking
fund.2 The sinking fund was in principle relinquished. He cared not whether the
ultimate accumulation was to be 7,000,0007. or 9,000,0001.,; the present plan was a
breach of public faith, so far as the application of the sinking fund could be a breach
of faith. There was, in fact, no longer any sinking fund. He solemnly protested against
prolonging the charter of the Bank. They had repeatedly called on the chancellor of
the exchequer not to enter into any engagement with the Bank for a renewal of their
charter. Yet it was now said, that there would be an extension for 10 years, for an
object for which it was totally insufficient.3 It would be a great improvement that the
public should be allowed to enter into partnery concerns for supplying their own
money transactions, instead of having them intrusted for 10 years longer to the Bank.
He had hoped never to have heard of their charter being renewed. The benefit of the
paper currency ought to belong to the public. No advantage could ever be derived
from the Bank lending money to the public.—With respect to what the noble lord had
said of their plans differing very little, he thought there was the most essential
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difference between them. He (Mr. R.) proposed that a duty of 20s. per quarter should
be imposed on the importation of wheat when the price rose to 70s. The noble lord
supposed that he (Mr. R.) had adopted this of choice; but instead of that, he
considered it as forced upon him, and he consented reluctantly to this duty, on account
of the distress which now existed, and only on that account. There was another very
important difference. He proposed that this duty should be imposed when wheat rose
to 70s., because agriculture was at present so extremely depressed. But the noble lord
proposed 80s., 85s., 70s., and brought nearer all of them to the importing price, while
he (Mr. R.) differed upon that point, and by imposing a duty of 20s. when the price
was lower at home, afforded a greater relief to the farmer. He thought the farmers the
most distressed class in the country, and the most cruelly used. When the prices rose
in consequence of a short harvest, and when the farmers ought to have compensation,
they diminished their profits, and let corn in from all parts of the world.1 This great
evil the noble lord did not propose to remedy. If the price rose to 85s., it was only
required to pay a duty of 1s., and the poor farmer might be inundated with foreign
corn. But another difference between him and the noble lord was this—he (Mr. R.)
contended, that there could be no security to the farmer while the price of corn was
kept higher in this country than in foreign countries. This had been ably shown in the
last year’s agricultural report. Did the noble lord propose to relieve the agriculturists
from this evil, or to afford any mitigation of it? No. Therefore they would be fully as
ill off as now.2 According to his (Mr. R.’s) plan they would be sure that the prices
here could not be much higher than they were abroad. He would read the propositions,
which he hoped the noble lord would be prevailed on to admit with his own; if not, he
hoped the House would decide respecting it. They were as follow:

1. “That it is expedient to provide that the foreign corn now under bond in the United
Kingdom may be taken out for home consumption, whenever the average price of
wheat, ascertained in the usual mode, shall exceed 65s. a quarter, upon the payment of
the following duties:—Wheat 15s. a quarter; rye, peas, and beans, 9s. 6d. a quarter;
barley, bear, or bigg, 7s. 6d. a quarter; oats, 5s. a quarter.

2. “That whenever the average price of wheat, ascertained in the usual mode, shall
exceed 70s. a quarter, the trade in corn shall henceforth be permanently free, but
subject to the following duties upon importation:—Of wheat, 20s. a quarter; rye, peas,
and beans, 13s. 3d. a quarter; barley, bear, or bigg, 10s. a quarter; oats, 6s. 8d. a
quarter.

3. “That at the expiration of one year from the time at which the above duties on corn
imported shall be in operation, they be reduced as follows:—On wheat, 1s. a quarter;
rye, peas, and beans, 8d. a quarter; barley, bear, or bigg, 6d. a quarter; oats 4d. a
quarter.

4. “That a like reduction of duties be made in every subsequent year, until the duty on
the importation of wheat be 10s. a quarter; rye, peas, and beans, 6s. 7d. a quarter;
barley, bear, or bigg, 5s. a quarter; oats, 3s. 4d. a quarter, at which rates they shall
henceforth be fixed.
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5. “That a drawback or bounty be allowed on the exportation of corn to foreign
countries, On wheat, 7s. a quarter; rye, peas, and beans, 4s. 6d. a quarter; barley, bear,
and bigg, 3s. 6d. a quarter; oats 2s. 4d. a quarter; and that such drawback or bounty in
like manner as the importation duty be fixed.”

Mr. Huskisson moved a series of resolutions to the effect that three months after the
price of wheat exceeded 70s. per quarter, or so much sooner as it exceeded 80s., the
ports should be permanently open to the importation of foreign corn, subject to the
same duties as proposed by the Marquis of Londonderry.

[See further p. 162.]
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NAVAL AND MILITARY PENSIONS
1 May 1822

The Chancellor of the Exchequer moved a series of resolutions recommending a plan
for spreading the burden of pensions, which arose principally from the war, equally
over a period of 45 years; it was proposed to offer a fixed annuity of 2,800,000/. for
that period to contractors who would undertake to pay the pensions. The pensions
amounted at present to 5,000,000/. annually and they would probably be reduced to
300,0001. after 45 years, by ‘the natural decrement of human life’. ‘The transaction’,
he said, ‘would stand completely clear of the sinking fund.’

Mr. Ricardo was astonished how ministers could come down with grave faces, and
propose such a measure, after all the anxiety they had expressed on the subject of the
sinking fund. This plan was nothing more nor less than an invasion of that fund. The
chancellor of the exchequer had said, that these annuities were a part of the debt of the
country. This he (Mr. R.) admitted. But, supposing the object of ministers was, to
relieve the country from taxation to the amount of 2,200,000/, and they took that sum
from the sinking fund, he would ask them to compare the situation in which the
country would be placed at the end of 45 years, with that in which it would stand at
the expiration of the same period by adopting the plan now proposed. In both cases
the object would be to raise 2,200,000/. per annum; but, at the end of 45 years, acting
on the plan now introduced, would not the country be more in debt, than it would be if
the sum were taken immediately out of the sinking fund? Now, if this proposition
were true—and it could not be controverted— was it not, he demanded, an invasion of
the sinking fund? He, however, had no objection to it on that account: but it was the
greatest inconsistency in the right hon. gentleman to say that the sinking fund was to
be held sacred, while he came to the House with a proposition that would leave the
country more in debt 45 years hence than if 2,200,000/. were taken from it at once. He
agreed with his hon. friend (Mr. Gurney), that the debt which was the object of this
proposition carried a sinking fund along with it. Year by year, as lives dropped off, it
was decreasing; and what was the object of the sinking fund but to place all public
debt in the situation of this particular debt? Thus, if 30,000,000/. were owing in one
year, to reduce it to 29,500,000/. in the next; then to 29,000,000/., then to
28,500,000/.,; and so on progressively, until at last the whole was liquidated. A less
beneficial effect would be produced by prolonging the debt beyond the term to which
it would extend, but for this plan, which he could not help considering an entire
fallacy.

The resolutions were agreed to.

3 May 1822

On the report stage, Mr. Hume moved as an amendment that the contract be made
with the Commissioners for the Redemption of the National Debt.
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Mr. Ricardo said, that the proposition of the hon. member for Montrose was the same
as that of ministers, only he wished the contract to be made on the most advantageous
terms. Whatever bonus the private contractor obtained, would be a clear loss to the
country. There could be no doubt that, if the sum required were now taken from the
sinking fund, at the end of 45 years the country would be in a better situation than if
the money were borrowed of individuals. He was an enemy to all complicated
schemes, and was for avoiding a crooked path when there was a straight one before
him leading to the same end. The obvious course was to take the sum from the sinking
fund.

The House divided: for the amendment, 56; against it, 135. Ricardo voted for the
amendment.

[See further p. 191.]
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS REPORT
7 May 1822

The Report [see p. 155] was further considered. Mr. Attwood opposed all the
resolutions that had been moved [see pp. 155 and 158-9 above] because, under the
pretence of relieving agriculture, their real object was to pave the way for the
introduction of foreign grain. The true causes of the agricultural distress were the
alterations in the value of currency and the enormous burden of taxation. But it was
surprising to find that ‘in the present day, when that new school, or new science as it
was called, of political economy, was supposed so greatly to flourish, and was
certainly so widely extended,” doubts should exist as to what the effect of taxation
was. ‘The hon. member for Portarlington—(and if he referred so repeatedly to the
opinion of that hon. gentleman, it was because he was the only individual of equal
authority, who had given any consistent exposition at all of the causes of agricultural
distress, and he thought that the agricultural interest was on that account indebted to
the hon. gentleman, at least, for his intentions, although he (Mr. Attwood) did not
agree with him, in scarcely any one of the opinions he entertained; and was convinced
that those opinions had produced extensive mischief and were calculated to occasion
still more);— that hon. member had taken a survey of the condition of agriculture, and
he found it suffering under great embarrassments; he had found that corn could not be
produced in this country, at the present time, for the same monied cost at which it had
been formerly produced here; and at which it could now be produced in the countries
around them; and what was the explanation that he gave of the causes of this change?
He told them that to feed an augmenting population, they had been driven to the
cultivation of inferior soils; that those soils could be alone cultivated by the
application of additional labour; that they yielded a smaller surplus produce; that none
but a higher monied price could be a remunerative price for corn so grown; that this
was the main source of the difficulties of agriculture, and that the relief from those
difficulties was to be found in abandoning the cultivation of those poorer soils. But as
this was the main ground on which the whole system of the hon. member rested, he
would beg to state his opinions in his own words, as they were found in a pamphlet
recently printed by him on that subject. [Mr. Attwood then read from a pamphlet of
Mr. Ricardo]—“The words remunerative price, are meant to denote the price at which
corn can be raised, paying all charges.—It follows, from this definition, that in
proportion as a country is driven to the cultivation of poorer lands for the support of
an increasing population, the price of corn to be remunerative must rise. It appears,
then, that in the progress of society, when no importation takes place we are obliged
constantly to have recourse to worse soils to feed an augmenting population, and with
every step of our progress the price of corn must rise.” 1 This was the hon.
gentleman’s theory, by which, as applied to this country, he explained the cause of the
rise of corn since 1793, and why it was, that corn could not now be grown in this
country at a low price. Now he (Mr. Attwood) was convinced, that there was no
foundation, in fact, for the assertions here maintained, and on which this system was
founded. He believed, that the fact thus assumed was directly the reverse of that
which did in reality exist; that, so far from the average quality of land becoming
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poorer as population and wealth advanced, it became richer; and he had no doubt, but
the average quality of the land under cultivation in this country, at the period of its
highest prices, and of the greatest prosperity of agriculture, at the period prior to the
close of the late war—that the average quality of land was then more fertile; that it
produced more corn on an average by the acre, and with less positive labour; that it
yielded a greater surplus produce, than at any former period. It was not true, that the
cultivation of any country, proceeded in the manner, and according to the calculation
here assumed. It was not the best land, which was first cultivated; nor the worst land
which was last cultivated. This was determined in a great measure by other
circumstances; by the rights of proprietorship, by locality, by enterprize, by the
peculiarities of feudal tenure, its remains still existing; by roads, canals, the erection
of towns, of manufactories; all those and other obstacles of a similar nature interfered
with the calculations of the hon. member; and bad land when it was once brought into
cultivation, and subjected to the operations of agriculture; by draining, by watering,
by the application of various substances, frequently became the best land, and was
afterwards cultivated at the least expense.” Mr. Attwood illustrated his contention by
reference to various periods of history and continued: ‘Adam Smith, the greatest of
authorities on the subject of political economy, would tell them, that the operation of
excessive taxation on agriculture, was precisely similar to that which the member for
Portarlington traced to an imaginary poverty of the land. The effect of taxation on
agriculture, as explained by Dr. Smith, might be stated in these words; that it was an
effect similar to that which would be produced,—by an increased barrenness of the
soil; by an increased inclemency of the sky.” Mr. Attwood then proceeded to show
that the burden of taxation was increased to the same extent as the value of the
currency had been raised. But this was not to be estimated from the price of gold.
‘The hon. member for Portarlington, who had chiefly insisted on that mode of
calculation, had never hitherto been induced to explain, why gold, taken as a
commodity, in the market, by the ounce, was to be considered as a better criterion
than any other commodity.” He (Mr. A.) contended that ‘it was undoubtedly a
worse.... The most proper commodities to determine the extent of that change, were
those in which agriculture was principally interested, corn and cattle.” The prices of
corn and cattle, as compared with the average of the last five years of the war, had
fallen one half; ‘the pressure of taxation upon agriculture, therefore, had been
doubled.’

Mr. Ricardo said, he rose, impressed with great admiration for the speech which the
House had just heard. He thought the hon. gentleman had shown a very considerable
degree of talent, much research, and great knowledge of the subject upon which he
had spoken. [Hear.] Notwithstanding these circumstances, he could not help thinking,
that the hon. gentleman had committed a great many errors. The hon. gentleman had
spoken of him (Mr. Ricardo) as if he had always been a favourer of a paper
circulation [cries of “No, no”’]—as if, in fact, he had not been one of the first to point
out the evils of a currency, in the estimation of which the House could have no guide,
and which was at all times liable to be increased or diminished, as it might suit the
convenience or the pleasure of the Bank. The hon. gentleman appeared to have
founded the whole of his speech upon a passage in a pamphlet that he (Mr. Ricardo)
had written, respecting what were called “remunerating prices.” To the test of the
doctrine and reasoning of that pamphlet, he should be very willing to trust the whole
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of the argument in this case. It could make no difference to the farmer how he
obtained those remunerating prices, provided he got them; although it was very true
(as had been asserted by the hon. gentleman), that in order to obtain such prices, he
must be content to be paid in money or value of very different descriptions. But the
important fact was, that it was impossible a man could long go on, producing any one
particular commodity, unless he could obtain for it a remunerating price.—The hon.
gentleman had spoken as if he (Mr. Ricardo) were alone responsible for the alteration
which had lately taken place in the value of money. He would, however, beg the
House to recollect the state in which the currency stood in the year 1819. At the time
of the passing of the bill of 1819, the difference between the paper currency and gold
was only 5 per cent. What he had then suggested was, that measures should be taken
which, while they restored the value of the paper currency to an equality with gold,
and thus put an end to the depreciation, would make any purchases of gold
unnecessary. Under those measures, as there would have been no additional demand
for gold, there could have been no increase in the value of that metal. But as that
suggestion was not followed, but another which rendered the purchase of gold
necessary, and which (as it had been carried into effect by the Bank) had made a
considerable change in the value of gold, how was he (Mr. R.) responsible for the
effects of it? If the change in the value of money had been 20 or even 50 per cent he
should not have been responsible for it. Undoubtedly, as the hon. member contended,
the burthen of money taxation was increased, in proportion to the increase in the value
of money: the only difference was as to the amount of that increase. He (Mr. Ricardo)
contended, that it was at the utmost about 10 per cent, and nothing like what had been
contended by the hon. gentleman. The hon. member had said that he (Mr. Ricardo)
measured depreciation solely by the price of gold; and the same observation had been
made in various parts of the House, and repeated elsewherel under an entire
misconception of the meaning of the word depreciation. Depreciation meant a
lowering of the value of the currency, as compared with the standard by which it was
professedly regulated. When he used the word, he used it in this obvious and proper
sense. The standard itself might be altered, as compared with other things; and it
might so happen that a currency might be depreciated, when it had actually risen, as
compared with commodities, because the standard might have risen in value in a still
greater proportion. When he said, that the currency was relieved from depreciation to
such and such an extent, did he say that the currency had not altered in value? The
question of the value of the currency was quite a different thing from the question of
depreciation; and if the hon. member could prove that gold had changed in value 40 or
50 per cent, he (Mr. R.) would allow that there was a proportionate increase of value
in the currency. The hon. member asked why gold was a better standard than corn or
any other commodity? He (Mr. R.) answered, that gold had always been the standard
of the country; and if we had not passed the fatal law of 1797, we should have
continued to this moment with a metallic standard. But, would it have been said on
that account, that gold had not altered in value? If, while we had continued a metallic
currency, any other country which had had a paper currency had been returning to a
metallic standard, the hon. gentleman might have come down, as he did now, and
said, that on account of the purchase of gold that had been made, the value of that
metal had been enhanced and that the pressure of money taxes had been
proportionately increased. But, did the hon. member mean seriously to contend, that
corn was less variable in value than gold [Hear, hear!]? Let him propose, then, that the

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 137 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

Bank directors should pay their Bank-notes at a certain rate in quarters of corn instead
of sovereigns; for that was the bearing of his assertion [Hear!]. The hon. gentleman
talked of the impossibility of the cultivators of the soil having recourse to land of
inferior quality, but the hon. gentleman did not correctly state the argument. It was not
that cultivators were always driven by the increase of population to lands of inferior
quality, but that from the additional demand for grain, they might be driven to employ
on land previously cultivated a second portion of capital, which did1 produce as much
as the first. On a still farther demand a third portion might be employed, which did not
produce so much as the second: it was manifestly by the return on the last portion of
capital applied, that the cost of production was determined. It was impossible,
therefore, that the country should go on increasing its demand for grain without the
cost of producing it being increased and causing an increased price. If the hon.
member saw in the present state of things only the consequence of the change in the
value of money, he gave no reason for the amount of the distress. Let them suppose
his (Mr. Ricardo’s) own case. He was possessed of a considerable quantity of land,
the whole of which was unburthened by a single debt. Now, according to the hon.
member, he and the tenants on that land would have only been injured to the amount
of the increase which the change in the value of money had made in the burthen of
taxation. But they were, in point of fact, injured much more. The hon. gentleman was
mistaken as to the fact, when he said there was little variation in the price of grain in
the last century. In the first 62 years of the last century the average price of the quarter
of wheat had been 32s., but, in the years from 1784 to 1792 it had been 45s.—a very
considerable increase on the value of corn. But, he would not rest on any scattered
facts what was so evident in principle, as that the extension of cultivation must extend
the cost of production of corn. The hon. member had said, that the effect of taxation
laid on the land was the same as if the farmer had to support an additional man from
whose labours he reaped no benefit. That he (Mr. R.) acknowledged was the effect of
all taxation [Hear!]. The hon. member had seemed to think that he would deny this.
On the contrary, no one could assert the mischievousness of taxation more strongly
than he would. He would never consent that one sixpence should be taken out of the
pockets of the people that could be avoided. But he was not, therefore, so blind as to
say that taxation was the cause of all the present distress [Hear, hear!]. It was truly
said, that the effect of taxation on the landholder was the same as if he had to maintain
an additional man: but was not this also the case of the merchant and the
manufacturer? [Hear!] If taxation, then, were the sole cause of distress, the distress
would press on all alike. The theory of the hon. member was, therefore, totally
insufficient to account for what they now witnessed. The hon. gentleman had asked,
whether the price of corn would not be doubled if the currency were paper, and
taxation were doubled? If tithes were doubled, poor-rates doubled and all taxes
affecting especially the growth of corn were doubled, the effect would certainly be to
increase the price of corn to that amount; but the country might be taxed generally
without producing that alteration. The hon. gentleman had said that he (Mr. Ricardo)
advised the abandonment of the land. Now he did not advise the abandonment of it
while it was profitable; but he did undoubtedly advise farmers not to grow a
commodity that would not yield them a remunerating price. He would give similar
advice to the clothier and to the ship-owner, if their circumstances were similar. He
would not now enter into a discussion of the particular propositions about to be
brought before the committee. He was content to have answered, however
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inadequately, the very able speech of the hon. gentleman, and he sat down with
declaring that he did not entertain the slightest doubt of the validity of the principles
he had maintained.

The House having resolved itself into a committee, the Marquis of Londonderry said
that personally he should feel no alarm if the resolutions of either Mr. Huskisson or
Mr. Ricardo were adopted; the former had shown a disposition to modify his general
principles and ‘the hon. member for Portarlington, too, had acted with as much
accommodation as could be expected from a person who held so high the principles to
which he gave his authority.” But the great mass of the committee thought that the
ports should not be opened when wheat was under 80s., and they ought not to
legislate against the sentiments of the country; he would propose that the ports should
open at 65s. with a duty of 15s. and a fluctuating duty of 5s. per quarter of wheat [cp.
his previous proposal p. 155]. Sir T. Lethbridge proposed a duty of 40s. per quarter on
wheat; he trusted the House would not be led away by ‘the abominable theories of
political economists.” Sir F. Burdett attacked the government for having brought
forward a measure against their own conviction, and withdrawn it when they saw that
it was not well received. He thought that there ought to be no duties at all. ‘He could
not agree with the hon. member who spoke last in his denunciation of the principles of
political economy; nor could he comprehend what the hon. member meant by political
economy, when he so abused it, unless he thought that it meant low prices.” The fall
of prices was not due to the superabundance of produce or to importation, but to the
diminution in the quantity of currency occasioned by the Act of 1819, ‘the most
fraudulent transaction that ever disgraced any country.” His argument was this: ‘A
decrease in the quantity of an article might raise its price beyond the proportion of
that decrease. But the currency had been diminished to a great extent. During the war
the bank circulation rose to about 30,000,000/, and the circulation of country paper
amounted, on calculation, to 40,000,000/. more, making together 70,000,000/. Taking
the circulation of the country to be about a tenth part of its income, then a diminution
of one per cent in the value [? quantity] of the circulating medium would depress
prices 10 per cent.’

Mr. Ricardo, being of opinion that the sufferings of the agriculturists were in a great
degree owing to the corn laws, considered the present a fit opportunity for saying a
few words upon that subject. Even if he were fully to agree with gentlemen who
ascribed the present distresses to the change in the value of the currency and the
weight of taxation, still he thought those gentlemen must admit that the corn laws,
considered abstractedly without any reference to those two questions, were calculated
to produce great evils. One of the principal of these evils was, the unnaturally high
price of corn in this country over all other countries. The hon. baronetl had admitted,
that superabundance would occasion a great fall in the value of corn as well as all
other articles. And here he must observe, that there appeared to be a little
inconsistency in the arguments of the hon. baronet. In one part of his speech the hon.
baronet admitted that a super-abundant production of corn would occasion mischief to
the extent in which it was at present experienced. [Sir F. Burdett dissented.] The hon.
baronet now said he did not admit this; but he certainly understood him to do so, and
to apply the argument to the change in the value of the currency; for he said that those
who contended, that the increase of an article beyond a certain limit, would occasion a

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 139 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

fall in price greater in proportion than the increase which had taken place, must admit
that an alteration in the value2 of the currency will produce a change in the value3 of
commodities, greater in proportion than the alteration in the value4 of money.
Although he (Mr. R.) was of opinion, that a superabundant supply of an article
produced a sinking in the value of the article greater than in proportion to the
additional quantity, yet he did not apply this argument to money. He would put a case
to the House, to show how a superabundant supply of an article would produce a
sinking of its aggregate value much greater than in proportion to the surplus supply.
He would suppose, that in a particular country a very rare commodity was introduced
for the first time—superfine cloth for instance. If 10,000 yards of this cloth were
imported under such circumstances, many persons would be desirous of purchasing it,
and the price consequently would be enormously high. Supposing this quantity of
cloth to be doubled, he was of opinion that the aggregate value of the 20,000 yards
would be much more considerable than the aggregate value of the 10,000 yards, for
the article would still be scarce, and therefore in great demand. If the quantity of cloth
were to be again doubled, the effect would still be the same; for although each
particular yard of the 40,000 would fall in price, the value of the whole would be
greater than that of the 20,000. But, if he went on in this way increasing the quantity
of the cloth, until it came within the reach of the purchase of every class in the
country, from that time any addition to its quantity would diminish the aggregate
value. This argument he applied to corn. Corn was an article which was necessarily
limited in its consumption: and if you went on increasing it in quantity, its aggregate
value would be diminished beyond that of a smaller quantity. He made an exception
of this argument in favour of money. If there were only 100,000/. in this country, it
would answer all the purposes of a more extended circulation; but if the quantity were
increased, the value of commodities would alter only in proportion to the increase,
because there was no necessary limitation of the quantity of money. The argument of
the hon. baronet, to which he had before alluded, was therefore inapplicable. With
respect to the subject more particularly before the House; namely, the evils of the
present corn laws, he was of opinion that the farmer would suffer an injury from
having too abundant crops. But to look at the other side of the question. Suppose the
farmer should have scarce seasons, and that his corn should rise; just at the moment
when he would be about to reap the benefit of this circumstance, the ports would be
opened, and corn would pour in in unlimited quantities. These evils had been pointed
out in the most able manner in the agricultural report, and in the resolutions of his
right hon. friend (Mr. Huskisson), to some of which he should be sorry if the House
did not agree. In his opinion, not the resolutions of the noble marquis, nor even those
of his right hon. friend, and still less those of hon. members on his own side of the
House, were at all adequate to remove the evils complained of. How was the evil of
an habitually higher price in this country than in foreign countries to be remedied? By
making the growing price in this country on a level with that of other nations. If his
propositions should be agreed to, for imposing a duty of 10s. upon imported corn, and
granting a bounty of 7s. upon exported corn, he thought it impossible that the price of
wheat in this country could ever be materially higher than that of foreign nations. If
abundant harvests should occur here, the farmer would have his remedy in
exportation. In fixing the duty of 10s. upon imported corn, he had been guided by
what he thought the circumstances of the case required. He did not intend that the
House should adopt the duty of 10s. all at once. In the present distressed state of the
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agriculturists in this country, and taking into consideration the abundant supply of
grain on the other side of the water, he was willing to give the farmer protection up to
70s., and then open the ports for importation, commencing with a duty of 20s. In his
own opinion, this duty of 20s. would amount to a total exclusion of foreign corn, but
he selected it, because, under the existing laws, all importation was prohibited, and
therefore he was not making the situation of the consumer worse than at present, at
the same time that he was securing a gradual approach to what he considered right
principles. He would state the grounds upon which he calculated the duty of 10s. He
found it stated in the evidence given before both Houses, that the whole of the charges
which the farmer had to pay, which were principally tithes and poor-rates, amounted
to about 10s. per quarter. The hon. member for Wiltshire] said last night, that he
desired no more than to have a duty placed upon the importation of corn, calculated
on the taxes which fell on the landed interest. He did not understand the calculations
of that hon. member, but he called upon him to refute his if he could. If the hon.
member admitted their correctness, he should expect the support of his vote. He
recommended the imposition of the duty upon imported corn, for the reasons he had
before stated, namely, the protection of the farmer in the event of a bad harvest. He
contended that he was vindicating the cause of the farmers more effectually than
many gentlemen who called themselves their friends.—It was necessary for him to
make a few observations upon that part of his plan which provided for the
introduction of foreign corn, now in bond, into the home market, subject to a duty of
15s. whenever the price of wheat should reach 65s. The hon. member for Oxford2 had
said, that this measure would be destructive of the agricultural interest, and that it
would reduce the price of corn to 47s. But the farmer had the remedy in his own
hands. When the price of wheat should arrive at 64s., if he apprehended the influx of
foreign grain, he would be in possession of the market, and might dispose of his corn
to advantage. He had selected 65s. in order to secure the farmer from being placed in
competition with the holders of foreign corn in bond and in foreign countries at the
same time; he would first have to cope with the former, and if the price should
afterwards rise to 70s. he would then compete with the latter. It might be right to
observe, that a duty of 10s. would be fully adequate to protect the farmer even when
the ports were opened. According to the evidence before the committee, there
appeared to be little danger of the country being over-whelmed by importations. The
noble marquis had stated, that the expense of bringing corn from abroad to this
country amounted to 10s. per quarter. But Mr. Solly, in his evidence, calculated that
the expense of growing of corn in the interior of Germany, together with all the
charges consequent upon its carriage to this country, would amount to 2/. 16s. The
duty of 10s. upon importation would increase this sum to 3/. 6s. Now, the member for
Cumberlandl was of opinion, that 65s. was a fair protecting price; and if so, why did
he and other members object to the duty of 10s., which would secure them against
importation until the price of wheat should be at least 65s.? He could not understand
upon what principle the agriculturist could object to his propositions. He was willing
to give them not only a remunerating price of 70s., but a duty of 20s., and yet they
thought that was not adequate protection. He would take this opportunity of informing
the House, that Mr. Solly, to whose evidence he had referred, understanding that the
noble marquis had asserted, that the last harvest in Silicia had been so very abundant
that it was not considered worth while to reap it, had instructed him (Mr. R.) to state,
that so far from having had an abundant harvest, the inhabitants were reduced to the
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necessity of buying seed-wheat. The noble marquis’s propositions did not appear
calculated to remove the existing evils, but rather to confirm them. They would tend
to encourage the agriculturist in speculating upon high prices, and would thus produce
the same round of evils. He also objected, though in a less degree, to the propositions
of his right hon. friend.1 His right hon. friend proposed a duty of 15s. on imported
corn without any drawback upon exportation, the consequence of which would be, to
make the price of corn in this country habitually 15s. higher than in foreign countries.
Nobody had more clearly shown the evil of such a circumstance than his right hon.
friend, and therefore he was exposed to the charge of inconsistency for having
proposed a measure calculated to produce it. The drawback which he (Mr. R.)
proposed, would operate in favour of the farmer when he would stand most in need of
assistance. He declined entering upon the question of the currency, but he could not
avoid making one observation on that subject. Some gentlemen seemed to think that
the contraction of two or three millions of the currency had never before the present
time taken place. In the report of the committee of 1797, it was stated, that in
1782—at which time the Bank paper in circulation did not amount to more than
8,000,000/. or 9,000,000/. in addition to coin—an actual reduction of 3,000,000/. of
the amount of the money in circulation took place.

The debate was resumed on 8 May when Mr. J. Benett proposed a duty of 24s. on
foreign wheat. Mr. Lockhart said, ‘he conceived the proposition of the hon. member
for Portarlington was altogether unsound. It would have the effect of throwing much
of the poor land out of cultivation; a measure so destructive to those interested in it,
that had he not known the amiable disposition of that hon. member, he should be
disposed to question his motives.” Mr. Western said that it would be in vain to seek
any remedy until they had repealed the Act of 1819. ‘He could not too often repeat
that the higher the money price of corn the lower would be the labour price in real
effect. By raising the money price of corn, they would practically lighten the weight
of taxation, and reduce the real price upon the labourer.” He would not refuse
permission to import foreign grain, if the state of the country required its introduction;
but it was most important not to be dependent upon other powers for any considerable
share of the supply. Mr. Bankes said that a free trade ‘might be right, but it was not
the system under which the country had acquired its wealth and power. That system
was one of restriction, upon all articles of home produce, and upon none more than
corn. They might be much wiser than their ancestors; but he was not disposed to
consider them such fools as modern philosophy would make them out to have been.’
He thought ‘the country was more manufacturing than was good for it already’ and
deprecated ‘the liberal doctrines of the day’. He concluded by reminding the House of
the fable of the bundle of sticks; ‘if they became disunited, and suffered the political
economists to pull one out of the bundle, they would all be broken. Let them look to
agriculture as the chief stick, and protect it as far as lay in their power. But above all,
let them continue to follow in the course by which their ancestors had made a small
country become a great one’. Mr. Brougham had no objection to the principle of Mr.
Ricardo’s resolutions, but he thought his permanent duty of 10s. too small. That duty
was calculated on the ground that the farmer was peculiarly burdened to that amount
by the tithes and poor-rates; but this was not all, because ‘the agriculturists, more than
any other class, were affected by the taxes imposed on those commodities which were
consumed by the labouring classes, because more labour was used in producing the
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same amount of produce in value by the farmer, than by the manufacturer, or any
other individual.’

9 May 1822

The debate being resumed, Lord Althorp moved as an amendment to Mr. Ricardo’s
resolutions that a fixed duty of 20s. per quarter be imposed on the importation of
wheat (instead of 20s., decreasing in ten years to 10s.) and a bounty of 18s. per
quarter be allowed on exportation (instead of 7s.).

Mr. Ricardo was surprised at his noble friend’s proposing such an amendment. He
could not see upon what principle his noble friend could justify raising the bounty on
exportation to 18s. a quarter. For his own part, he did not think that any bounty would
often be called into operation. Whenever it should, 7s. would be quite enough. His
noble friend, the learned member for Winchelsea,1 and the hon. member for Corfe-
castle,2 both agreed in one objection against his resolutions—that he had not made
sufficient allowances for the effect of indirect taxation on the agricultural interest,
which, according to their statement, was more affected by it than any other interest.
Their statement to a certain extent, might be true; still he thought they had
exaggerated. The principle upon which he had made his calculations was, that the
price of every commodity was constituted by the wages of labour, and the profits3 of
stock. Now, the noble lord’s argument was, that in manufactured commodities the
price was constituted of only a small portion of wages, and a large portion of the
profits of the stock; whilst, in agricultural commodities, the case was exactly the
reverse. If the noble lord could substantiate such a proposition, he would agree that he
was entitled to the allowance he demanded.4 All that he doubted was, whether the fact
were so. He doubted whether the proportion of labour was greater in agriculture than
in manufactures. The right way of coming to a sound determination upon that point
was, by considering in what the dead capital of both consisted. If he could show that
the dead capital in agriculture bore the same proportion to its whole capital, that the
dead capital in manufactures did to its whole capital, then he thought that his noble
friend’s proposition would no longer be valid. His learned friend, the member for
Winchelsea, had said, that almost all the produce of the land was made up of labour.
His learned friend, however, seemed to have forgotten that there was a great deal of
capital in buildings, in horses, in seed in the ground, besides in labour. It was true that
the manufacturer had a great proportion of his capital in his machinery; but, even
though that were taken into consideration, he must still say, that the proportion of his
noble friend was not made out so clearly as it ought to be; and that he was therefore
only entitled to a small allowance. Now, in allowing a duty of 10s., he thought that he
had made an ample allowance; and he had made that allowance, too, on the principle,
that all the poor-rates as well as all the tithes fell exclusively upon the agricultural
interest. He now stated, however, that the agricultural interest was not entitled to the
full allowance of all the poor-rates, inasmuch as a part of them was paid by the
manufacturers, although much the greater part, he would allow, was paid by the
agricultural classes. He was persuaded that if he had kept to that principle, the
allowance to the agricultural interest would not have been more than 7s. Now, he had
allowed them a duty of 10s., and therefore, in the 3s. that there was over, he had made
ample compensation for any errors that he might unintentionally have committed. He
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would now say one word to the hon. member for Corfe-castle (Mr. Bankes), regarding
the lecture which he had read him (Mr. R.) upon political economy. The hon. member
had talked much of the wisdom of our ancestors. He willingly allowed that there was
much wisdom in our ancestors: but at the same time he must ever contend, that the
present generation had all their wisdom and a little more into the bargain. [Hear,
hear.] If the argument of the hon. member were to be considered as valid, there was
an end at once to all hopes of future improvement. The present generation had
invented steam-engines and gas-lights, and had made several other useful and
beneficial discoveries, and he trusted that they would never be stopped in their
progress to knowledge by being told of the wisdom of their ancestors, or be convinced
that they were in the most flourishing condition possible because the system of their
ancestors was called most wise and excellent. Undoubtedly this country was a great
country, and had of late years increased its capital to a great extent. But in arguing
upon that point, the hon. member for Corfe-castle might as well have employed this
argument as the one which he had used; he might as well have said, “We have
increased in wealth, whilst we have been contracting a great national debt; therefore,
the national debt is a great blessing, and it would be a bad thing to get rid of it.”
[Hear, and a laugh.] That argument was quite as valid as the argument which the hon.
member had actually used.—The hon. member then proceeded to state, that one
argument urged against a free importation of corn, which appeared to him not to
deserve the slightest attention, was this—that England ought not only to be a self-
supplying, but also an exporting country. Now he wished to press one point upon their
consideration, and that was—that it was the great interest of a country which grew a
commodity for the use of another, to keep the market open for the sale of it. Now, if
we were to raise a large supply for the purpose of sending our raw produce to a
foreign country, in what a situation should we be placed if the market were to be shut
against it? What a glut would then be forced into the home market! He would
contend, that the ruin which such an event would produce, would be so great that no
minister, nor sovereign, would be able to remedy it. The hon. member for Corfe-castle
had also lamented that we were becoming too much of a manufacturing country. The
hon. gentleman might, perhaps, think that a manufacturing country could not be so
happy as an agricultural country. But he might as well complain of a man’s growing
old as of such a change in our national condition. Nations grew old as well as
individuals; and in proportion as they grew old, populous, and wealthy, must they
become manufacturers. If things were allowed to take their own course, we should
undoubtedly become a great manufacturing country, but we should remain a great
agricultural country also. Indeed, it was impossible that England should be other than
an agricultural country: she might become so populous as to be obliged to import part
of her food; but instead of lamenting over that circumstance, he should think it a proof
of prosperity and a subject of congratulation. There would always be a limit to our
greatness, while we were growing our own supply of food: but we should always be
increasing in wealth and power, whilst we obtained part of it from foreign countries,
and devoted our own manufactures to the payment of it. The hon. member for Corfe-
castle had asked, whether our farmers were to be transformed into manufacturers, and
our ploughmen into mechanics? From that question, any stranger who had walked
into the House might have supposed that a proposition had been actually made to
throw open our ports, and to change all at once our entire course of policy. But had
any proposition of that nature been even hinted at? The hon. member for Oxford (Mr.
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Lockhart) had done him the honour of stating, that he believed that he (Mr. R) would
not willingly inflict misery upon his country; but had added that he believed his
resolutions would have such a tendency. But when he proposed a monopoly for the
agriculturist up to 70s. (and the hon. member for Wiltshirel admitted that 67s. was a
remunerative growing price), and a duty of 20s. on the first opening of the ports, and a
gradual reduction of it to a fixed and permanent duty of 10s., could it be fairly said
that he was proposing a scheme to turn the capital of the country from agriculture to
manufactures? It had been well observed by an hon. member, that it was totally
impossible that the direction of our capital could be changed in that manner. The
security against it was to be found in the necessity of our growing our own corn—a
necessity which would always prevent us from becoming too much of a
manufacturing country. The fact was, that his resolutions, if adopted, would gradually
employ a small portion more of the capital of the country in manufactures, of which
the result would be beneficial to all classes of the community, as it was only by the
sale of our manufactures that we were enabled to purchase corn.—He had never heard
any answer attempted to his argument respecting the miserable situation into which
the farmer would be plunged under a system of protecting duties. The high prices of
corn exposed the farmer to great and peculiar risks. Now, none of the representatives
of the agricultural interest in that House had ever ventured to assert that the farmer
was not liable to the risks which he had pointed out as likely to arise from the
variation of prices: none of them had attempted to show that his view of the danger
was absurd and chimerical; and, as they had not done so, he was greatly confirmed in
that view which he had originally taken. The hon. member for Wiltshire had stated,
that we could obtain a large supply of foreign corn at 25s. per quarter. Now, he held in
his hand a letter from Mr. Solly,2 in which that gentleman declared, that in all the
evidence which he had given before the committee, he had not spoken of the then
accidental price, but of the remunerating price, on the continent; and his learned
friend (Mr. Brougham) had justly observed, that it was the remunerating price on the
continent that regulated the price here. Now, he believed that his learned friend had
understated that remunerating price. His learned friend had stated it at 45s.; he
believed it to be 10s. more; for his learned friend had made no allowance for the
profits of those who brought it here, which, in the opinion of Mr. Solly, were at least
6s. a quarter. The chief reason, however, for his mentioning the letter of Mr. Solly
was, that Mr. Solly had said that Memel (from which one of the witnesses before the
committee had derived his information) was not a port from which any great quantity
of corn was shipped—not above 20,000 quarters a year, and that of inferior quality.
Now, he wished to ask the House, if not more than 20,000 quarters were shipped from
Memel, and those too of an inferior quality, whether such a fact would justify them in
passing such a legislative measure as his hon. friend had proposed? The assertion,
therefore, that foreign corn could be obtained at 25s. per quarter, was unworthy of
attention for a single moment.—The only farther observation which he had to make
was, with regard to what had fallen from the noble marquis.1 The noble marquis had
said, that the measures which he had recommended to the House had been carried in
the committee, almost without a dissentient voice. Now, he (Mr. R.) had stated his
opinions in the committee, and for the sake of his own character and consistency, he
would take the liberty of restating them to the House. He had gone into that
committee with the opinion that the agricultural classes were in a state of great and
overwhelming distress—that any relief which could be held out to them, ought to be

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 145 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

held out —and that he would give them such relief; but on condition, that he should,
in his turn, receive a pledge that some better measures of legislation should be
instantly resorted to. He had been disposed to give the agriculturists every thing they
required. They had a prohibition at present; and they could not have more. Indeed, he
had been ready to adopt any proposition that the committee might originate, so long
as the committee expressed a willingness to propose some more salutary measures of
legislation to the consideration of parliament. The committee had held out to him a
hope that they would do what he advised; they told him that they would insert
something in their report which would satisfy him upon that point; and, in
consequence of that declaration, he had given a conditional assent to the measures
they had proposed. When he saw the report, and found that it contained no such
clause as he had anticipated, the conditional assent that he had given to their
propositions was immediately dissolved; and he refused to concur in the report of the
committee, because it contained nothing of the nature which he had hoped it would
contain. The hon. member for Hertfordl had said, that the evidence of those persons
who imported corn was to be taken with some allowance, because their views of
interest, however honest the individuals might be in intention, were likely to bias
them. He did not mean to quarrel with that observation; for in most cases he allowed
it to be well founded. He wished, however, to be permitted to apply it to those who
had to decide in that House upon this most important subject. Let him remind them,
that they had a great interest in it; let him caution them not to be led away—not to be
improperly biassed—by any views of their own personal advantage. Let him implore
them to recollect that they were legislating for the happiness of millions, and that
there was no evil so intolerable as the high price of human food. [Hear!] He was
astonished to hear the hon. member for Essex1 declare, that it was matter of
indifference to him whether prices were high or not; and that he wanted to have corn
for little labour and for low prices. He went along with the hon. member in that
sentiment; but then he was astonished to find, that the hon. member, when they came
to a measure that was calculated to give them low real prices, flew off in an opposite
direction, and declared that we ought to grow our own corn, and that it was only upon
particular occasions that we should suffer it to be imported. Such a declaration, if
acted upon would render it impossible to obtain low prices in a country increasing in
population like our own: indeed, the only way of getting low real prices, with which
he was acquainted, was, to divert part of the capital of the country in such a way as to
increase its manufactures.

After further debate. Mr. Western said that in the present state of the currency he
would refuse to legislate on the question of corn. ‘Were not the prices of corn on the
continent, for the last twenty-five years, estimated in our paper currency, and,
therefore, liable to all its fluctuations?... Would it not, then, be unwise to look at those
prices as the foundation of any prospective regulation?’

Mr. Ricardo denied that the price of corn on the continent was liable to the
fluctuations of our currency.

The committee then divided on Lord Althorp’s amendment, to fix a permanent duty of
18s. on wheat: For the amendment, 24. Against it, 201.
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A second division took place on Mr. Ricardo’s propositions for a duty of 20s. per
quarter of wheat, when the price shall rise above 70s., to lower 1s. a year for ten
years, and for 10s. being the permanent duty, and 7s. the bounty afterwards: Ayes, 25.
Noes, 218.

list of the minority
Athorp, lord
Birch, Jos.
Brougham, H.
Barnard, lord
Beaumont, T. W.
Becher, W. W.
Carter, J.

Davies, col.
Denison, W. J.
Evans, W.
Haldimand, W.
Hume, J.

Lamb, hon. G.
Lamb, hon. W.
Langston, J. H.
Marjoribanks, S.
Maberly, J.
Newport, sir J.
Philips, G.
Rumbold, C. E.
Robinson, sir G.
Smith, G.
Scarlett, J.
Thompson, W.
Whitmore, W. W. Teller
Ricardo, D.

The committee then divided on the Marquis of Londonderry’s resolutions: Ayes, 218;
Noes, 36.1

13 May 1822

When the report of the committee on the Marquis of London-derry’s resolutions was
brought up, Mr. Western referred to ‘the hasty and peremptory contradiction he had
received on a former night on the subject of prices from the hon. member for
Portarlington.” Mr. Philips hoped ‘that his hon. friend (Mr. Ricardo) would bring
forward his resolutions year after year; convinced that time would prove the
correctness of his positions. The more his hon. friend was known, the more he would
be respected, and the more universally recognized, by all who had sense or candour,
as one of the most original and wisest writers, and one of the soundest thinkers on the
subject of political economy.’
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Mr. Ricardo, in explanation of the allusion which had been made to his statement of
the average prices of foreign corn, by the hon. member for Essex, begged the House
would bear in mind, that there were two authorities on that subject that were quoted
from, who differed much in their items. The calculations of Mr. Solly were made in
conformance with the variations of our paper currency, and were, therefore, always
higher than those of Mr. Grade, who made his calculations upon a fixed exchange. He
had built his argument on the latter, and it would be found that whilst he was quoting
from one paper, the hon. gentleman was quoting from another, and thus the
misunderstanding arose. He therefore hoped he should be acquitted of any intention to
mislead.

Mr. Attwood controverted in detail Mr. Ricardo on this point, and launched into

another attack upon Peel’s Act of 1819. Mr. Peel replied to Mr. Attwood’s attempt to
‘overwhelm him with his sarcasm’ that ‘as he was to share that sarcasm with his hon.
friend, the member for Portarlington (if he might be permitted, on account of the

respect which he felt for that hon. gentleman’s great talents and high character, to use
a term which he certainly had no right to use from long intimacy with him), he would
only observe, that he was willing to share it, so long as he shared it in such company.’

Mr. Ricardo then submitted his resolutions for the sake of having them recorded on
the Journals. Mr. Ricardo’s resolutions were negatived; the resolutions of the Marquis

of Londonderry were then agreed to.

[See further, on the corn bill, below, p. 195.]
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ABSENTEES
16 May 1822

Sir T. Lethbridge presented a petition from 600 respectable inhabitants of Somerset,
praying for a tax on absentees who had taken up their residence in foreign parts. He
said that it was calculated that in Paris alone there resided 10,000 families of English,
Irish and Scots; they were spending large sums and by transferring the money to
France they gained an advantage of 25 per cent.

Mr. Ricardo wished to set the hon. baronet right, as to the state of the exchange,
which was now, he could assure him, very nearly at par; and it was impossible it
could be far otherwise, because with a metallic circulation in this country and in
France, the exchange could never vary more than from % to % per cent. As to the
petition, he should be sorry to see its prayer granted; because a tax on the property or
income of absentees, would hold out a direct encouragement to them to take away
their capital, as well as their persons. Now, we had at any rate their capital, which was
useful, though not so useful as if they also stayed at home. What most surprised him
was, that the hon. baronet should bring such a petition forward, at the very time that
he was proposing in the agricultural committee a resolution which might make all the
articles of life, and provisions in particular, attainable at the dearest rate.1 The hon.
baronet was for high duties; the imposition of which would be the readiest means of
compelling people of small fortunes to quit the kingdom. Of all the evils complained
of, he (Mr. R.) was still disposed to think the corn laws the worst. He conceived that
were the corn laws once got rid of, and our general policy in these subjects thoroughly
revised, this would be the cheapest country in the world; and that, instead of our
complaining that capital was withdrawn from us, we should find that capital would
come hither from all corners of the civilized world. Indeed, such a result must be
certain, if we could once reduce the national debt—a reduction, which, although by
many considered to be impracticable, he considered by no means to be so. That great
debt might be reduced by a fair contribution of all sorts of property—he meant, that,
by the united contribution of the mercantile, the landed, and he would add, the funded
interest, the national debt might be certainly got rid of. If this were done, and if the
government would pursue a right course of policy as to the corn laws, England would
be the cheapest country in which a man could live; and it would rise to a state of
prosperity, in regard to population and riches, of which, perhaps, the imaginations of
hon. gentlemen could at present form no idea. [Hear, hear.]
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COLONIAL TRADE BILL
17 May 1822

This bill had been introduced by the President of the Board of Trade in order to
remove some of the restrictions on the trade of the West Indian and North American
colonies: it allowed American ships to trade with certain ports, and it allowed British
ships to export from the colonies direct to foreign countries, instead of through the
United Kingdom. The debate however turned on the sugar duties, which favoured the
West Indies against the East Indies. On the second reading Mr. Ellice spoke in support
of the bill and referred to the injustice to which the West Indian planters and settlers
had been subjected by the alteration in the currency.

Mr. Ricardo rose, in the first instance, to make one observation on the subject of the
currency. Though the facts were not known to him, he could not help suspecting the
correctness of his hon. friend, respecting the payments in the West Indies. That
persons in the West Indies who, in 1815 paid a debt of 100/. with 155/. of their
currency, should now have to pay 227/, while that currency was not itself altered in
value, seemed to him incredible. He would go on, however, to another subject. If he
had wanted an argument in favour of a free trade, he should not have gone farther
than the speech of his hon. friend. He had painted the system exactly as it was. He had
told them that the ship-owners were burthened with peculiar charges; that to
compensate themselves for these charges, the ship-owners were allowed to saddle
unnecessary expenses on the West Indians; that the West Indians were not allowed to
refine their sugar, but were obliged to send it over with a quantity of mud, in order to
employ and encourage our shipping; that they, in their turn, had a monopoly given
them of the supply of the home market, where the consumer got his sugar burthened
by the cost of all these charges. The system throughout was of the same nature.
Vexatious and unnecessary burthens were cast upon one class, and that class was
allowed to relieve itself by preying upon some other. An hon. member] had put a very
proper question; when he was told that the people of England were taxed for the sake
of the West Indians, the hon. member had asked, who got this million and a half,
when the West Indians could barely keep their estates in cultivation? No one got it.
That was what he (Mr. R.) complained of. The people of England paid grievously for
their sugar, without a corresponding benefit to any persons. The sum which they paid
was swallowed up in the fruitless waste of human labour. The hon. member for
London2 had said, that they should pay the same price for their sugar, whether they
taxed it or not. Now it was not possible this could be the case. The hon. member
might as well have said, that if they did not lay a tax on tea, the Chinese would raise
the price of it equal to the present price burthened with the tax. The general principle
that regulated price where free competition operated was, that a commodity would be
sold as cheap as the producers could afford. Unless, therefore, our admission of the
East India sugars could add to the cost of producing them, there could be no increase
of price. The case of the West Indies was precisely similar to that of the corn laws. As
in the latter case we were protecting our poor soil from the competition of the rich soil
of other countries, so were we to protect the poor soil of the West Indies from the
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competition of the rich soil of the East Indies. The mischief in such cases was, that
there was much human labour thrown away without any equivalent. He fully agreed,
that there would be the greatest possible injustice in sacrificing the vested interests of
the West Indies; but it would be cheaper to purchase our sugar from the East Indies,
and to pay a tax directly to the West Indies for the liberty of doing so. We should be
gainers by the bargain; because there would be no waste of human labour. As he
thought a monopoly was a disadvantage on either side, he saw no reason for opposing
the present bill, which approached, to a certain degree, to free trade. We could not too
soon return to the sound principle; and if we once arrived at it the House would no
longer be tormented with these discussions, and with constant solicitations to sacrifice
the public good to particular interests.
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NAVIGATION BILL
20 May 1822

Early in the Session Mr. Wallace (Vice-President of the Board of Trade) had
introduced the Navigation Act Amendment Bill, which removed many of the
restrictive provisions of the Navigation Laws. On the report stage,

Mr. Ricardo considered it a happy omen that so many gentlemen were now of opinion
that our system admitted of improvement. The only complaint he had against the bill
was, that it did not go far enough.

[See further, below, p. 197.]
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NAVAL AND MILITARY PENSIONS
24 May 1822

No contractors having come forward for the pensions plan approved by Parliament
[see above, p. 160] the Chancellor of the Exchequer introduced a modified form of
that plan. He proposed that the fixed annuity should be paid to trustees accountable to
Parliament; that the trustees should undertake to pay the pensions; and that they
should be empowered in each year to sell as much of the annuity (or otherwise borrow
from the public) as was necessary to make up the deficiency. He announced that the
sums released would be used for reducing the duties on salt (from 15s. to 2s. per
bushel) and on leather, and for repealing the Irish window tax and the tonnage duty on
ships. Mr. Hume moved as an amendment to the financial measures that the sums
required be taken from the Commissioners of the National Debt instead of being
raised by loan or annuities [cp. above p. 161].

Mr. Ricardo said, he was most ready to commend the conduct of ministers where he
found it prudent and proper; and in the proposed remission of taxes he thought they
had acted judiciously in listening to the general prayer of the people. But, when he
offered this commendation, he must decline concurring in any terms of excessive
gratitude. He confessed, that he owed no gratitude to ministers for giving the people
what was, in fact, their own money. If, indeed, the ministers had framed any plan for
giving the people any portion of money which did not really belong to them, then
would be the time to offer them fervent gratitude. But he thought that ministers, in
coming down with all that earnestness to announce the remission of taxes, had not
dealt quite fairly with the House. It looked as if they wished to induce the House to
assent to those parts of their proposition which were bad, under the cover of those
parts which were good. Now, he thought it was the duty of that House to separate the
bad from the good, and by its vote to get rid of the former altogether. Under that view,
he should support the amendment. He regretted much that any portion of the salt tax
was continued, he did not wish that any nucleus should remain, because they well
knew with what vigour, under the management of the exchequer, it would spread.
[Hear, hear.] As to the present plan for meeting the dead expenditure, it was nothing
more or less than an annual loan, in the contracting for which either a profit or a loss,
as in all other loans, must follow. To the public, then, at last they must go for that
loan; and as there was no ascertained stock in which it was to be funded, it would be
of course less marketable, and consequently a greater profit must be held out to the
contractor. Why then not keep that advantage to the country? There was another
fallacy: for as the period of 45 years approached to a termination, what was to prevent
the chancellor of the exchequer of the day, from converting these annuities into a
perpetuity? He did expect the vote of the hon. member for London.1 That hon.
member had qualified his support to the former plan, by hoping that the chancellor of
the exchequer would take advantage of the present high price of the funds, in making
his bargain for the public. Now, by the proposed scheme, the sale of the annuities was
to be annual, and of course the purchases. Being thus made from year to year, such
sales and purchases must be subjected to the contingency of war, and the depreciation
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of the price of stocks. Besides, if the market failed the right hon. gentleman, he must
issue Exchequer bills, and add to the unfunded debt. If war subsequently occurred, he
would then have to fund at a greater expense.

Mr. Hume’s amendment was lost on a division and the resolutions were agreed to.

[See further p. 193 below.]
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BANK CHARTER
31 May 1822

Mr. Grenfell presented a petition against the proposed renewal of the Bank of England
charter [cp. p. 156, n. 3, above] and remarked on the ‘immense profits’ made by the
Bank during the last twenty years and ‘their tyrannous conduct towards government
and towards the public’.

Mr. Ricardo did not complain of the Bank directors for making the concern as
profitable as possible; but he complained of ministers for having made such
improvident bargains with the Bank, as to enable that establishment to make those
enormous profits. He should oppose to the utmost the renewal of the Bank charter,
because he was satisfied that every farthing made by the Bank ought to belong to the
public. Even if a paper currency were wanted, ministers could accomplish the object
more advantageously for the public without, than with the assistance of the Bank of
England.1
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NAVAL AND MILITARY PENSIONS
3 June 1822

On the report stage of the revised measure, Mr. Hume having again moved his
amendment [cp. above, p. 191], Mr. Grenfell said that should the amendment be
rejected he would propose a clause empowering the Commissioners for the National
Debt to purchase the proposed annuities. The Chancellor of the Exchequer acquiesced
in this suggestion.

Mr. Ricardo said, that the plan was neither more nor less than sending one set of
commissioners into the market to sell stock, and another set into the market to buy
stock; and even the chancellor of the exchequer now understood that fact so fully, that
he was about to support a clause which would enable these two sets of commissioners
to deal with one another. And here he would remind the House of an expression used
by the right hon. gentleman on first bringing forth his plan. The right hon. gentleman
then assured the House, that he was not so young in office, as to make a proposal to
parliament unless he had good ground to believe that he could make a bargain upon
the terms which he stated. And what had the right hon. gentleman done since? Why,
he had been forced to tell the House, that there had been an error in his
calculations—that he had never supposed that he could make a bargain with any body
for 2,800,000/., but that the bargain would cost considerably more. Then look at the
present situation of the country. The chancellor of the exchequer said, that the sinking
fund was 5,000,0007. Yes; but he had for a long time maintained the delusion of its
amounting to 16,000,000/. Now, as he had tardily acknowledged that the 16,000,000/.
was a delusion, and that the real fund was only 5,000,0007, so he might hereafter
acknowledge that the 5,000,000/ was a delusion, and that the fund was in reality only
3,000,000/ The plan of the hon. member for Aberdeen,]1 was simple and easy to be
effected; then why not adopt it, in place of such a complicated operation as that
proposed by the chancellor of the exchequer?

Mr. Hume’s amendment was negatived. Mr. Curwen then moved as an amendment
that the whole duty on salt be repealed. The Chancellor of the Exchequer opposed it
and said that if the salt tax were repealed, either some new tax must be imposed or
‘the integrity of the sinking fund must be invaded [A laugh!].’

Mr. Ricardo said, it was asserted by ministers that the annuity scheme was no
infringement on the principle of the sinking fund. If so, instead of forty-five let the
period of that scheme be extended to fifty or sixty years, and that would afford a
sufficient sum to enable parliament to remit the whole of the salt duty.

Mr. Curwen’s amendment was negatived and the original motion agreed to. The bill
was then passed.

[See further below, p. 281.]
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CORN IMPORTATION BILL
3 June 1822

The new corn bill based on Lord Londonderry’s resolutions [cp. above, p. 155],
having been brought in, Mr. Canning proposed the addition of a clause to allow the
taking of foreign corn out of the warehouse for being ground into flour for
exportation. Sir T. Lethbridge opposed the clause as likely to promote the introduction
into the home market of foreign corn in the shape of flour.

Mr. Ricardo agreed, that if the clause could not be introduced with a full security
against the flour coming into the home market it ought not to be admitted; but, if that
security could be found, it would be most unjust to deprive the holders of foreign corn
of it. He thought the bill of the noble lord would be a great improvement on the
present law. The hon. member for Cumberlandl founded all his arguments on the
value of corn in pounds sterling; but he (Mr. R.) did not regard the pound sterling. He
was anxious that the people should have an abundant supply of corn and an increase
of their comforts, and he thought a greater freedom in the trade calculated to produce
those effects. He differed entirely from the hon. member, as to the ill effects which it
would have upon the demand for labour.

The clause was agreed to.

On the question that 70s. be the permanent price at which wheat shall be imported,
Mr. Whitmore moved to substitute 64s.; Mr. Wodehouse moved to substitute 75s.

Mr. Ricardo] expressed his surprise at the proposition of the hon. member for
Norfolk;2 since the most active supporters of the agricultural interest had declared
that 67s. would afford adequate protection to the farmer. He thought the proposition
of the hon. member for Bridgenorth3 deserving the support of the House. High
protecting prices would only benefit the landlord at the expense of the rest of the
community, not excepting even the farmer.

The original clause was agreed to.

10 June 1822

On the report stage, Lord Londonderry said that as there was so strong an opinion
against the clause for grinding foreign wheat, he would oppose it.

Mr. Ricardo said, that unless the agriculturists could show that injury would arise to
them from the adoption of the clause, parliament should not hesitate to give to the

foreign importer the proposed relief.

The house divided on the clause: Ayes, 21; Noes, 116. Ricardo voted for the clause.
The bill was then passed.
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NAVIGATION BILL1
4 June 1822

Mr. Wallace moved the third reading of this bill [cp. above, p. 190].

Mr. Ricardo said the Right Honourable Gentleman opposite (Mr. Canning) had
adverted to the improving state of the silk trade with Bengal, in consequence of the
protecting duties afforded to it. If a partial impulse were given to the trade from such
a cause, he (Mr. R.) should consider it rather a subject of regret than of satisfaction. It
was curious to hear the contradictory statements which were advanced in that House;
for it was at once contended that it was necessary to protect Agriculture, because the
Manufacturers were protected, and that to take off protecting duties from the
Manufacturers, was a measure highly detrimental to the Agricultural interest. It was
impossible that both these propositions could be true. He should vote for the present
Bill, and he gave his sincere thanks to the Right Honourable Gentleman opposite for
the pains he had taken during its progress.

The Bill was read a third time and passed.
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MR. WESTERN’S MOTION CONCERNING THE
RESUMPTION OF CASH PAYMENTS
12 June 1822

On 11 June Mr. Western moved that a committee be appointed to consider the effect
which the resumption of cash payments had had in producing the present agricultural
distress. He concluded his speech by recommending a revision of the standard and the
adoption of ‘a system which should give to the products of industry of every
description the same relative money price, which they commanded during the
suspension of cash-payments, and secure a fair and reciprocal remuneration for the
general industry of the country.” Mr. Huskisson moved as an amendment a resolution
which had been adopted by parliament in 1696: ‘That this House will not alter the
standard of gold or silver, in fineness, weight or denomination.’

The debate was adjourned to the following day when, after other speakers, Mr.
Leycester said he would support the motion for a committee, although he must protest
against any attack upon Mr. Peel’s bill, which he regarded as ‘a measure founded in
wisdom.” Mr. Haldimand noticed that many charges had been brought against the
Bank, and said that ‘all of them appeared to him unfounded, save one;” which was,
‘that the Bank of England, looking forward to the resumption of cash payments, had
accumulated a large quantity of gold in its coffers, and by so doing had, as the hon.
member for Portarlington observed, appreciated the currency.’ On the circulation of
Bank paper he remarked, ‘that so long as the Bank was ready to pay its notes in gold,
the House had no reason to complain whether there were five millions more or less of
their notes in circulation.’

Mr. Ricardo] said, that he agreed in a great deal of what had fallen from his hon.
friend]1 who spoke last, and particularly in his view of the effect of the preparations
made by the Bank for the resumption of payments in specie; it was undeniable, that
the manner in which the Bank had gone on purchasing gold to provide for a metallic
currency, had materially affected the public interests. It was impossible to ascertain
what was the amount of the effect of that mistake on the part of the Bank, or to what
precise extent their bullion purchases affected the value of gold; but, whatever the
extent was, so far exactly had the value of the currency been increased, and the prices
of commodities been lowered. His hon. friend had said, that whilst the Bank was
obliged to pay its notes in gold, the public had no interest in interfering with the Bank
respecting the amount of the paper circulation, for if it were too low, the deficiency
would be supplied by the importation of gold, and if it were too high, it would be
reduced by the exchange of paper for gold. In this opinion he did not entirely concur,
because there might be an interval during which the country might sustain great
inconvenience from an undue reduction of the Bank circulation. Let him put a case to
elucidate his views on this subject. Suppose the Bank were to reduce the amount of
their issues to five millions, what would be the consequence? The foreign exchanges
would be turned in our favour, and large quantities of bullion would be imported. This
bullion would be ultimately coined into money, and would replace the paper-money
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which had previously been withdrawn; but, before it was so coined, while all these
operations were going on, the currency would be at a very low level, the prices of
commodities would fall, and great distress would be suffered.— Something of this
kind had, in fact, happened. The Bank entirely mismanaged their concerns in the way
in which they had prepared for the resumption of cash payments; nothing was more
productive of mischief than their large purchases of gold, at the time to which he
alluded. They ought to have borne in mind that, until the year 1823, the bill of his
right hon. friend (Mr. Peel), did not make it imperative on the Bank to pay in
specie.—Until the arrival of that period, the Bank were only called upon to pay in
bullion, and in 1819, when the bill passed, their coffers contained a supply amply
sufficient to meet all demands, preparatory to the final operation of the right hon.
gentleman’s bill. That bill he had always considered as an experiment, to try whether
a bank could not be carried on with advantage to the general interests of the country,
upon the principle of not being called upon to pay their notes in coin, but in bullion;
and he had not the least doubt that, if the Bank had gone on wisely in their
preliminary arrangements—if, in fact, they had done nothing but watch the exchanges
and the price of gold, and had regulated their issues accordingly, the years 1819,
1820, 1821 and 1822 would have passed off so well with the working of the bullion
part of the plan, that parliament would have continued it for a number of years beyond
the time originally stipulated for its operation. Such, he was convinced, would have
been the course, had the Bank refrained from making those unnecessary purchases of
gold which had led to so many unpleasant consequences. But it was said by his hon.
friend (Mr. Haldimand), that the Bank had since 1819 kept up their circulation to the
same level as before 1819, and that, therefore, they had not caused the favourable
exchange, and the influx of gold. He denied this—he denied that their issues were
now as large as in 1819; but allowing, for the sake of argument, that they were so, he
should still make it matter of charge against the Bank, that they had not increased
their issues, so as to operate on the foreign exchanges, and prevent the large
importations of gold. With reference to the conduct of the Bank on that occasion, it
had been said on a former evening, by an hon. Bank director, (Mr. Manning), in the
way of justification, that they were not left masters of their own proceedings— that
the numerous executions for forgery throughout the country, had made the public
clamorous for a metallic circulation so as in a measure to compel the Bank to
precipitate the substitution of coin for their one and two pound notes; but the Bank
lost the benefit of this argument, by the opposition which they made throughout the
discussions of the committee and the House in 1819, against every description of
metallic payments.—He believed, indeed, that after they had accumulated gold in
large quantities, they thought it expedient to substitute it in the form of coin for the
one and two pound notes, and also for the reason which they had given; but this
consideration did not lead them to limit their issues and to purchase the large
quantities of gold; and it was of the effect of such limitation and of those purchases
which he complained, and against this charge they had made no defence, nor could
they make any. After their remonstrances to the committee, and to the chancellor of
the exchequer, on the subject of the ill consequences of restricting their issues, why
did they promote the evil which they deprecated—why make those purchases for
amply filled coffers—why take a step so inevitably leading to mischief? He could
ascribe it to one cause only, namely, that they were ignorant of the principles of
currency, and did not know how, at such an important moment, to manage the
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difficult machine, which was intrusted to them. He was surprised, after what had been
said by the hon. member for Shaftesbury (Mr. Leycester), of the character of Mr.
Peel’s bill, that he should have come to the conclusion of voting for the appointment
of a committee. If the past measures, so far as parliament had acted in this bill, were
right, for what purpose was the committee? The declared object of the motion was to
alter the standard, and he could not see, how, after the hon. gentleman’s argument in
favour of adhering to the present standard, he could vote for a motion tending to such
an alteration. It had been said by his hon. friend the member for Newton (Mr. H.
Gurney), that they had begun at the wrong end— that they should in the first instance,
have called on the private bankers to pay their notes in specie, and afterwards on the
Bank of England to pursue the same course. Such a proposition, he thought, would
have been absurd. The Bank of England had the power, by regulating its issues, of
depreciating or increasing the value of the Bank note just as they pleased—a power
which the country banks had not. The Bank of England could depreciate, as was the
case in 1812 and 1813, their one pound note to the value of 14s., or they could
increase it to the value of two sovereigns by an opposite course, provided the Mint, by
coining, did not counteract their operations. It was impossible, therefore, and if even
possible, it would be most unjust, to require private banks to call in their notes and to
pay in specie, leaving at the same time this great Leviathan, the Bank, to continue its
paper issues at will, and not subject to the same metallic convertibility.

In touching upon this subject, he must say that his opinion had been much
misunderstood, both within and without the walls of parliament; and if it were not too
great a trespass upon the indulgence of House, he should wish to take this opportunity
of explaining himself. In doing so he could not do better than refer to an observation
which had fallen from the hon. alderman (Heygate) in the course of the debate. He
had said, that if gold were the index of the depreciation of the currency, then his (Mr.
Ricardo’s) argument founded upon it might be good, and that the sacrifice of 3 or 4
per cent in establishing the ancient standard was small in the estimate of the
advantages attending it: but he (the hon. alderman) did not concur in the opinion, that
gold was the index of the depreciation of the currency. Now, the whole difficulty in
reference to this part of his opinions was, as to the meaning of the word
“depreciation:” it was quite evident that the hon. alderman and himself attached a
different sense to that word. Suppose the only currency in the country was a metallic
one, and that, by clipping, it had lost 10 per cent of its weight; suppose, for instance,
that the sovereign only retained 9-10ths of the metal which by law it should contain,
and that, in consequence, gold bullion, in such a medium, should rise above its mint
price, would not the money of the country be depreciated? He was quite sure the hon.
alderman would admit the truth of this inference. It was quite possible however, that,
notwithstanding this depreciation, some of those general causes which operate on the
value of gold bullion, such as war, or the mines from which gold is annually supplied
becoming less productive, that gold might be so enhanced in value, as to make the
clipped sovereign comparatively of greater value in the market than it was before the
reduction in its weight. Would it not then be true that we should possess a depreciated
currency, although it should be increased in value? The great mistake committed on
this subject was in confounding the words “depreciation” and “diminution in value.”
With reference to the currency, he had said, and he now repeated it, that the price of
gold was the index of the depreciation of the currency, not the index of the value of
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the currency, and it was in this that he had been misunderstood. If, for instance, the
standard of the currency remained at the same fixed value, and the coin were
depreciated by clipping, or the paper money by the increase of its quantity, five per
cent, a fall to that amount and no more, would take place in the price of commodities,
as affected by the value of money. If the metal gold (the standard) continued of the
same precise value, and it was required to restore the currency thus depreciated five
per cent, to par, it would be necessary only to raise its value five per cent, and no
greater than that proportionate fall could take place in the price of commodities. In
these cases he had supposed gold always to remain at the same fixed value; but had he
ever said that there were not many causes which might operate on the value of gold as
well as on the value of all other commodities? No, he had not, but just the contrary.
No country that used the precious metals as a standard, were exempted from
variations in the prices of commodities, occasioned by a variation in the value of their
standard. To such variations we had been subject before 1797, and must be subject to
again, now that we have reverted to a metallic standard. In the plan which he had
proposed, there was nothing which could cause a demand for gold, and therefore he
had been justified in anticipating a variation in the price of commodities, from
adopting it, of only five per cent, the then difference between the value of gold and of
paper. If, indeed, it had been necessary to purchase gold in order to revert to a
metallic standard, then he would allow that a greater difference than 5 per cent would
take place in prices, but this was wholly unnecessary; because we had adopted a gold
standard, were we therefore to be exempted from those variations in the prices of
commodities which arose from the cheapness of their production at one period
compared with another? Was the discovery of new improvements in machinery, or a
superabundant harvest, or any of those general causes which operate to reduce price,
to have no effect? Were the injudicious purchases of the Bank to have no effect on the
value of gold? Did he deny that in the present state of the world, the occurrences in
South America, might have impeded the regular supply of the precious metals to
Europe, have enhanced their value and affected the prices of commodities all over the
world.

It had been imputed to him that he entertained the extravagant idea, that if a metallic
standard was adopted, from that moment commodities were never to vary more than 5
per cent. A proposition so absurd he had never maintained—his opinion on that
subject had never changed, and, if not intruding too much on the time of the House,

he would quote a passage from a pamphlet he had published in 1816, on the subject of
his plan of bullion payments, to show the House what that opinion had then been:—

“When a standard is used, we are subject only to such a variation in the value of
money as the standard itself is subject to; but against such variation there is no
possible remedy; and late events have proved that, during periods of war, when gold
and silver are used for the payment of large armies, distant from home, those
variations are much more considerable than has been generally allowed. This
admission only proves that gold and silver are not so good a standard as they have
been hitherto supposed; that they are themselves subject to greater variations than it is
desirable a standard should be subject to. They are, however, the best with which we
are acquainted. If any other commodity less variable could be found, it might very
properly be adopted as the future standard of our money, provided it had all the other
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qualities which fitted it for that purpose; but while these metals are the standard, the
currency should conform in value to them, and, whenever it does not, and the market
price of bullion is above the Mint price, the currency is depreciated.” 1

Such were the arguments he had always used, and he still adhered to them. He hoped
the House would pardon this personal reference to his own opinion: he was very
averse from intruding on their patience; but he was as it were put upon his trial—his
plan had not been adopted, and yet to it was referred the consequences which were
distinct from it; and he was held responsible for the plan that had been adopted, which
was not his, but was essentially different from it. Such was the singularity of his
situation, and if the House would indulge him by permitting one more reference to his
opinions expressed in that House in the year 1819, he should have done with that part
of the argument which was strictly personal. What he had said in his speech, during
the former discussion of Mr. Peel’s bill (and he quoted it now from the usual channel
of information—the Reports), was this, “If the House adopted the proposition of the
hon. gentleman (Mr. Ellice),* another variation in the value of the currency would
take place, which it was his wish to guard against. If that amendment were agreed to,
an extraordinary demand would take place for gold, for the purpose of coinage, which
would enhance the value of the currency three or four per cent in addition to the first
enhancement.”2 “Till October, 1820, the Bank need make no reduction, and then a
slight one; and he had no doubt that, if they were cautious, they might arrive at cash
payments without giving out one guinea in gold. The Bank should reduce their issues
cautiously, he only feared they would do it too rapidly. If he might give them advice,
he should recommend to them not to buy bullion, but even though they had but a few
millions, he would boldly sell.”1 Such were his expressions in 1819. Had his
recommendations been adopted? No. Why, then, was he to be held chargeable for
results over and above the effect of raising the currency from the actual state of
depreciation at which it stood at the time?

Having explained these personal allusions, he should now say a little upon the general
question, which had not, in his opinion, been very fairly argued. A constant reference
had been made to the extreme point of the depreciation in the currency, which they
knew occurred in the year 1813; and Mr. Peel’s bill had been argued upon as if it had
been passed in that year, and had caused all the variation which it was acknowledged
had taken place in the currency from that period to the present time. This was a most
unfair way of arguing the question, for to Mr. Peel’s bill could only be imputed the
alteration which had taken place in the currency between 1819 and the present period.
What was the state of the currency in 18197 It was left entirely under the management
and control of a company of merchants—individuals, he was most ready to admit, of
the best character, and actuated by the best intentions; but who, nevertheless—and he
had declared plainly his apprehensions at the time—did not acknowledge the true
principles of the currency, and who, in fact, in his opinion, did not know any thing
about it. This company of merchants were, then, invested with the management of the
great and important concern on which the welfare of the country, and the stability of
its best interests, materially depended. They were the men who had the power of
making their one pound note worth 14s. or 17s. or 18s. or 19s., as it had successively
been, under their guidance, between the years 1813 and 1819. In the latter year, and
for four years previous to it, the system had so operated as to bring the currency
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within something like 5 per cent of its par value. The time was then favourable for
fixing a standard which was likely to save the country from the vacillation of such a
system as that which had previously so much affected it. The time had then arrived (in
1819) for fixing a standard, and the only consideration was as to the selection of the
particular standard which ought to be adopted. They had two courses of proceeding
open to them on that occasion; one was either to regulate the standard by the price of
gold at the moment, or to recur to the ancient standard of the country. If, in the year
1819, the value of the currency had stood at 14s. for the pound note, which was the
case in the year 1813, he should have thought that upon a balance of all the
advantages and disadvantages of the case, it would have been as well to fix the
currency at the then value, according to which most of the existing contracts had been
made; but when the currency was within 5 per cent of its par value, the only
consideration was, whether they should fix the standard at 4/. 2s., the then price of
gold, or recur at once to the old standard. Under all the circumstances, he thought they
had made the best selection in recurring to the old standard. The real evil was
committed in 1797, and the opportunity of mitigating its consequences was lost by the
conduct subsequently pursued by the Bank; for even after the first suspension, they
might, by proceeding upon right principles in managing their issues, by keeping the
value of the currency at or near par, have prevented the depreciation which followed.
It might be asked how they could have done so? His reply was, that quantity regulated
the value of every thing. This was true of corn, of currency, and of every other
commodity, and more, perhaps, of currency, than of any thing else. Whoever, then,
possessed the power of regulating the quantity of money, could always govern its
value, and make the pound note, as he had said before, worth fourteen shillings or two
sovereigns, unless the mint, by opening to coin for the public, counteracted the
operation of the Bank issues. By pursuing a wise and prudent course, the Bank might
have so regulated its affairs, as to have prevented the currency from sustaining any
depreciation from 1797 downwards; they might, in fact, have governed the market-
price of bullion, and the foreign exchanges; but, unfortunately, they had not taken the
steps necessary for that purpose.

With respect to the bill of 1819, he must say, that he never regretted the share which
he had taken in that measure.— [Hear, hear.] Remarks had frequently been made
upon an opinion which he (Mr. Ricardo) had given of the effect which had been
produced on the value of gold, and therefore on the value of money, by the purchases
made by the Bank, which he had computed at five per cent, making the whole rise in
the value of money ten per cent. He confessed that he had very little ground for
forming any correct opinion on this subject. By comparing money with its standard,
we had certain means of judging of its depreciation, but he knew of none by which we
were able to ascertain with certainty alterations in real or absolute value. His opinion
of the standard itself having been raised five per cent in value, by the purchases of the
Bank, was principally founded on the effect which he should expect to follow, from a
demand from the general stock of the world of from fifteen to twenty millions worth
of coined money. If, as he believed, there was in the world twenty times as much gold
and silver as England had lately required to establish her standard on its ancient
footing, he should say that the effect of that measure could not have exceeded five per
cent. The hon. member, who had brought forward this motion had disputed the
propriety of the standard recognized by Mr. Peel’s bill, and contended, that the value
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of corn would have formed a better and more fixed standard. His reason in support of
such an opinion was, that the average price of corn, taken for a series of ten years, or
for longer periods, furnished a standard less liable to variation than the standard of
gold. He did not perfectly comprehend that part of the hon. member’s argument.
Either he meant that the country ought to have a fixed metallic standard, regulated by
the price of corn each year, as deduced from the average of the ten previous years, or
else by an average for ten years, determinable at the expiration of every ten years.
Now, in any way in which the average could be taken, according to either plan, there
would be a sudden and considerable variation in the value of the currency. To-day, for
example, the standard might be fixed with reference to the price of corn, when its
average price was 80s. per quarter, and to-morrow, if that were the period for
correcting the standard of money by such a regulation, it might be necessary to alter it
to 85s. or 90s., thus causing a sudden variation in all money payments from one day
to another. [Mr. Western here signified his dissent.] He was extremely sorry to have
mistaken the hon. member, and he would not press this part of his argument. He must,
however, say, that to take the average price of corn, as the best measure of value, was
a most mistaken principle. The hon. member had, indeed, quoted in support of such a
measure of value, the concurring authorities of Locke and Adam Smith, who had
asserted that the average price of corn, during a period of ten years, was a less
variable standard than gold; and in support of the opinion, the prices taken according
to such an average were quoted. But the great fallacy in the argument was this—that,
to prove that gold was more variable than corn, they were obliged to commence by
supposing gold invariable. Unless the medium in which the price of corn is estimated
could be asserted to be invariable in its value, how could the corn be said not to have
varied in relative value? If they must admit the medium to be variable—and who
would deny it?—then what became of the argument? So far from believing corn to be
a better measure of value than gold, he believed it to be a much worse one, and more
dependent upon a variety of fluctuating causes for its intrinsic value. What was the
real fact? In populous countries, they were compelled to grow corn on a worse quality
of land than they were obliged to do when there was not the same demand for
subsistence. In such countries then, the price must rise to remunerate the grower, or
else the commodity must be procured from abroad by the indirect application of a
larger capital. There were many causes operating on the value of corn, and therefore
making it a variable standard.—Improvements in husbandry; discoveries of the
efficacy of new manure; the very improvement of a threshing-machine, had a
tendency to lower the price. Again, the different expense of production, according to
the capital necessary for cultivation, and the amount of population to be supplied with
food, had a tendency to augment the price. So that there were always two causes
operating and contending with each other, the one to cheapen and the other to increase
the price of the commodity; how, then, could it be said to furnish the least variable
standard?—[Hear, hear.] It was a part of Adam Smith’s argument that corn was a
steadier criterion, because it generally took the same quantity to furnish one man’s
sustenance. That might be; but still the cost of production did not the less vary, and,
that must regulate the price. Its power of sustaining life was one thing: its value was
another. He fully agreed with the hon. member for Essex, 1 that there were various
causes operating, also, on the value of gold, some of which were of a permanent, and
others of a temporary nature. The more or less productiveness of the mines were
among the permanent causes; the demands for currency, or for plate, in consequence
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of increased wealth and population, were temporary causes, though probably of some
considerable duration. A demand for hats or for cloth would elevate the value of those
commodities, but as soon as the requisite quantity of capital was employed in
producing the increased quantity required, their value would fall to the former level.
The same was true of gold: an increased demand would raise its value, and would
ultimately lead to an increased supply, when it would fall to its original level, if the
cost of production had not also been increased. No principle was more true than that
the cost of production was the regulator of value, and that demand only produced
temporary effects. The hon. member (Mr. Western) had entered into elaborate
statements of the amount of taxation at different periods, estimated in quarters of
wheat, and from this statement he inferred an enormous fall in the value of money.
Now, if these calculations, and the mode of applying them, were of any value, they
must apply at all times as well as at the present. Let the hon. member, then, extend his
calculations a little over former times, and see how his reasonings applied. If
reference were made to three particular years which he should name, the hon.
gentleman’s calculation would look a little differently to what it did at present. The
price of wheat was, in 1796, 72s. per quarter; in 1798 (only two years afterwards) it
fell to 50s.; in 1801 it rose as high as 118s.—[Hear!]. This was the enormous
fluctuation of only three years. Here, then, the House had the experience of so short a
period as three years, and of the variations of price in that time. The hon. gentleman,
in his argument, had assumed, that the price of wheat was to be permanent as it now
stood. He (Mr Ricardo) thought it was by no means likely to be permanent; he
anticipated that it would rise; and, indeed, if the present was not a remunerating price,
it was impossible that it should not rise; for in no case would production go on, for
any considerable length of time, without remunerating prices. The alteration in the
price of the quarter of wheat, then, in three years, was as the difference between 50s.
and 118s. But, in 1803, the price fell again to 56s. In 1810 it attained 106s. and in
1814 was reduced to 73s. The variations, in short, were infinite and
constant—/[Hear!]. Then, with regard to the price of flour, he had ascertained, that in
the year 1801, in the month of July, the Victualling office at Deptford paid 124s. for
the sack of flour. In December of the same year they paid only 72s. In December,
1802, they paid for the same commodity and quantity, 52s., in December, 1804, 89s.,
and in subsequent years the price per sack was successively from 99s. to 50s., in
short, as uncertain as possible. All these details tended to show that the price of corn
was perpetually fluctuating and varying; and it would only be wonderful if such were
not the case. The hon. gentleman had said, that he hoped no member of that House
would, with a contrary conviction on his mind, refuse, from motives of mistaken pride
or prejudice, to acknowledge any former error into which he might have fallen in the
consideration of these subjects. He (Mr. R.) could assure the hon. gentleman, that so
far as he himself might be supposed to be concerned, he would not allow any foolish
pride of the sort to operate with him. The hon. gentleman had remarked, at some
length, on the evidence which had been furnished to that House by Mr. Tooke, with
respect to the effect of an abundance of commodities lowering prices. Those prices
were said to have fallen considerably more than ten per cent; but Mr. Tooke expressly
said, that of the commodities he mentioned, there was not one, for the depreciated
value of which, when it exceeded ten per cent, he could not well account.1 The
quantity of all articles of consumption which had been brought into our markets,
during the time of which that gentleman spoke, exceeded the quantity furnished in any
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former period; and there were some of the imported articles, the prices of which had
continued to fall ever since, as sugars and cotton. But surely this could not be matter
of surprise, when the House looked at the augmented quantity. The hon. gentleman
had dwelt much on the injury which he conceived the country had sustained in
consequence of loans that had been contracted for, at periods when the prices of the
public funds were low, and which were now to be redeemed when the prices were
high; and to make the disadvantages still more apparent, the calculation of the hon.
gentleman was made in quarters of wheat at the corn prices of those times. The hon.
gentleman said, “in order to pay that stock at the present value of money, I require
such an additional number of quarters of corn.” Any body who heard the hon.
gentleman’s speech would naturally have supposed that the rise in the price of the
funds was necessarily connected with the increased value of the currency. But this
could not be so; if the value of the currency had any thing to do with it, the contrary
effect would take place. But the alteration in the value of the currency had nothing to
do with this question; if the dividends were paid in a more valuable medium, so was
the price of stock estimated in the same valuable medium; and if the dividend were
paid in the less valuable medium, so also was the price estimated in the like medium.
During the American war, the three per cent consols were as low as 53; and
afterwards they rose to 97. At that time there had been no tampering with the
currency. What, therefore, could the value of the currency have to do with the price of
the funds? If a man wanted money upon mortgage now he could raise it at four per
cent; whereas, during the continuance of the late war, he not only gave seven or eight
per cent, but was obliged to procure the money, after all, in a round-about manner.
The whole of the argument might be reduced to the statement of a single fact, which
was this—they who invested sums of money in the funds at this day would get a low
interest in return; those who had invested during the war had obtained a large
interest.—With respect to an argument which had been advanced by the hon. member
for Shrews-bury (Mr. Bennet) he could not concur in it. It was contended by his hon.
friend, that the whole loss on the recoinage of money in king William’s reign, when it
was restored from a depreciated to a sound state, was about two millions and a half;
and he estimated the inconvenience and loss to individuals at that sum. But his hon.
friend forgot that contracts in all countries existed in a much larger proportion than
money, and consequently the loss must have been much greater than his hon. friend
had estimated. The contracts might, in fact, be twenty or fifty times the amount of
money, and therefore the interests of particular parties would have been affected
accordingly. It was quite clear, that any alteration effected in the value of currency
must of necessity, now as well as at all other times, affect one party or the other to
such contracts; but this was an effect perfectly natural and inevitable.

To recur to the question before the House, he must say, that the motion of the hon.
member for Essex was calculated to awaken and renew the agitation, which he had
hoped would, ere this, have subsided. It was calculated to do much mischief—[Hear!].
If there were any chance of the hon. gentleman’s motion obtaining the support of the
House, its success must be attended with the effect which, on the preceding evening,
his right hon. friend (Mr. Huskisson) had ably pointed out. Every person would be
eager to get rid of money which was to be rendered liable to an excessive and
immediate depreciation. Every one would be anxious to withdraw it, as it were, from
a currency of which he must anticipate the fate; he would be directly embarking it in
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gold, ships, goods, property of any kind that he might deem more likely to retain a
steady value than money itself. He (Mr. R.) believed that the measure of 1819 was
chiefly pernicious to the country, on account of the unfounded alarms which it created
in some men’s minds, and the vague fears that other people felt lest something should
occur, the nature of which they could not themselves define. That alarm was now got
over; those fears were subsiding; and he conceived, that as the depreciation in the
value of our currency, which a few years ago was experienced, could not possibly
return upon us in future, if we persevered in the measures we had taken, it would be
the most unwise thing in the world to interfere with an act, the disturbance of which
would unsettle the great principle we had established. He did flatter himself, that after
the suffering which the country had undergone, in consequence of the Bank
Suspension bill, a measure of a similar character would never again be resorted to. His
hon. friend (Mr. Bennet) had stated, that the depreciation in the value of the currency
was in 1813 about 42 per cent. He thought his hon. friend had much overstated the
amount of the depreciation. The highest price to which gold had ever risen, and that
only for a short time, was 5/. 10s. per ounce. Even then the Bank-note was
depreciated only 29 per cent, because 5/. 10s. in Bank-notes could purchase the same
quantity of goods as the gold in 3/. 17s. 10%d. of coin. If, then, 5/. 10s. in Bank-notes
was worth 3/. 17s. 10%d. in gold, 100/. was worth 71/, and one pound about fourteen
shillings, which is a depreciation of 29 per cent, and not 42 per cent, as stated by his
hon. friend. Another way of stating this proposition might make it appear that money
had risen 42 per cent; for if 14s. of the money of 1813 were now worth 20s., 100/. was
now worth 142/.; but as he had already observed, nothing was more difficult than to
ascertain the variations in the value of money—to do so with any accuracy, we should
have an invariable measure of value; but such a measure we never had, nor ever could
have. In the present case, gold might have fallen in value, at the same time that paper-
money had been rising; and therefore, when they met, and were at par with each other,
the rise in paper-money might not have been equal to the whole of the former
difference. To speak with precision, therefore, of the value of money at any particular
period, was what no man could do; but when we spoke of depreciation, there was
always a standard by which that might be estimated. Another argument of his hon.
friend] greatly surprised him: he objected to the amendment of his right hon. friend
(Mr. Huskisson), because it did not give him sufficient security that the standard
would not be at some future time altered. He appeared to fear that recourse might, on
some supposed emergency, again be had to the measure of 1797. In short, his hon.
friend was for adhering to the standard fixed by Mr. Peel’s bill; and yet, in the same
breath, added, as it appeared to him (Mr. R.) most inconsistently, that he would vote
for the motion of the hon. member for Essex, which professedly went to alter that
standard.

After several other speeches, the House, at three in the morning, divided: for Mr.

Western’s motion, 30; against it, 194. Mr. Huskisson’s amendment was then agreed
to.
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LABOURERS’ WAGES
17 June 1822

Mr. Littleton presented a petition ‘from the miners, iron-makers, and coal-masters of
Dudley, praying that the House would enjoin a more strict observance of the law,
which directs that labourers should be paid only in money, and not in provisions or
other commodities.’

Mr. Ricardo thought it impossible to renew so obnoxious an act. Mr. Owen prided
himself upon having introduced the provision system. He had opened a shop at New
Lanark, in which he sold the best commodities to his workmen cheaper than they
could be obtained elsewhere; and he was persuaded that the practice was a beneficial
one.
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IRISH BUTTER TRADE
20 June 1822

Sir N. Colthurst moved ‘that an additional duty of 10s. per cwt. be imposed on foreign
butter imported into this country.” Mr. Robinson opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo said, the Irish gentlemen complained of want of protection, but what their
rule of protection was he could not imagine. In this instance they had a protecting
duty of 25s. per cwt.; but he supposed they would not be satisfied unless they had a
complete monopoly of the trade. In his opinion, the proposition ought to have been
the other way. Parliament ought to be called on to get rid of this protecting duty by
degreesl , by which means the trade would be rendered really beneficial to the
country. The House was assailed on all sides for protecting duties. One day they were
assailed by the butter trade, then by the dealers in tallow, then the West India planters
complained, and the shipping interest also demanded legislative interference. But
what did Adam Smith, that great and celebrated writer, say on this subject? His words
were—“Consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production; and the interest of
the producer ought to be attended to, only so far as it may be necessary for promoting
that of the consumer. The maxim is so perfectly self-evident, that it would be absurd
to attempt to prove it. But in the mercantile system, the interest of the consumer is
almost constantly sacrificed to that of the producer; as if production and not
consumption were the end of all industry and commerce.”2 No man could doubt the
truth of this proposition. With respect to the application now made to the House, it
was founded on a petition from the city of Dublin, which falsely stated, that the trade
in butter had fallen off considerably. So far from that being the fact, it was, with the
exception of one or two years, one of the greatest years of exportation that had ever
occurred.

The motion was negatived.
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WAREHOUSING BILL
21 June 1822

Mr. Wallace moved that the consideration of this bill [see below, p. 275] be
postponed till next session.

Mr. Ricardo expressed his regret, that the right hon. gentleman had been induced to
postpone this measure. He hoped he would take into his serious consideration the state
of the silk trade, which was now labouring under peculiar disadvantages, and which
might compete successfully with foreign countries, if the present high duties, which
gave so much encouragement to contraband traffic, were reduced. The Spitalfields act
was another grievance to which this trade was exposed, which he hoped government
would see the necessity of repealing. 1
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THE BUDGET
1 July 1822

The Chancellor of the Exchequer having brought forward the Budget,

Mr. Ricardo said, that the chancellor of the exchequer had held out great hopes of
what was to be expected from the sinking fund, and had stated, that a mere accident
only had prevented all those hopes from being realized this year, but that next year we
should receive its full and effective benefits. He (Mr. R.) feared, however, that we
should go on as we had done, and that some accident or other would continue to
prevent us from enjoying those benefits which the chancellor of the exchequer had so
flatteringly held out. If the committee took the account in the way in which the
chancellor of the exchequer wished them to view it, there would appear a surplus of
5,000,000. this year, and, that in 1824 there would be a surplus of 6,000,000/. The
right hon. member had, however, come at last to that point from which he (Mr. R.)
wished to start, namely, that without a surplus of revenue over expenditure there
could be no real or effective sinking fund. Now let the committee observe the manner
in which the chancellor of the exchequer had made out the existence of such a surplus
in the present year. He said that we had a surplus of 4,961,000/. But, how stood the
fact? Taking the total exchequer deficiency at 14,144,000/. and deducting it from
15,481,0001/., the sum to meet it, there would remain only 1,400,000/. as a real and
effective sinking fund this year. “Oh!” said the chancellor of the exchequer, “We have
by accident to pay the Bank 530,000/. this year, but next year we shall have no such
incumbrance, and therefore our surplus will be complete.” He wished to know by
what process of calculation the chancellor of the exchequer could make out his
5,000,000/ this year? The revenue of the country was 53,087,000/, the expenditure
was 51,119,000/ making a surplus of 1,968,000/.; this appeared to be the entire
surplus of the year; but “No,” said the chancellor of the exchequer, “we have
700,000/. saved by the alteration of the five per cents.; we have also to make
allowance for 2,600,000/. received.” How this could be brought in under the head of
surplus revenue he could not perceive. A sum of five millions might be easily made
out; but would the committee call it a surplus of revenue? Then, again, the right hon.
gentleman stated, that in 1824 there would be a surplus of 6,000,000/. But how was it
to be obtained? It was to be obtained by taking credit for 4,875,000/. which was to be
received from the trustees of half-pay and pensions. Now he would ask, whether there
were no payments to be made on the other side of the account? The chancellor of the
exchequer must know, that money so obtained could not be looked upon in the light
of receipts at all. The receipts in 1824 were calculated at 52,400,000/ and the
expenditure at 50,600,000/. so that the real surplus on the 5th Jan. 1824, would be
1,800,000/. He agreed, with his hon. friend (Mr. Ellice) respecting the im-policy of
diminishing our funded, while we increased our unfunded debt. He should
recommend a diametrically opposite course of proceeding. Adverting to what had
been said relative to the Bank having reduced its rate of interest,1 he expressed his
satisfaction at having heard the chancellor of the exchequer say, that the usury laws
were unfair.2 There was no period at which an alteration in those absurd laws could
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be so properly and effectively introduced as the present, when they were, in fact, a
dead letter, the market price of the loan of money being lower than the legal price. But
he could not believe, that the reduction of interest made by the Bank had any general
effect upon the value of money in the market, or upon the price of land, or of any
commodity. If the Bank had doubled its circulation, it still would have no permanent
effect upon the value of money. If such a thing had taken place, the general level of
interest would be restored in less than six months. The country only required, and
could only bear, a certain circulation; and when that amount of circulation was afloat,
the rate of interest would find its wholesome and natural level. Undoubtedly he was
very glad to hear that the Bank had at length begun to discount at 4 per cent.; and he
thought they should have done so long before. Had they persisted in demanding 5 per
cent, they would have been without a single note to cash.1
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MR. WESTERN’S MOTION RESPECTING THE ALTERED
STATE OF THE CURRENCY
10 July 1822

Mr. Western, pursuant to notice, introduced his resolutions on the state of the
currency; but, several members being absent, he proposed to move the first seventeen
now, without debate, and to bring forward the last one on a future day.

Mr. Ricardo said, he could not agree to any of the resolutions in their present form;
several of them contained mistakes in fact, and all of them were pervaded by an
erroneous principle.2

Mr. Huskisson strongly objected to the postponement of the discussion. Mr. Western
then proceeded with his motion.

[The text of Western’s Resolutions given below is taken from Ricardo’s copy of the
original parliamentary paper, which was annotated by him apparently for use while
speaking, and which is preserved among his papers, Ricardo’s underlinings and the
marginal comments written on this copy are also reproduced.] ]
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PROPOSED RESOLUTIONS

Descriptive of the distressed state of the Agricultural part of the
country;—the effects of the altered state of the Currency on the
general amount of Taxation; and the relative situation of the
Public Creditor and the Public, under such altered state of the
Currency.

1.—THAT the Select Committee appointed last Session to
inquire into the petitions complaining of the distressed state of
the Agriculture of the United Kingdom, reported, That it was
with deep regret they had to commence their Report by stating,
that in their judgment the complaints of the petitioners were
founded in fact, and that at the price of corn, at that time, the

15 true

2% —not true

34.

True, but by what
caused.

What suffering would

there have been had
there been no taxes.

returns to the occupiers of arable farms, after allowing for the interest of their
investments, were by no means adequate to the charges and outgoings; and that a
considerable portion thereof must have, therefore, been paid out of their capitals:—
That the price of grain having experienced a still further depression, viz. from 55s. 6d.
per quarter of wheat to 45s., and all other grain and all other articles having
undergone a similar or greater decline, the insufficiency of the receipts of the farmers
to cover their charges must be proportionably increased, which is further confirmed
by the numerous petitions on the table of the House, representing in the strongest
terms their aggravated and excessive distress; and that in consequence thereof, the
labourers in many districts are destitute of employment and the consequent means to
purchase food, and have broken out into acts of violence and aggression, and for
which the lives of some have been forfeited under sanction of the law.

2.—That it appears by the papers relating to the state of Ireland,
laid before this House by His Majesty’s command, that serious
disturbances had broken out in that country, of which the
demand and collection of rents had been, on the part of the
insurgents, the alleged causes; and subsequent information has
been received, that the labourers in agriculture, from a partial

Is it possible justly to
ascribe the distress in
Ireland to any thing
connected with the
currency.

failure in the crop of potatoes, together with a total want of employment, and
consequent means to purchase other food, are in the most calamitous and deplorable
situation; and that many have died from the want of nourishment, whilst the price of
provisions still continues so low, as not to afford to the occupiers of land the means of

defraying the various charges to which they are subject.

3.—That in the same Report of the Select Committee of last

No such words in the

Session, it is stated, “that the measures “taken for the restoration = Reporr.

of the currency have con“tributed to lower the price of grain and

other com“modities generally, and consequently to cause a

“severe pressure upon the industry of the country, and “not only

not true

to have occasioned a proportion of the fall “of prices Aere, but to have produced a
similar, “though not equal, effect in other countries; and, in a “degree, to have
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deranged the markets of every part “of the civilized world.”—That in proportion as all
commodities, whether the produce of the soil, manufactures or commerce, have
experienced a depression of their money value; so must the proprietors have suffered
a direct injury; and whatever may be the degree, it is impossible that the commercial
and manufacturing classes of the community can long continue to prosper, whilst the
cultivators of the soil are rapidly sinking into ruin and decay, and the labourers
suffering in consequence of the want of their usual employment.

4.—That soon after the passing of the Act of 1797, by which the =y, pefore 1800
Bank of England was restricted from paying its notes in specie,

the antient metallic standard of value having been thus departed  An important
from, the currency of the country, composed of bank notes, admission. 1
became depreciated, which depreciation was evinced, and may

. 4.6.8—10p.c.
be estimated by the amount of bank paper money above 3/. 17s. -
10 d. necessary to purchase anounce of gold; and which 4.11.2 or 15 pec.
fluctuating from that sum to 5/ 11s. was, on the average of depreciation.—

eighteen years to 1816, 4/. 10s. 10d. thence to 1819, 4/. 1s. and
the last 10 years of the war, 4. 16s. 1d. That this depreciation =~ 13 bushels
may be further and more accurately estimated by the price of

.. . . . 1797 to 1816 8
commodities, particularly of wheat, at different periods, by bushels 7 bushel
which it will also appear, that the value of gold was reduced by
the issue of paper, which became its nearly exclusive substitute; that the price of
wheat, according to the Eton College tables, upon the average of 150 years prior to
the commencement of the late war, whether calculated in periods of 10 or 50 years,
had not exceeded 46s. per quarter, and an ounce of gold would consequently, during
all that time, exchange for 13 bushels and a half; that from 1797 to 1816, the average
price of wheat fluctuated from 50s. to 125s. per quarter, the average of the last eight
years of the war being 101s. 9 d. and the average of the whole period 81s. 10d. and an
ounce of gold would therefore only exchange for 8 bushels seven eighths; that the
price of grain thus became, in its nominal or money value, nearly double its amount at
any former period; the rent of land and commodities acquired a similar additional
value, and consequently all possessors of fixed incomes sustained an injury to the
extent of such alteration.

5.—That the average price of wheat between the years 1797 and  ye47 10 years
1819 having been, therefore, in that currency about 80s. per ending
quarter, existing leases were formed according thereto; that the

average price since 1819 has been 55s. 6d. and last year and this, {735—1.15.2
about 50s., that, upon the supposition of rent being estimated at
one fourth, or two eighths of the gross produce, it is evident, at
the price of 50s. being a reduction of three eighths, that so much = ;755 ; ;35
of the money value of the gross produce is annihilated, as

constitutes the present entire rental of the kingdom, and likewise 1795—2.14.3
so much of the receipts of the occupier as amount to one eighth;
that the tenant is, therefore, liable to utter ruin if held to his
engagement, or the landlord to the loss of his income, subject, at
the same time, to the payment of all charges and settlements
increased in their amount in the ratio of the increased nominal or money price of grain

1745—1.12.1

Rental annihilated

Paying off debt.
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and other commodities; and in case of mortgage to the extent of half the value, at that
period, a reduction of rent in proportion to the fall in the money price of produce,
places the mortgagee in full possession of the estate.

6.—That, from the year 1797 to 1816, the country was, with —doubled.
short intervals, engaged in a war of unprecedented expense; the
taxes were quadrupled, as well as county and parochial —That war increased

assessments, and a heavy public debt created: That this period taxes, very true, but
was at the same time distinguished by extraordinary efforts of L D L e
. . . . . were they increased
national industry, applied to its agriculture, manufactures and o il S @
commerce, by a facility and extension of credit in all those particular class
branches, giving more immediate activity to capital, and a
consequent extent and complication of money engagements beyond all former
precedent: That the national debt, which on the 5th of January 1793, was
227,989,148!. at an annual charge of 8,911,050/. progressively increased to the
amount of 795,312,7671. of capital of various denominations, on the 5th of January
1822, at an annual charge, inclusive of terminable and life annuities, of 30,015,7851.;
and the total of taxes, which on the 5th of January 1793, amounted to 17,656,418/.
11s. 3d. progressively increased, till in the year 1815, it amounted to 78,431,4891.:
That, subsequent to the war, it has been reduced; and the total on the 5th of January
1822, was 60,671,0251.

7.—That this taxation has acquired an additional weight by the 7, caicutare this in
Act of 1819, and the measures preparatory thereto, the degree of = money at any other
which can in part be ascertained by a comparison of the price of = rate than£3. 17. 107
gold, but more justly by the money price of commodities, by
which the real value of all payments must be determined: That
the equivalent in gold to 60,671,025/. was, in the former period,
13,358,934 ozs.; and, in the present, 15,657,246 o0zs.; or in current money of the
former period, 71,109,992/.; and that taxation is therefore further and unjustly
increased, as paid in gold, 2,298,312 ozs. or 10,438,067/ in money.

£4.10. 10.1

8. —That the average price of wheat of the former period having been 81s. 10d. per
quarter, the equivalent of the taxes in wheat was 14,228,155 quarters; and the price,
since 1819, having been on an average 55s. 6d. the equivalent at that price is
21,863,720 quarters; or, in money, 89,459,050/ and the increase of taxation paid in
wheat is consequently 7,035,565 quarters, equal to 28,787,2331

9. —That it appears from various evidence, given in successive Committees
appointed to consider the petitions of the agriculturists, that the wages of labour of an
able husbandman, did, during the former period, amount to 15 or 16s. per week; and
that, at 15s. the labour of 5,000,000 of persons for 15 weeks, was then equivalent to
the discharge of the present taxes: That the price of labour being now reduced to
about 9s. per week, the labour of 27 weeks of the same number of persons is now
necessary; and which, at 15s. per week, amounts to 101,150,0007.; and that taxation
paid in labour is consequently increased to the amount of 40,468,175/.
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10. —That it appears by a comparison of the official and declared value of exports of
British commodities, that in the year 1814, the declared value of the exports was
47,859,388!. and the official value 36,120,733/. being 32 per cent. of the declared
above the official value; and that in 1821, the quantity in official value amounted to
40,194,893/. and the declared value to 35,826,083/. being 11 per cent of the official
above the declared, making a total decline in value of 43’ per cent, and the general
price currents exhibit a similar decline: That the total amount of taxation in
commodities, is therefore equivalent to 87,003,397/. of the former period, and the
increased taxation paid in commodities to 26,331,5721

11.—That the further reduction of wheat from 55s. 6d. to 45s. Report allows the
and other agricultural produce, together with any further decline = depreciation

in the money wages of labour, and price of commodities,
additionally increases the burden of taxation, as well as all other
charges, both public and private, upon the property and industry
of the country to an extent proportionate to such further
reduction;—and that as wheat never exceeded, upon the average, ,.,4 shis

the present rate in the old money standard, it must be expected

that it will on an average there remain, unless enhanced by scarcity; and that the price
of commodities, and wages of labour will continue at the money value they now bear,
or be further reduced.

12.—Thatsuch effects could not by possibility have been inthe 0/ offects? why
contemplation of the legislature, still less of the people of those which have

England, at the time of the passing the Act of 1819:—That its been enumerated.

destructive consequences are now visible—that individuals held

to their contract, either have been or must be ruined; an unexampled revolution of
property follow, and the burthens of taxation become absolutely intolerable.

13.—That by the Parliamentary Paper, No. 145, of the present ;54 ,.i1ions paid for
Session, columns 1 and 2, it appears, that from the 5th of January Sinking fund.

1798, to the 5th of January 1816, the sum of 459,630,826/. of

money, including bills funded, was paid into the Treasury on account of loans, for
which an annual charge for interest and annuities was created of 23,860,020/. which
sum converted into a three per cent capital, is equal to 795,334,000..

14.—That the average price of gold having been during that
period 90s. 10d. the equivalent in gold to the money so lent and
capital created, was 101,203,117 ozs.; and the 3 per cent stock Undue gain! Why
being now at 80, the said capital is equal to 140,095,550 ozs. of  undue? When land
gold, at the before-mentioned average price of 90s. 10d. and that ;steujgfjft an

at the present price of gold of 77s. 6d. to 163,407,306 ozs.: the '
difference, being 23,311,836 ozs. constitutes an undue gain to the public creditor, at
the expense of the public, equal in money to 110,974,6941.

Outrageous

15.—That the average price of wheat having been during the £301.892.228.
above period 81s. 10d. the equivalent in wheat to the money so
lent was 112,333,400 quarters; and the price of 3 per cent stock being now 80, and
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wheat at the same average, the equivalent would now be 155,533,185 quarters; but at
55s. 6d. the average price since 1819, it is equal to 229,285,478 quarters, or in money,
938,159,3301. being an increased gain of 73,782,215 quarters by the alteration of the
currency, or in money 301,892,228/.

16.—That the annual charge of 23,860,0201. created in the period 1,47 charge not 23
above stated, was equal to 5,253,502 ozs. and is equal to but 13 mill.
6,127,174 ozs. being an increase of 874,192 ozs. or 3,403,8861..:
That the above annual charge in wheat was equal to 5,831,370 I8 this true? Yes, on
quarters; is, at the average since 1819, equal to 8,600,000 U0 SEGPOSTIED (oo

) . ) ] the loans were made
quarters, or in money 35,196,666/. being an increased gain of in the same medium.
2,799,000 quarters, or in money of 11,328,311/ and that by
comparison with commodities and labour, in the proportion of difference of their
money value in those two periods, an equally undue advantage to the public creditor
is proved to have been given at the charge of the public.

17.—That all public creditors prior to 1798, and others
subsequent, have suffered in proportion to the depreciation that
followed their respective loans; that they are therefore entitled, in % of a century 1809.
strict justice, to be paid in money, of value equal to that of those = £4—8.

periods, and be indemnified for the diminished value of their

income during the interval: That many of those creditors having probably in such a
length of time, sold their stock and purchased property, have since undergone another
and more fatal injury, by the restoration of the old currency, and consequent
diminution of the value of their property so bought; —on the other hand, those who
lent their money when the currency was depreciated below the average of the whole
period, gained a further undue advantage than is shown by the foregoing statements;
and the depreciation was at its greatest extent during the latter years of the war, when
the largest proportion of money was lent, and capital created; in addition to which the
public have, upon very advantageous terms to the stockholder, redeemed a larger
capital debt than existed prior to 1797.

Here is an admission.

18. —That under all these circumstances, it is evidently and indispensably necessary
to take into immediate consideration the destructive effects that have arisen out of the
alterations made in the currency, by the Acts of 1797 and 1819, as well respecting the
enormous public burthens created and so augmented by the Act of 1815, as the
revolution of property in the vast and complicated intercourse of individuals
throughout this country occasioned thereby; in order that, by a final arrangement of
the currency, as equitable to all parties as circumstances will admit, or by a reduction
of taxation equal to the advance occasioned by the Act of 1819, together with the
establishment of some principle for the adjustment of private contracts, justice may,
as far as possible, be administered to all, and the country saved from a revolution of
property, and also from a pressure of taxation beyond the ability of the people to
sustain.

[The speech is printed below for the first time from the original transcript in

Ricardo’s handwriting, which has been found in the Mill-Ricardo papers. It is four
times as long as the corresponding report in Hansard. It must have been written on 11
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July, since early on the following day Ricardo left on his Continental Tour.1The
transcript is unfinished and the conclusion, as indicated below, is here taken from
Hansard.]

The first Resolution having been put,

Mr. Ricardo said that if he falled to expose all the errors and fallacies in the
Resolution which the honb'® . gent had submitted to the attention of the House it
would be from his inability to give clearness to his thoughts and not because they did
not contain errors and fallacies, for he had seldom seen so many contained in so small
a compass. The honb le . gent. appeared to think if he could shew that prices had
undergone a considerable variation during the last 8 years that such alteration must
necessarily be imputable to the act of 1819 for restoring the ancient standard of our
money. He appeared to think that there was not, nor could be, any other cause for the
variation of prices and that it was sufficient to shew that there had been a considerable
fall in the prices of various commodities to justify him in proposing a revision of the
standard of our currency with the express view of raising such prices. Even according
to the Honb'. le gentleman’s principles he was bound not only to shew that prices had
fallen but that they had fallen in consequence of the measures which had been pursued
to give us the benefits of a fixed standard. He had forgotten that at all times we had
been liable to ﬂuctuatlons of prices when we had not meddled with our standard, and
what proof did the honb™. le gent offer that the present fall of prices might not be
imputable to some of those general causes which operate on the value of
commodities. Because the fund holder received the value of 13 bushels of corn now
for every sum of £3. 17. 10% in which his dividend was paid, and had only received
7' bushels for the same sum formerly was it to be inferred that the currency had
varied in that proportion? If the argument were good for this country it was valid also
for every other, but what would the hon'® gent. say if it were now proposed in the
legislature of France to alter the standard of the currency because a given number of
francs received by the public creditor would now purchase 50 or 100 pct more of
wheat than it would purchase in former years. He Mr. Ricardo would follow the
honb'®. gentleman thro’ all his resolutions and he would with the indulgence of the
House advert to them in their order. With respect to the distressed state of those
connected with the agriculture of the country and which was stated in the first
resolution there was no difference of opinion; unhappily it was too well established
that such distress ex1sted but what they differed about was the cause of such
distress—the honb'®. gentleman imputed the whole of it to the alteration in the value
of the currency, whereas he and those who agreed with him without denying this as
one cause of the distress mainly attributed it to the abundance of the quantity of
produce. Corn might fall from various causes, from abundance, from improvements in
agriculture which would lower the cost of production, from a deficient supply of the
precious metals from the mines,—these were causes which might operate generally in
all countries but they never had yet been made the foundation of a proposal for
altering the standard of a currency. It must be remembered that the altering the
standard of the currency could not affect the agriculturists as a class if they had no
taxes to pay. The alteration might be beneficial or injurious to tenants during the
continuance of their leases, contracted when money was of a different value, but in
the same proportion would it be injurious or beneficial to the landlord with whom
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such agreements were made, and therefore the whole together would be as rich and no
richer than before. This would be the case if we were an untaxed people but that not
being the case the raising of the value of money was injurious to this class in
proportion as the increased value augmented the taxation of the country. This effect
however was general and not partial, and would operate on all classes alike. In his
character of a payer of taxes it would operate on the stockholder equally as on all
other classes. If then great as our taxation was we deducted the increased amount paid
by the Stockholder, the increased amount paid by Merchants, Manufacturers and the
possessors of all other property he left it to the house to determine whether the
increased amount of taxation which fell upon the agriculture of the country in
consequence of any probable alteration in the value of money was adequate to
account for the very general distress of that class—to him it appeared impossible that
such great effects could follow from such an inadequate cause, but the whole was
explained on the supposition of a too abundant quantity of agricultural produce.

The second resolution of the Honb'®. gentleman referred to the distress in Ireland and
he actually ascribed the famine which prevalled in that country to the alteration in the
value of the currency. Could the honb!® . gent. seriously argue that the failure in the
potatoe crop which he himself did not deny, to an altered value of currency? But says
the honb.!® . gent". the people are dying for want of food in Ireland, and the farmers
are said to be suffering from superabundance. In these two propositions the honb le
gent". thinks there is a manifest contradiction, but he Mr. R. could not agree with h1m
in thinking so. Where was the contradiction in supposing it possible that in a country
where wages were regulated mainly by the price of potatoes the people should be
suffering the greatest distress if the potatoe crop failed and their wages were
inadequate to purchase the dearer commodity corn? From whence was the money to
come to enable them to purchase the grain however abundant it might [be]l if its price
still far exceeded that of potatoes. He Mr. Ricardo should not think it absurd or
contradictory to maintain that in such a country as England where the food of the
people was corn, there might be an abundance of that grain and such low prices as not
to afford a remuneration to the grower, and yet that the people might be in distress
and not able for want of employment to buy it, but in Ireland the case was much
stronger, and in that country there could be no doubt there might be a glut of corn, and
a starving people. So much for the second resolution.

The third resolution of the Honb'®. gent”. was founded on something which he said
appeared in the report of the Agricultural committee, and he had marked it by inverted
commas, which naturally led those who read it to conclude that the passage was an
extract from the Report. A few words in the passage to which he was referring were
written in Italics in order as it appeared to give them greater force; after speaking of
the effects of the altered value of currency on the price of grain and other
commodities the words in italics were these, “and consequently to cause a severe
pressure upon the industry of the country”. He Mr. Ricardo was sure the honb b . gent
would not knowingly make any misstatement and therefore he concluded it was the
mistake of some one who had assisted him in drawing up these resolutions. It
appeared that there were no words in the Report which answered to the quotation in
this resolution—to much of it the spirit of the Report was at variance and in no part
could he find any words which could justify even the inference of the words
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emphatically written in Italics. Mr. Ricardo here read a passage from the Agricultural
Report. But he Mr. R had another observation to make on this resolution][;] it said
“That in proportion as all commodities, whether the produce of the soil, manufactures
or commerce, have experienced a depression of their money value, so must the
proprietors have suffered a direct injury.” In this proposition he could not agree. It is
not in proportion to the fall in the money value of commodities that the parties alluded
to would be injured, but in proportion as the taxation which they may be called upon
to pay shall be really increased by the rise in the value of money. Nothing can in itself
be a matter of greater indifference to a producer of commodities than their money
prices provided every thing alters at the same time and in the same proportion, and
therefore the inference which the honb!® . gent". draws and which he would have this
house also draw is wholly without foundation.

I now come to the 4. Resolution which is an important one, because in it the honb'®.
gent admits that gold is the standard of this country and that the depreciation of paper
money is to be estimated “by the amount of such paper money above £3. 17. 10%
necessary to purchase an ounce of gold” a doctrine which I have always maintained
but which is now very often in this house and out of it called in question. In this
Resolution it is asserted that “soon after the passing of the act of 1797 by which the
Bank of England was restricted from paying its notes in specie, the currency of the
country became depreciated”. It is only essential to examine into the correctness of
this statement because the honb'® . gentleman in his speech founds an important
argument upon it. He was fully aware that to his proposal for altering the standard on
account of the benefit which the fundholder of a recent date derived from the increase
in the value of money it would be objected to him that the fundholder of 1797 had
been a loser in consequence of having received his dividend in a depreciated medium
for several years and if compensation was to be made to one party who was the payer
of taxes so also should it be made to the old stockholder who had suffered so great an
injury. How does the honb™. le gent”. answer this objection? by denying the justice of
his claim? no he admits it but he represents it as so old that it has become
antiquated—a strange answer this and I should think that if his claim be a just one the
circumstance of its being of 25 years standing does not weaken it. It can never be too
late to do justice, but the fact is not as this resolution represents it, the paper money of
the country did not become depreciated immediately after the act of 1797—it only
began to be depreciated in 1800 and the average depreciation from 1797 to 1809 did
not exceed 2% pct., as measured by the average price of gold £4. —. 8. If then there
was any weight in this argument of time, I think I shew that in this case length of time
cannot be pleaded and if justice is to be done to one party injured so must it also be to
another. On the whole I am prepared to shew that the account between the payers of
taxes and the Stockholder is pretty nearly balanced, and that in reality the country is
now no more loaded with taxes than it would have been if we had never departed
from our metallic standard, but had uniformly adhered to the system which we so
regularly followed up to1797. But of this I shall have occasion to speak hereafter. |
shall consider the real question to be this—Is the agricultural interest in a worse
situation than it would have been if neither of the 2 acts that of 1797 and that of 1819
had never been passed. Did he not in fact gain as much by the effects of the first of
these acts as he has lost by the subsequent one? To the solution of this question I shall
pay attention before I sit down. In this 4™ Resolution I see it asserted that the price of
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gold on an average of 18 years was £4. 10. 10. I believe this to be incorrect and that
the average was about £4. 5. or £4. 6.—After havmg admitted that the price of gold
was the measure of the depreciation, the honb'® . gent, in this resolution, recurs to the
price of corn as measuring the depreciation. The honb." gent in his speech said that he
hoped he should not be answered by any attempt to shew that he might have been a
little inaccurate in his statements of the price of corn, as he knew there would be a
difference in the result whether the price was estimated from the Eton tables or
otherwise; he, Mr. R, could assure the honb'. gent that he had taken no pains to
discover such inaccuracies because he considered the price of corn as having nothing
to do with this question. Corn was not now nor never had been the standard of the
money of this or any other country. If it were a better standard than that which we
possessed it might be a good reason for adopting it in future but hitherto it had not
been the standard but gold had and therefore we were bound to measure our payments
by gold and by nothing else. As he Mr. R had already observed if the argument from
the number of q"°. of corn paid the public creditor now as compared to former years
were valid here, it was also valid in France, and therefore tho’ France had uniformly
maintained a metallic standard she might now justly alter the standard and pay the
public creditor with a smaller number of ounces of silver because they were now
equivalent to a greater number of bushels of wheat. Surely the House would not listen
to such an argument, nor give countenance to so dangerous a principle. If the
agriculturist thought wheat the proper standard, why might not another man think
sugar such, or indigo, or cloth. Why might he not say I formerly paid the public
creditor with so many pounds of sugar or yards of cloth and now I am obliged to give
a greater number. What security have we that these various commodities may not vary
in different directions some of them rising others falling. In such case by what rule
should we determine to adopt one in preference to the other? But is the honb le
gentleman prepared to go through with the standard which he himself proposes? I
believe that the stockholder might safely close with the proposal if such were made to
him. The average price of wheat for 30 years ending in 1755 was £1. 13. 4, but since
1755 the public creditor has not received within 50 pc of the quantity of wheat to
which he would have been entitled if wheat had been the standard. If the Honb'®.
gentleman[’s] argument be a good one why should not the fundholder have made up
to him the value of the amount of corn of which he has been defrauded since 1755
together with compound interest on the same. If corn is to be the measure now so
ought it always to have been since the contraction of the public debt and if the honb le
gentleman is not willing to admit this he should shew why he would have corn the
standard when it is against the Stockholder and in favor of the agriculturists, and why
he rejects the same measure when it is in favor of the Stockholder and
disadvantageous to the landed interest.

Mr. Ricardo said that the 5™. Resolution also contained a fallacy because it supposed
that from the circumstance of the fall in the price of corn and other produce being
equal to that amount which formerly constituted rent, that therefore there could not by
possibility be any rent at the present moment. This would indeed be true if all the
charges of production as well as taxes were to remain at the same money value as
before. But could this be the case? Was it possible to believe that with so immense a
fall in the value of corn, the cost of production should not be reduced? Would not
labour fall with the fall of raw produce? Would not seed and many other expences be
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also reduced? In fact the price of corn as affected by the currency was of no
importance whatever to the agriculturist excepting as he was burthened with fixed
money taxes, because all the charges on production would be in proportion to the
variations in price from such a cause. This resolution speaks also of the increased
charges on the land in consequence of mortgages and other debts being to be paid in
money of an increased value. This was undoubtedly true but had not the landholder
derived a benefit from this source when money was depreciating and if justice was to
be done to all parties would he not have as much to pay on this account as he would
have to receive. The Honbje.gent kept his eye steadily fixed on the injury which the
landed interest had recently sustained,—he wholly forgot the advantage which they
had derived from the fluctuating value of money at no very remote period. The 6 th.
Resolution of the Hon. gent. Mr. Western told us that during the war the debt had
most enormously increased. No one could deny this fact: The war had been a most
expensive one, but it left undecided whether that debt had been increased injuriously
or unjustly to one particular class: That was the only point in dispute between the
honye. gent and himself.

In the 7™. resolution the honb'. gent only asserts what is true that an increased debt
must be paid with an additional number of ounces of gold, but in order to ascertain
what amount of money such an additional quantity of ounces of gold is equivalent to
why should they not be estimated at the present value of gold, why should the honb le
gentleman calculate it at the value of gold of a former period? He Mr. Ricardo must
again observe that in proportion as the value of gold had been increased by the act of
1819, he acknowledged taxation had also been increased, but the question here again
offered itself on which he should have to observe presently, had it been increased so
as on the whole to impose an undue weight on the landed 1nterest‘7 On the 8.
Resolution he Mr. Ricardo should say little, because the honb'® . gentleman had laid no
foundation whatever for his favorite standard of wheat, but if he had, he Mr. Ricardo
was at a loss to know on what principle the additional quantity of wheat which the tax
payers had to contribute should be estimated in the money price of a former period
and not in the money price of the present time. Neither should he Mr. Ricardo make
any remark on the 9™ Resolution because as wheat formed a material part of the
value on which the wages of labour were expended it was to be expected that labour
would vary with the price of wheat. In making labour the standard therefore the honb'.
gent. had in fact repeated his former argument respecting a wheat standard. It was not
a distinct commodity, affording an additional proof of the alteration in the value of
money, but was most particularly governed by the price of wheat almost necessarily
rising and falling with it.

In the 11, Resolution the honb'. gentleman assumes that wheat though not a
remunerating price is to remain at its present price, but on what ground he has not
indeed stated to the house. He Mr. Ricardo was wholly at variance with the honb®,
gent. on this point, he could not conceive it possible that corn would remain at its
present depressed price if it were true as stated by the honb.. gent. that if it did it
could neither afford rent to the landlord nor profit to the farmer. He Mr. Ricardo was
fully assured that on such conditions corn could not permanently be grown, and
therefore the honb'®. gentleman’s premises were unfounded or his conclusion must be
an erroneous one.
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In the 12", Resolution the House was told that in 1819 when it passed the act for the
resumption of cash payments it could not foresee the effects which the former
resolutions had enumerated. It would indeed have been strange if it could have
foreseen effects which had previously occurred. These resolutions speak of the
depreciation as being at its height in 1814. Much of the sufferings of the agriculturist
had taken place before 1819 and could not have been the consequence of the act of
that year. The question for the House to consider was the effect of the act of 1819. All
the former variations in the currency the evils of which no one was more willing to
admit than himself had taken place under a system which this act went to put an end
to, and it was for putting an end to such a system that it had his warm approbation.—
He Mr. Ricardo had now to animadvert on the 13, resolution which contained only
the trifling error of 154 millions. He was ready to forfeit all the little credlt which he
might have with the house if he did not prove his assertion. —The honb!'® . gentleman
in this resolution has stated that from the 5™. of JanY. 1798 to the 5™. JanY. 1816 the
sum of 459 millions of money had been paid into the treasury on account of loans, for
which a capital of £795,334,0003 pct. stock was created,—that in payment of this sum
a Value equal to 101,203,000 ounces of gold was received and to pay the same capital
in 3 pc stock valued at 80 at the present moment 163,407,306 ounces of gold would
be necessary: the difference being 23,311,836 ounces, which the honb le . gent. goes on
to say constitutes an undue gain to the public creditor at the expence of the public
equal in money to 110,974,694£. The annual charge created by the debt contracted
from 1798 to 1816 the hon'. gent states at 23 millions. In the first place 459 millions
were not raised from the public between 1798 and 1816 but 154 millions less than that
amount. It is true that the loan contractors or stockholders paid the public 459 millions
in a depreciated money during that period, but they received in payment of debt in
that same money, during the same time, 154 millions, consequently only 305 millions
was received, and an additional debt to that amount only was contracted. It was now
acknowledged on all sides that the sinking fund was only a nominal one if it did not
arise from a surplus of revenue above expenditure. Suppose that the Chancellor of the
Exchequer of those days had acknowledged the delusion of the sinking fund, and had
listened to the advice often given by his hon'. friend Mr. Grenfell of making the
sinking fund commissioners subscribe to the loans of the year how much would the
contractors have then paid into the treasury? 305 millions and not 459 as stated by the
honb'. gent. But the 1ncreased charge on the debt between the two periods is 23
millions says the honb'. gent. but what is the fact? it is only 13 mllhons But in
addition to these errors, and to swell the loss to the public, the hon'. gent". calls that
an undue gain to the stockholder which arises from the difference between the price at
which he contracted for the various loans during the war, and the present price of 80
to which the 3 pc have risen after several years of peace. It is somethlng new to hear
this called an undue gain made by the stockholder. If the honb'. gent”. had bought an
estate for £100,000 which he could now sell for £130,000 would he call the £30,000
an undue gain? If he had purchased French stock at 58 which has now risen to 90
would he call that an unjust gain? and [what]1 would he think of a French legislator
who should seriously propose to diminish the payment to the stockholder on account
of such rise? If such a plea was listened to there was an end of all security and good
faith, and no man could safely for a moment enter into a contract if government were
to consider the profit if he made any an unjust gain.
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He Mr. Ricardo would only mention the 14 and 15 resolutions to shew the
extravagant conclusions to which the honb, gentleman had come. He had really
submitted to the house a proposition that the stockholder had gained by the alteration
in the value of the currency £301,892,000 between 1798 and 1816. The honb'.
gentleman first states that the whole amount of money paid for loans during the above
period was £459,630,000 which I have proved was in fact only 305,000,000 and yet
on this sum he states him to have gained £301,000,000

[Ricardo’s own transcript breaks off here. The conclusion of his speech is reported in
Hansard as follows.]

The hon. gentleman seemed to insinuate, that certain individuals were in the habit of
making public attacks upon the landlords of this country. The charge could not be
brought against him. It was true, he looked upon rents in the same light as he did
every other article in the market, liable to fluctuations, and to be regulated according
to the demand for the produce of the soil. He had never said that the country would be
ruined by a superabundant supply;1 on the contrary, that the country would greatly
benefit by that supply; the greater the supply the greater the comfort. Great supply
induced low prices; low prices injured the grower, but gave an advantage to the
country. It was not, however, that kind of advantage which he should wish it to
possess. On the contrary, he would always wish to see the grower receive a fair
remunerating price; because he was convinced, that all classes in the country would
go on better and more prosperously when the farmer received a fair remunerating
price. But a remunerating price had nothing to do with the state of the currency. If
corn were down so low even as 20s. and the price of labour and all other outgoings
were regulated by that price, the grower could go on paying his rent as well perhaps
as when he received 80s. and when his outgoings were in proportion to that
price.—With respect to the advantage that one class had gained over the other by the
bill of 1819, he would say, that it certainly was impossible to tamper with the
currency of a country, without producing such effects. The payers of taxes had lost at
one period and gained at another, in consequence of the fluctuations of the currency;
but it was quite remarkable to see how nearly at par stood the loss and gain. In his
opinion, the great mischief sprung out of the original error, he meant the bill of
1797.—That was the great error— the measure of 1819 was the remedy. The House
acknowledged the mischief of the measure of 1797, and they were bound to support
the bill of 1819, which was only intended to remedy the original error. If the House at
a fatal moment interfered with that bill, what would be the consequence— what
would be the state of London the next day? What wild speculation—what ruin would
follow! So strong were the evils that would follow such a step, that he anticipated
from that House its decided negative to the motion of the hon. member.

After several other speeches, of some of which, ‘from the lateness of the hour, no
report has been preserved’ (Hansard ), the resolutions were negatived; and at four in

the morning the House adjourned.

[The session closed on 6 Aug. 1822.]
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SESSION 1823

The King’s speech on the opening of the session was delivered on 4 Feb. 1823.
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FOREIGN TRADE OF THE COUNTRY
12 February 1823

Mr. Wallace (the retiring Vice-President of the Board of Trade) moved for the revival
of the committee on foreign trade of the previous session.

Mr. Ricardo rose for the purpose of paying his tribute of respect to the merits of the
right hon. gentleman, who had so lately filled the office of vice-president of the Board
of Trade. He would say this; that, much as the right hon. gentleman’s plans had
benefitted the commerce of the country, they would have benefitted it still more, had
all of them been fully carried into effect. They had met, however, with too many
obstacles from interests that were hostile to his improvements; and, though he
regretted the circumstance much, he must still observe, that those interests ought to be
tenderly dealt with. He thought it would be wiser to make a compensation to any
parties who might be injured by the alteration, than to persist in a system which was
proved to be detrimental to the commercial interests of the nation at large. He had
heard with the greatest pleasure, the very liberal speech which the right hon.
gentleman had made that evening; nor was it with less satisfaction that he had heard
his flattering account of the export trade of the country. It had been said, that the
exports were greater now than they had been during the most flourishing year of the
war. It ought likewise to be stated, that during the war our great foreign exports went
to meet our great foreign expenditure; whereas at present we received valuable returns
for every thing we exported. In looking at the general state of the country, it was
satisfactory to find that, amid the gloom and distress in which the agricultural interests
were involved, its foreign commerce was in a flourishing condition. He was sure that
it must be the wish of all who heard him, that it might long go on, prospering and to
prosper. His only reason for rising was to bear his testimony to the extraordinary
merits of the right hon. gentleman.
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BANK BALANCES
18 February 1823

Mr. Grenfell, in moving for a return of the balances of public money in the hands of
the Bank of England, observed that the services rendered by the Bank to the public
were overpaid. The new Chancellor of the Exchequer (Mr. Robinson) declined
entering at present into the subject. Mr. Baring said that the advantage of holding the
public balances ‘had been estimated and paid for by the Bank on the renewal of their
charter.’

Mr. Ricardo said, it was true the Bank had made a compensation for the grant of the
charter; but it was not sufficiently great for the advantages they had so long
possessed. If, during his continuance in office, the Bank of England should apply for a
renewal of the charter, he hoped the chancellor of the exchequer would be particularly
careful that they did not overreach him. Before any such bargain should be made, it
would be the duty of the right hon. gentleman to consult the House as to the terms of
it. If it should be open to public competition, much more would be given for it than
had ever yet been offered. From the advantages which the Bank had derived, it was
impossible not to see, that the terms had been very much in their favour.
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FINANCIAL SITUATION OF THE COUNTRY
21 February 1823

The new Chancellor of the Exchequer (Mr. Robinson), anticipating the Budget, made
an exposition of the financial situation of the country; he expected a surplus of more
than 7,200,000/ and proposed to reduce or repeal several of the assessed taxes. Mr.
Maberly intimated his intention to propose a plan for hastening the operation of Pitt’s
land tax redemption act [on this plan, see p. 259 below].

Mr. Ricardo said, he remembered, that at the termination of the last session, he had
frequently to repel the attacks which were made upon the science of political
economy. He had been delighted, however, to hear the plain, sound, practical, and
excellent speech, which had been delivered by the right hon. gentleman opposite; and
he thought that the science of political economy had never before had so able an
expositor as it had now found in that House. He thought that there never yet had been
in that House a minister filling the situation which was held by the right hon.
gentleman, who had in that capacity delivered sentiments so candid, so wise, and so
excellent. In all the statements which he had made, it was impossible not to follow
him with the greatest ease and safety; for it was in all these quite clear, that each of
them was, in fact, as the right hon. gentleman had put it. But, there was this one
difference—an important one, certainly—between him and the right hon. gentleman.
The right hon. gentleman had stated the surplus of our income over our expenditure at
7,000,000/. Now he (Mr. Ricardo) had contended last year, and did still contend, that
the transaction respecting the commutation of the pension charge, was only a transfer
from one hand to the other.1 This evening the right hon. gentleman had introduced
into his surplus of 7,000,000/. a sum of 2,000,000/. to be received; he would like to
know from whom? Could the right hon. gentleman himself tell? On the one side of the
account he had put an amount of 2,800,000/. to be paid for pensions and half-pay; and
on the other side, he had stated, that he was to receive 4,800,000/. from the trustees,
whoever they might be, who were to pay such pensions and half-pay; and of these two
items, the balance was 2,000,000/. to be repaid, of course, to these trustees or
commissioners themselves. Undoubtedly, therefore, from this assumed surplus of
7,000,0001. of actual income over expenditure, there must be deducted these
2,000,0001., which the sinking fund itself was to supply. If this view of the subject
was correct, the right hon. gentleman when he should have carried his plan into effect,
of giving the proposed relief to the country, would actually leave them with a clear
sinking fund, not of 5,000,000/., but of 3,000,000/. This was the only difference in
point of statement between him and the right hon. gentleman. But he could go along
with the right hon. gentleman in every principle that he had applied to the sinking
fund; as applicable to the diminution of our debt in time of peace. But, this was
always in the supposition, that we did actually possess such a sinking fund, and that it
could be so applied to pay off our debt. So convinced was he of the necessity, the
indispensable necessity of getting rid of this tremendous debt, that he had before
ventured to suggest the expediency of a general contribution from the capital of the
country for that purpose. He would contribute any proportion of his own property, for
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the attainment of this great end, if others would do the same. If this proposition should
be thought extravagant, or if it should be supposed that the contribution he should
suggest was excessive, why not ask for a smaller contribution of capital for the same
object? As to the other parts of the right hon. gentleman’s speech, he considered that
taxes raised in order to pay off debt, ought to be looked upon in a very different light,
from those that were raised for the immediate services of the state. The one, we might
be considered as paying to ourselves; the other was for ever lost to us. As to the plan
proposed by the hon. gentleman who spoke last, he had few or no remarks to offer
upon it. His scheme for the reduction of the debt, by paying off the land tax, was, as
far as he (Mr. R.) understood it, quite practicable. It did exist, indeed, to some extent,
at the present moment; but the hon. gentleman’s plan would, perhaps, increase its
facilities. The hon. gentleman, however, in his plan for the reduction of taxes, went
much too far; for he seemed to consider, that the clear surplus, which they had to
dispose of, after allowing for the 2,200,000/. which the right hon. gentleman proposed
to remit in taxes, would give a sinking fund of 5,000,000/. Now, he said, that the hon.
gentleman went too far, on this ground—that we could not have such a sinking fund
applicable to such a purpose. And here he would beg leave to call the attention of the
House to a pamphlet which had been lately published under the auspices of ministers
themselves.1 [Hear, hear! from the Treasury Bench.]2 Well, he did not know how that
might be; but this he knew, that it contained arguments which were constantly in the
mouths of ministers. In this pamphlet the sinking fund was made applicable to two or
three different objects: and first of all, it was efficient for paying off debt. If so, it was
clearly efficient for no other object. If a man applied the surplus of his income to the
payment of debts, he surely could not apply it to any other purpose. But the pamphlet
proceeded to say, that the fund was efficient for carrying on war in case of an
emergency, if allowed, in the mean time, to accumulate at compound interest. This
was as if the real object of the fund was, in the event of any aggressions by an enemy,
to enable us to fight that enemy, in case of a war. But if so, why did not ministers
confess it? Let them at once openly avow their object. But he thought that the more
constitutional course would be, in case we should be required to repel the aggressions
of an enemy, for the ministers of the crown to come down to the House and acquaint
it with the necessity of providing for the expenses of a war that was about to be
undertaken, rather than to retain the sinking fund at its present establishment, with the
view of making it available on such an emergency. He did think that there was
something mysterious in this doctrine of making that which was supposed to be
applicable to paying off our debts applicable to the expense of a war.
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AGRICULTURAL DISTRESS—SURREY PETITION
26 February 1823

Mr. Denison, in presenting a petition from the freeholders of Surrey, referred to the
mischief produced by tampering with the currency in 1797 and 1819, and expressed
the opinion that ‘some amicable adjustment was necessary throughout the country.’

Mr. Ricardo would not have risen upon this occasion, if the hon. gentleman had not
declared, that he wished some amicable arrangement could be made by which that
part of the country which was now profiting on account of the loss of the others,
might be made to bear its share in the burdens.

He complained that the words which had been used at that and at other public
meetings, had been vague as to the advantage of the public creditor. For his part, he
was at a loss to see what advantage the fundholder had gained. The argument
appeared to him to be made use of rather upon the principle, that by giving your
adversary’s argument a bad name, you give your own a good one. Upon such grounds
it was contended that the stockholder had met with nothing but gain; but those who
had attended to the question, were of a different opinion. If only that which the
fundholder was gaining now upon the sums which he had lent after the depreciation,
was to be taken into the account, then there would no doubt be a balance in his favour;
but, this view of the question would be most unfair. It would be stating the profit on
the one side, without the corresponding loss on the other. If both of these were to be
taken into the account, it would be found that the stockholder had had nothing more
than was just; and that if the interest which he had been paid in depreciated currency,
upon capital which when lent had not been depreciated, were to be set against the
interest which he was receiving in undepreciated currency now, upon capital which
when lent had been depreciated, then, not only would the loss in the one case
compensate all that had been hitherto paid in the other, but would actually be equal to
a perpetual annuity to that annual amount, which he was at present receiving. Mr.
Mushett, of his majesty’s mint, than whom nobody was better able to understand the
subject himself, or to afford clear views of it to others, had, in a very luminous
publication, demonstrated that this was the fact.1 A parade was made in the speeches
at public meetings, of the 800,000,000/. of debt which had been lent in depreciated
currency, and the vast amount of the difference of interest upon it; but it was well
known, that about 400,000,000/. of this debt was borrowed before the Bank
Restriction bill had operated any depreciation whatever; and another hundred millions
had been lent to the government before any considerable depreciation had taken place.
Hence there had been 500,000,000/ lent to the public in capital which was not
depreciated. Interest in the depreciated currency had been paid upon this for twenty
years; and the loss arising therefrom, according to the calculation of Mr. Mushett,
was, allowing simple interest, about 27,000,000/., or, allowing compound interest,
and that was the fair allowance, about 12 or 13 millions more. It would appear, that
the whole loss which the stockholder had sustained, in consequence of having been
paid in a depreciated currency the interest on the sums borrowed, previous to and
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immediately following 1797, was about forty millions.—Having thus stated the
disadvantages to the old public creditor, he should next state what was the calculation
of the same authority, as to the advantages since the depreciation had ceased, by the
alteration of the currency. That he calculated at two millions per annum. Compare that
with the previous loss of forty millions, and by converting that amount into perpetual
annuity, we should have the sum of two millions a year. So that the profit and loss
would be found to balance each other. Taking, therefore, the respective interests of the
stockholder and the payer of taxes, it would be seen, that no injury had occurred to
either. Whether his opinion was right or wrong, as to the depreciation that existed at
the period of the alteration of the currency, still, on the calculations of Mr. Mushett, it
was evident, that to the public creditor, the profits at the one time, though greater,
would be balanced by the corresponding losses at the other. He stood not there to
defend the alterations that had taken place in the currency. No man had taken greater
pains than himself, either within or without that House, to show the absolute necessity
of a fixed standard. His hon. friend expressed his regret, that what was called an
amicable adjustment had not taken place in 1819, at the restoration of the standard.
Why, then, had he not proposed it? It was suggested at that period by a noble lord
(Folkestone), in place of reverting to the old standard, to alter it to 4/. 1s. being the
amount of the variation between the paper and the price of gold at that time. But,
supposing that suggestion to have been adopted, was it to be argued, that a loss of 3 or
4 per cent could have produced all those distresses to agriculture, which the most
extravagant opposers of the alteration of the currency attributed to that measure?
Their opinions, even as to the amount of the depreciation, were irreconcileable: some
stated it at 20 per cent, others contended it was 100; while the most extravagant went
the length of asserting, that it amounted to 300 per cent. Suppose, however, that in
place of reverting to the ancient standard, it had been increased 100 per cent, did they
think no evils would have followed? Would the result, after doubling the amount of
all the taxes, have left what now existed—an increasing revenue and a thriving trade?
It was not his intention to renew the discussion on that hackneyed topic, Mr. Peel’s
bill; but, as such a variety of contradictory opinions had been given on its effects, he
would state what was the opinion of a bank director on its efficacy, as it operated on
the proceedings of the Bank. Mr. Turner, who had been in the direction for two years,
decidedly said, that as to the operations of the Bank, Mr. Peel’s bill remained a dead
letter.1 It had neither accelerated nor retarded payments in specie; except by the
payment of ten millions of exchequer bills to the Bank, which enabled it to expend
that amount in the purchase of bullion. Taking into consideration the rule by which
the bank directors generally admitted they regulated their issues, namely, the
application for discounts, and coupling with that the low rate of the interest of money,
the circulation would have been the same, and consequently the distress of agriculture
as great, even if that bill had never passed.

Lord Folkestone replied, and, ‘with respect to the suggestion he had made, in 1819, of
increasing the standard to 4/ 1s., he confessed that now, after mature consideration,
he was convinced that that amount of increase would be wholly inadequate to the state
of things. That principle was limited to the variation which existed between paper and
gold at the particular period. His hon. friend himself then argued on the assumption,
that the amount of that variance did not exceed 5 per cent. And here he must be
allowed to say, that his hon. friend had not been perfectly consistent with himself; for
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he had since admitted, that the variance was as great as 10 per cent. He (lord F.)
maintained, however, that the depreciation was infinitely greater.’

Mr. Ricardo admitted, that the noble lord was correct, in stating that he (Mr. R.) had
on one occasion computed the depreciation at 5 per cent, and that he now found it to
be 10 per cent; still, he was not in error. His first computation referred to a payment in
bullion; and it would have been correct if the Bank had acted precisely in the spirit of
that bill: but, instead of doing so, they had got together a large quantity of gold, which
they coined into sovereigns, and then they came down to the House to procure an act,
enabling them to get rid of those sovereigns. If the measure of which he approved had
been acted on, the depreciation would have been but 5 per cent; because it would have
been measured by the price of gold.

Lord Folkestone said, ‘he had supposed the hon. member to have been arguing with
reference to Mr. Peel’s bill; but now he discovered, that his argument rested on a
measure which existed only in his own imagination.’

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 194 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[Back to Table of Contents]

MR. WHITMORE’S MOTION RESPECTING THE CORN
LAWS
26 February 1823

Mr. Whitmore moved for leave to bring in a bill for lowering the price, at which the
importation of foreign corn was permitted, by 2s. a year, until it was reduced to 60s.
Mr. Huskisson (the new President of the Board of Trade) opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo said, that the right hon. gentleman, in all the arguments which he had
brought forward for postponing the consideration of the corn laws, had in reality
given a reason for proceeding at once to amend them. What was the danger which his
hon. friend, who brought forward the present motion, apprehended? It was the danger
of those very high prices, to the recurrence of which the right hon. gentleman looked
forward, as the conjuncture when the corn laws might be amended. He apprehended
the danger of capital being again drawn, by the temptation of high prices, to the land
(and the right hon. gentleman agreed that the danger existed)—that there would again
be a succession of low prices, and another loss of capital. This evil it was the object of
the present proposition to prevent; yet the right hon. gentleman would wait till the evil
came upon them, before he would provide the remedy. As to the motion of his hon.
friend, he would not oppose it; because he should be glad of any approach to a free
trade in corn. But he thought his hon. friend did not go far enough; he had left the
mischief of a fixed price. Both his hon. friend and the right hon. gentleman had laid
down the true principles of a corn law; namely, that a protecting duty should be
imposed on foreign corn, equal to the peculiar burthens borne by the grower of corn in
this country. But, when this was done, a fixed price should be done away altogether.
In fact his hon. friend had seemed a little uncertain as to his fixed price. He had taken
it at 60s., but he had stated, that if foreign corn could be imported at 55s., he should
have reduced it to that. He thought he had committed a great error in taking any fixed
price at all. A duty should be imposed on corn imported, equal to the peculiar
burthens borne by the grower of corn; and, in his opinion, a drawback or bounty to
nearly the same amount should be allowed on corn exported. Then, and then only,
would corn be kept at a price nearly equal in this, to what it was in other countries. If
there was an abundant harvest, it would find a vent by means of the bounty; and, on
the other hand, if there was a deficient supply, under the influence of the duty, corn
would be introduced as it was wanted, and not in the enormous quantities poured in
under the existing law, when the price rose to a certain height. The right hon.
gentleman had objected to the proposition, because of the agitation it would create out
of doors. But his hon. friend’s proposition did not interfere with the present law, until
the price of corn was as high as 80s. In this, also, he differed from his hon. friend;
because, before corn was so high, that encouragement might be given to extensive
cultivation, which it was his object to avert. He (Mr. R.) should recommend, that the
law for the amendment of the corn laws should come into operation long before corn
had reached 80s., and he should then recommend a system of duties and bounties, at
first[,] in deference to those prejudices of which he thought they were too tender,
higher than the amount of the peculiar burthens of the agriculturists; and gradually
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diminishing to an equality with the computed amount of those burthens. He could not
in any way agree with his hon. friend, the member for Cumberland,1 nor with the hon.
member for Wiltshire,2 who had entered into some strange calculations, to show that
the agriculturist paid taxes to the amount of 67 per cent. But, on what did the hon.
member reckon this per centage? Not on the expense of growing corn, but on the rent.
This was a most unwarranted mode of calculation. They had it in evidence before the
agricultural committee, that there was some land in England which did not pay above
2s. an acre rent; yet, no doubt, as the cultivation of that land was heavy, there were in
truth taxes on the producer which did not affect the landlord, and taxes on the landlord
which did not affect the producer. If a tax was imposed directly on the production of
corn, the grower would remunerate himself, not by a deduction from the landlord’s
rent, but by getting more from the consumer. And as to general taxes, they pressed
alike on all classes; on the labourer who worked at the loom, as well as on the
labourer who worked at the plough. He hoped his hon. friend would not withdraw his
motion. The greatest good would be done by bringing the question before the House.
His hon. friend’s speech abounded in excellent principles, which could not fail of
producing an effect upon gentlemen in that House, and removing the delusion which
prevailed out of doors. He therefore urged his hon. friend to take the sense of the
House on this most important question. The object of the approach to a free trade,
which he recommended, was to keep prices steady and low. He did not mean such
low prices as would not remunerate the grower; for when the manufacturer ate his
bread at all cheaper than the price at which the farmer could be remunerated, the
greatest injury was done to the general interests of the country.

The House divided on the motion: Ayes, 25; Noes, 78. Ricardo voted for the motion.
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MR. MABERLY’S MOTION FOR THE REDUCTION OF
TAXATION
28 February 1823

Mr. Maberly, pursuant to notice [cp. above p. 248], moved for the removal of the
exorbitant conditions which, by the Act of 1798, were attached to the redemption and
purchase of the land tax; it was reasonable to expect that, once those obstacles were
removed, the remaining balance of the tax to the amount of about 1,250,000/. would
be redeemed, thus cancelling a sum of about 40,000,000/. of the three per cents. This
would be a substitute for the sinking fund, which could then be applied to relieve the
people of seven millions of taxes. The Chancellor of the Exchequer opposed the
motion.

Mr. Ricardo thought that the plan which had been proposed by the hon. mover, could
by no means be considered as a desirable substitute for the sinking fund. At the same
time, it might possess those merits which should induce the House to adopt it. In the
manner in which his hon. friend had proposed that plan, he certainly could not
acquiesce; for he thought it would fail to accomplish the object which he conceived to
be so desirable. It was, indeed, most desirable, that we should diminish the amount of
our debt; and to effect that diminution, he did believe it might be available; but, in
such case, it must be adopted in a different way from that in which the hon. gentleman
had stated it. Its object was to purchase up a certain quantity of the land tax, by the
transfer of a certain quantity of stock; and then it went on to propose, that other
parties might purchase the tax, in case the proprietor of the land should not choose to
do so. If this had been the extent of the plan—if it had gone simply to cancel an
amount of stock—if it had left the purchaser no other right but that which a mortgagee
possessed in his claim upon the land—if it had allowed the parties to claim of the
landlord, without any intervention of the government or its officers, then he would
say, that it was certainly calculated to accomplish the great object of diminishing the
debt. But if, under this plan, there was to be a receiver-general to receive the amount
of the proprietor, and to pay it into the Bank—if there was to be this sort of
management and collection created—it would only be substituting one debt for
another; and though there might thus be 42,000,000/. and upwards, of stock,
cancelled, yet he should consider, that they were only creating a new stock in its
place, and transferrable in the same manner. An objection had been raised by the
chancellor of the exchequer, that did not seem to possess all the weight which that
right hon. gentleman attached to it. He had said,—*“Would it not be a great hardship to
give to a stranger the right of demanding this tax of a land proprietor?” Why, what
would be the hardship? The landed proprietor, it was clear, must pay at all events; and
was the receiver of the taxes so merciful a gentleman, that the House was to suppose
he would exercise his official functions with much more kindness and humanity than
the proprietor of the land tax would manifest? He (Mr. R.) very much regretted, that
the land tax was not of that description, that it might be extended further; for if those
taxes which were applicable to the reduction of the national debt could be so
extended, it was quite clear that they might push that most desirable object still nearer
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to its accomplishment. So far he concurred with his hon. friend, and no further. He
could by no means agree with him, that if the land proprietor should wish to purchase,
he should have the right; but if he should decline that, then a stranger might purchase;
and, failing both, that it should be sold by public auction. How such a purpose was to
be accomplished by public auction, he really could not see. Certainly, the result of this
plan could not, by any means, be called a sinking fund. It was totally unconnected
with such a fund. But the right hon. gentleman might say, if he pleased, “Your plan is
a very good one, and I will adopt it, in addition to my sinking fund.” If the plan was a
good one, as he (Mr. R.) undoubtedly considered it, upon the whole, to be, he thought
it might be quite desirable on its own peculiar grounds; but not as a substitute for the
sinking fund. With respect to the sinking fund, he had already very frequently said,
that he should be willing to vote for a reduction of taxes to the amount of that sinking
fund; but he could not consent to vote any larger reduction than was equivalent to its
absolute amount. It was now universally agreed, that the definition of such a fund was
the surplus of our income over our expenditure. That surplus, which the right hon.
gentleman estimated at 7,000,000/, he (Mr. R.), and the country in general he
believed, took to be, in fact, no more than 5,000,000/. How had the right hon.
gentleman got the item of 2,000,000/. which he made a part of that surplus? Was it to
be obtained in any other way, than by taking it from the sinking fund itself, or
borrowing it in the market? If it was borrowed in the market, it was only increasing,
by so much, the debt. If it was taken from the sinking fund, it was by so much a
diminution of the assumed surplus. Therefore, he (Mr. R.) could not vote for remitting
taxes to the amount of 7,000,000/. He thought, indeed, that if due economy and
retrenchment were observed in every department of our expenditure, it might be very
possible to remit even 7,000,000/., and thus add 2,000,000/. to the proposition of the
chancellor of the exchequer. But he greatly feared the fact would not be so; and he
must see another account brought in by the government, before he could consent to
the remission of the additional 2,000,000/. Under the false notion with which
ministers seemed to be impressed about their surplus of 7,000,000/, it was much to be
apprehended, that they would not prove a whit more economical than usual, were the
House even to vote the remission of other 2,000,000/. They would say, “You only
take away our surplus, and therefore there is no necessity for further economy.” He
hoped the House would pardon him, if he was tedious, but he desired once more to
explain what he meant by an efficient sinking fund. An efficient sinking fund, in the
opinion of many gentlemen who sat near him, could not exist at the same period that
we were increasing our debt. In that position he did not coincide. He thought, for
instance, that when Mr. Pitt first established a sinking fund, and although, during a
considerable portion of his subsequent life, the country was engaged in foreign wars,
by the enormous expenses of which the debt was increased in a far greater proportion
than the sinking fund paid it off; yet that, in effect, we then always had a sinking fund.
Of every loan that was borrowed to meet those vast expenses, Mr. Pitt provided for
the interest, and reserved a fund of one per cent for the extinction. Undoubtedly, an
incredible weight was added to the debt by the protracted war that ensued; but, what
would have been the situation of the country, had she sooner effected a peace? All
those loans which had been borrowed in war time, would have been provided for, and
there would have been left an efficient sinking fund. Had this system been adhered to
during the whole progress of the war, he (Mr. R.) would have been the last man to
raise his voice against the sinking fund. But, what was the fact? In 1813, the late
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chancellor of the exchequerl came down to the House, took 8,000,000/. per annum
away from the sinking fund, and in the same breath told them, that they were paying
their debt, that the finances would be placed in the most flourishing condition; and in
a short time after the peace, he told them, that they would be in possession of a greater
treasure than any other nation of the earth could boast. It was at the very moment that
he took away from the sinking fund 8,000,000/, that the late chancellor of the
exchequer had made all those splendid promises. But, unfortunately, this was not his
only attack on that fund; nay, it was a trifling one, compared to those which he
subsequently made upon it. The late chancellor of the exchequer, instead of providing
for the annual interest of his loans, suffered compound interest to accrue upon them.
Though there was placed, in the hands of commissioners, who most conscientiously
and perfectly discharged their duties, a fund of 15,000,000/., he said, “I have, by my
expenditure, left you in a situation in which you have a deficiency of 15,000,000/. in
your finances.” Why, where, then, was the sinking fund? Would the chancellor of the
exchequer have dared to come to that House, year after year, and have calmly spoken
of a deficiency of between 12,000,000/. and 15,000,000L., if he had not known all the
while, that there was, in reserve, a fund of 15,000,000/. which he reckoned upon
parliament’s permitting him to apply to other purposes than those which it was
originally intended to effect? Now he (Mr. R.) contended, that the sinking fund of this
day would have the same fate as its predecessors. If it remained, it might go on well
enough for a few years; but, should the right hon. gentleman opposite continue in
power, he, or if not, then some future chancellor of the exchequer, after coming down
to the House, and telling them how thriving a condition this sinking fund was in,
would some day inform parliament, that a deficiency of some sort or other was
discovered, or that some emergency had arisen, which rendered it necessary to
appropriate the whole. The language of his majesty’s ministers confirmed these
anticipations in a great measure. If, however, they properly considered the matter,
they ought to look upon this fund as already appropriated. It was a fund to pay off
debt; and surely it was never to be considered as applicable to the expenses of a war;
for if it was to pay debt, it could meet no other object. Let the House suppose the case
of a private individual: suppose he had an income of 1,000/. a-year, and that he found
it necessary to borrow 10,000/, for which he agreed to give up to his creditor 500..
per annum. Let them suppose his steward to say to him, “If you will live on 400/. a
year, and give up another 100/., out of your income of 500/, that will enable you, in a
certain number of years, to get completely rid of your debt.” The party listened to this
good advice, lived on 400/ a-year, and gave up annually 600/ to his steward, in order
to pay his creditor. The first year, let it be assumed, that the steward paid the creditor
100/. Then the debt would be 9,900/.; and therefore the income due to the creditor
would be only 495/. But the party continuing to pay to his steward 600/ per annum, in
the next year the steward paid over 105/, and so from year to year the debt was
diminished, 600/. being still received by the steward. At the end of a certain number
of years, the result was this:— That out of a yearly reserve of 6007, half the debt was
paid off: only 250/. was due to the creditor, and 350/. remained in the hands of the
steward; his master continuing to live on 400/. per annum. At this period, some object
offering to the steward, which he thought might be beneficial to the gentleman, or to
himself, he borrowed 7,000/., and devoted the whole 350/. in his hands, to pay the
interest on that sum. What, then, became of this gentleman’s sinking fund? Originally
he was in debt only 10,000/.; now, he found himself indebted, altogether, 12,0007, so
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that instead of possessing a sinking fund, as he had hoped, he was positively so much
more in debt. He considered that the whole mystery of our sinking fund was, in truth,
just the same. He did believe, in his conscience, that the amount of the national debt
would not have been near so large as it now was, if the sinking fund had been
honourably adhered to. He did believe, that such a disastrous result would not have
been the case, if Mr. Pitt had continued minister. No: he would have provided—as
any other honest or efficient minister would have done—for debts as he contracted
them. In time of war even we should have possessed a sinking fund. But, as he
despaired of ever seeing such a system followed by any minister in that House —as
he despaired of seeing a sinking fund strictly and inviolably sustained—he would give
his hearty support to his hon. friend’s motion, if he would make his proposed
remission of taxes 5,000,000/, instead of 7,000,000/. The latter amount seemed rather
beyond the mark, and therefore he could not vote for it. With respect to the
memorable plan of last year,1 he hoped the right hon. gentleman was not one of those
who could support such an inexplicable mystery. He hoped that the right hon.
gentleman would repel the charge of having contributed to such a delusion. If the
right hon. gentleman really wished to repeal 2,000,000/. of taxes, let him say to the
House that the ministers of the crown, wishing to do so, proposed to take them out of
the sinking fund. The roundabout statements, and the machinery of acts of parliament,
which in recent sessions had been resorted to, were unbecoming the station of the
right hon. gentleman, and unworthy of the government of a great and powerful nation.

Mr. Baring ‘could not help adverting to what he considered a contradiction in the
speech of his hon. friend. His hon. friend said, he was not opposed to the principle of
Mr. Pitt’s sinking fund; but he objected to the preservation of any surplus at all,
because he was sure that somebody would take it away: he was afraid that some
minister or other would take it away; and, therefore, he was resolved to take it away
himself. This reminded him of the Frenchman in some play, who, upon being
appealed to by a lady for his advice, as to the best mode of resisting the advances of
her admirer, replied, that the best way of resisting temptation was to yield to it at
once.’” ‘He should like to know from the hon. member for Portarlington, how, in a
case of emergency, the country could effectively act without a surplus revenue? What
would be the situation of the country, when deprived of credit?” Mr. Baring next
adverted to the plan for an ‘adjustment of property’ which the hon. member for
Portarlington had suggested; ‘he must assert, that however specious in theory, or valid
in abstract calculation,’ it was ‘totally inapplicable to any practical object.’

The motion was negatived.
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NATIONAL DEBT REDUCTION BILL
6 March 1823

On 3 March the Chancellor of the Exchequer moved a series of resolutions
recommending the repeal of the old sinking fund acts and the establishment of a new
sinking fund of 5,000,000..

On 6 March, on the report of the committee upon the bill to give effect to these
resolutions, Mr. Monck observed that the operation of the sinking fund, though it
reduced the capital of the debt, raised the price of stocks, and therefore increased ‘the
real amount of the debt.” ‘The more that was paid, the more we had to pay.’ It would
be better to apply the surplus revenue to the reduction of taxes. ‘In this way, the
Americans at the close of the war, having an expenditure of four millions of dollars
beyond their revenue, raised small loans, till, in the last year, their revenue had
increased so as to enable them to reduce their debt.’

Mr. Ricardo said, it was true that the government of America had borrowed 4,000,000
dollars, and that, by bringing capital from other countries, it had, in fact, improved its
resources. It was also true, that the effect of the sinking fund was at present to raise
prices against ourselves. But this was true of every sinking fund. The question was,
had not the sinking fund reduced the annual charge? It certainly would do so if
correctly applied. A real sinking fund, if properly appropriated, was a great good. To a
fictitious sinking fund he had many objections. But there was a great difference
between the two. A real sinking fund applied to pay off the debt, would raise the price
of stocks, and enable us to borrow on better terms. Many members had no hopes that
a real sinking fund would be preserved. They, therefore, objected to grant a sum for a
purpose, the beneficial effects of which they were never likely to see. His hon. friend,
the member for Taunton,1 had facetiously observed, that because he (Mr. R.) thought
ministers were going to rob the sinking fund, he would willingly take it away
himself.2 It was, he thought, good policy, when his purse was in danger, rather to
spend the money himself than allow it to be taken from him. He did not, he confessed,
think the national purse safe in the hands of ministers. It was too great a temptation to
entrust them with. What he wanted was a real sinking fund, and therefore he
supported the present as far as it was real. But there was every reason to believe it
would become fictitious; for every sinking fund had, in its origin, been real, but had
all been turned into fictitious funds. As to the Annuity bill of last year,3 he hoped the
whole of it would be repealed, and the amount be transferred to the sinking fund. It
had been estimated that 2,000,000/. of those annuities would die off annually. Let this
sum be applied to the purposes of the sinking fund. The hon. member for Taunton
had, on a former evening,4 been severe on him, giving him credit for the ability of his
calculations, but denying that he looked sufficiently at their political and moral
consequences. Now, he claimed the merit of extent in the scope of his views beyond
the hon. member. He felt deep alarm at the heavy amount of the debt, and at the want
of proper means to lighten it. His hon. friend, with his enlarged views, wished for a
sinking fund, not to pay off the debt, but to furnish ministers with the means of going
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to war, in cases of extremity. But, if this fund were to be so appropriated, how was the
debt to be paid off? He would tell his hon. friend, if no means were taken to pay it off,
that he was sleeping on a volcano. He thought a national debt of 800 millions a very
serious evil; and he thought so from the heart-burnings which were occasioned by the
taxes levied to pay it, which in one year affected one interest, and the next year
another interest. Taxation pressed on every interest; and did he not propose to benefit
mankind when he said we ought to endeavour to get rid of the debt? By doing this,
should we not get rid of the expense of collecting taxes? Should we not get rid of the
immorality of smuggling, and of the excise laws? By getting rid of smuggling, should
we not benefit trade? For all the profit of the smuggler was a tax on the whole
community. Neither would it be a trifling benefit, in a constitutional point of view,
that it would deprive ministers of a great deal of patronage. It would also confer great
benefits on our commerce, by putting it in a natural state. At present, from the duties
and restrictions of customs and excise, it was in a most unnatural state. Was this
legislating for men, or for stocks and stones? He had before stated, that he thought a
great effort should be made to get rid of the debt; and he had mentioned a plan which
he thought should be adopted. The hon. and learned member for Winchelseal had
opposed his plan; and had said, that it would throw the whole land of the country into
the hands of pettifogging attorneys; but of this there was no danger. Parliament might
interfere, and give secure titles to the land which was disposed of, without the
interference of pettifogging attorneys. Let it not be said, that he was not aware of the
difficult situation in which the country stood. Nothing else could have induced him to
recommend the measure. He could be quite easy in recommending the measure of a
sinking fund, if they had a different kind of parliament—one that moved in more
direct sympathy with the people. He confessed his fear of the present parliament, and
its disposition to ministerial compliance. His hon. friend1 asked, in case of applying
the sinking fund, what they were to do should a new war break out? If that was the
real view, they should not call it a sinking fund. They might call it a fund for ministers
to divert to particular purposes, but not a sinking fund. But, suppose a new war to
break out, no such thing as a sinking fund ever having been heard of—was his hon.
friend ready to vote a fund prospectively to be at the disposal of ministers, in that
event? Let him say yes, and they would understand each other.2

Mr. Baring said, ‘that, with every respect which he might have for his hon. friend’s
talents and the ingenuity which marked the speech which he had just made, he must
be allowed to say he had never listened to one which led to such—(not to say
absurd— that term would savour of want of courtesy), but so singular a conclusion.
To begin with the plan of paying off a part of the debt, by a new disposition of the
property of the country, he must be allowed to say, that it was the plan of a man who
might calculate well and read deeply, but who had not studied mankind. It was
ingenious in theory, and obvious enough; but not very sound for practice. He did not
pretend to any thing like the reach of intellect possessed by his hon. friend, but he
thought his hon. friend sometimes over-reached himself, and lost sight of man, and of
all practical conclusions.’
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11 March 1823

On the report stage, Mr. Grenfell said that ‘many plans had been devised to pay off,
by one great effort, the national debt, and the crotchet of his hon. friend (Mr. Ricardo)
for accomplishing that great object by a general contribution from all the property of
the country, was the wildest of them all.” Sir H. Parnell expounded his plan for
applying the sinking fund so as to replace the perpetual annuities by long annuities
determinable in a fixed number of years.1

Mr. Ricardo highly approved of his hon. friend’s plan, which, by taking the sinking
fund out of the hands of ministers, would do away his great objection to it; namely, its
liability to be perverted from the purpose for which it was originally intended. His
hon. friend’s proposition of converting what were at present permanent into
determinable annuities, appeared to him to be deserving the serious attention of the
House; and he must say, that he did not think his hon. friend did justice to his own
plan, in stating, that it would liquidate the existing debt in 45 years; for the calculation
on which he had proceeded was made when the 3 per cents were only at 80. The
House might easily conceive how beneficially public credit would be affected, if a
real sinking fund were thus continually operating over the whole extent of the debt.
From the adoption of such a plan, ministers, in the event of any occurrence requiring
an increased expenditure, would not, as heretofore, be enabled to despoil a fund,
which ought to be sacredly appropriated to another purpose; but must come down to
parliament, and otherwise provide for the public exigencies. While he was on his legs,
he would say a few words on what an hon. friend had been pleased to call his
“crotchet” for reducing the national debt by a general contribution of capital. His (Mr.
R.’s) proposition would merely carry further the principle of the income tax. His hon.
friend was quite deceived, if he supposed that he ever contemplated the possibility of
effecting the object he had described at once. On the contrary, the operation might be
extended by numerous instalments over a period of two, three, six or twelve months.
And when the immense benefits which would result from its adoption were
considered, he could not think it so Utopian a scheme as his hon. friend seemed to
imagine it to be.

14 March 1823

On the second reading (13 March) the Chancellor of the Exchequer said that ‘there
was only a surplus of 3,000,000..”, but if the plan of spreading the war pensions over
45 years was carried out, there would remain a clear surplus of 5,000,000/. ‘That
appeared to him a real bonad fide surplus, applicable to the reduction of the debt. It
was that surplus which, by the bill, it was proposed so to apply. In so doing there was
no increase whatever made of the unfunded debt. Nor was there any mystery—any of
what was familiarly called hocus pocus.’

On the third reading (14 March) Mr. H. G. Bennet moved as an amendment that it be
postponed six months. Mr. Baring intimated that if Mr. Bennet’s motion was
negatived, he would move that the sinking fund be limited to three millions. With
respect to the plan of Sir H. Parnell ‘he thought it would not have been a bad one, if it
had been applied to the reduction of the 5 per cents last year; but it could not be
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applied to the 3 per cents without the consent of the holders of stock; which could not
be well calculated upon, because there would be a difficulty of selling the new stock
in the market.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that he felt great delight at the admissions which had at length been
made, as to the real amount of the sinking fund now in the exchequer. That pleasure,
however, was somewhat qualified, by finding that the House was now called upon to
augment this real sum of three millions to the sum of five millions. The chancellor of
the exchequer, a few evenings ago, had said, that he did not think there was any hocus
pocus in his plan. The House, after that declaration, could scarcely expect to be called
on to vote that there was at present a surplus of five millions. An act of parliament
could not create a surplus where it was not. As to the objection which had been made
against the plan of the hon. baronet, that it might not be agreed to by the holders of the
3 per cents, it had much weight. The plan of the hon. baronet did not presume any
such consent. He only proposed, that a trial should be made whether or not the public
would consent to it. He proposed to convert a certain sum, say 50,000,000/. from 3
per cents to 4 per cents. Why should not ministers try the experiment? The public
opinion would thereby be ascertained. They did not want grounds for estimating the
probable event of that plan. There were then long annuities in the market, of which 37
years remained unexpired. Taking them at 4 per cent at 19 years purchase, they would
be worth 75 or 76. If ministers, therefore, could go to market to sell the 4 per cent
annuities at 37 years for 76, they might buy 100/. three per cents at less than 76. It
was said, that we had reduced 24 million of debt since 1816. Any one would imagine,
in the way this was put, that the reduction was the effect of the sinking fund. It was no
such thing. The reduction was occasioned by changing one kind of stock into another.
We thus lessened the capital, but we did not diminish the charge; except to a very
trifling amount. He would prefer being without any sinking fund, to one upon the plan
now proposed; and he was sure, that if we were, public credit would not suffer. He
would therefore support the amendment, 1 and if that were negatived, then he would
support the proposition of his hon. friend (Mr. Baring.)

The House divided on Mr. Bennet’s amendment: Ayes, 59; Noes, 109. The House
again divided on Mr. Baring’s amendment: Ayes, 72; Noes, 100. The bill was then
passed.
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MERCHANT VESSELS APPRENTICESHIP BILL
13 March 1823

Mr. Huskisson moved for leave to bring in a bill enacting that every merchant vessel
should have a number of apprentices in proportion to her tonnage.

Mr. Ricardo wished to know whether the sailors were friendly to the measure. He had
no doubt that their employers were so; because they would be enabled to lower the
rate of wages by increasing the number of apprentices. He thought the navy would not
receive that benefit from it, which seemed to be anticipated. Our sailors would seek
employment in the merchant service of other countries, if the rate of wages was
unduly lowered in their own. Should that be the case, where would gentlemen find
that nursery for the navy, of which they now talked so largely?

[See further, p. 276.]
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MUTINY BILL—FOREIGN RELATIONS
18 March 1823

In the course of the debate Colonel Davies referring to the meeting recently held in
support of Spain] said that it was ‘a cruel mockery’ to inform them that they wished
them success; and then to talk of neutrality.

Mr. Ricardo protested against the inference, with respect to those who had attended
the dinner given to the Spanish minister. He felt a deep sympathy with the Spanish
people; but he was very far from intending, by his attendance at that meeting, to
pledge himself to engage the nation in war. He had no hesitation in declaring his
opinion, that it would be wise in this country to keep out of the war. At any rate, the
House ought to hear what ministers had to say, before it came to a decision on the
subject. Right or wrong, it was not fair to condemn them unheard.
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COAL DUTIES1
21 March 1823

A petition was presented from owners of Collieries at Forest Dean, complaining of the
operation of the Coastwise Duty on Coal, and praying for relief.

Mr. Ricardo said, that this was one of the many cases in which industry was cramped
by a restrictive system of taxation. He understood that Forest Dean was as well able as
any place in its vicinity to supply coals, were it not that it was fettered with duties,
with a view to give a preference to more favoured places. They were daily receiving
petitions upon this subject, and he was glad to find that His Majesty’s Ministers at
length acknowledged the evils of the system. He hoped they would turn their
attention, not only to this, but the many other inconveniences which arose out of the
restrictive system, as the country was entitled to enjoy every benefit which could be
derived from its capital and industry.
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WAREHOUSING BILL
21 March 1823

Mr. Wallace introduced a measure to permit foreign manufactures and produce to be
deposited in British warehouses and taken out for exportation without payment of
duty [cp. above, p. 220].

Mr. Ricardo was of opinion, that the bill was founded on a sound and judicious
principle, and one which ought to prevail throughout our commercial code. The
country was greatly indebted to the right hon. gentleman for his efforts to liberalize
the system of trade. It was impossible to make a law which would not interfere with
the interests of some classes; but the one before the House, while it was calculated to
advance the public welfare, interfered as little as possible with particular interests.

On 2 April the bill was passed.
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MERCHANT VESSELS APPRENTICESHIP BILL
24 March 1823

The report of this bill [cp. above, p. 273] being brought up,

Mr. Ricardo said, he objected altogether to the principle of the bill. He thought it was
a maxim, that no person ought to be controlled in his own arrangements, unless such
control was rendered necessary by paramount political circumstances. Now, no such
necessity could be shown in support of this bill. In his opinion, it would not be more
unjust to enact a law, that every surgeon should take a certain number of apprentices,
to encourage the progress of surgical science, than it would be to pass this bill,
rendering it imperative on the masters of merchant vessels to take a given number of
apprentices, in order to encourage the increase of efficient scamen. He denied that this
bill would cause an addition of one seaman to the number now in the service. So long
as there was employment for seamen, there would be encouragement enough for
them; and when there was not, those who were now here, would resort to foreign
countries for employ. The only effect of the bill would be, to reduce the wages of
seamen; and that alone would render it objectionable. He would move, to leave out
from the word “repealed,” to the end of the bill, his object being, to remove the
compulsory condition for taking a certain number of apprentices from the bill.

The House divided: for Ricardo’s amendment, 6; against it, 85.

List of the Minority
Bennet, hon. H. G.
Grenfell, Pascoe
Smith, Robert
Sykes, D.
Whitmore, W. W.
Wyvill, M.

Tellers

Ricardo, D.

Hume, J.

[See further, p. 282.]
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PETITION FROM MARY ANN CARLILE FOR RELEASE
FROM IMPRISONMENT
26 March 1823

Mr. Hume presented a petition from Mary Ann Carlile, shopwoman of her brother
Richard Carlile; she had been prosecuted by the Society for the Suppression of Vice
for selling a copy of An Appendix to the Theological Works of Thomas Paine and had
been sentenced for blasphemous libel to a year’s imprisonment and a fine of 500/. or
to be imprisoned till that fine was paid. The year of her imprisonment had expired, but
she was kept in gaol from her inability to pay the fine.

Mr. Ricardo trusted that the House would excuse him if he ventured to say a few
words upon this petition. The hon. and learned gentleman who had just sat down, 1
appeared to conceive, that Mary Ann Carlile would have been entitled to some lenity,
had she expressed contrition for her past offences, or had she stated any change to
have taken place in her religious sentiments. Now, they were bound in common
justice, to consider that the petitioner was expressing her own sentiments in the libel
of which she had been found guilty. The demand, therefore, of the attorney-general
was, that she must acknowledge that to be right, which she conscientiously believed
to be wrong, before she could entitle herself to any lenity; or, in other words, that she
must commit an act of the most shameless duplicity, in order to become a proper
object for the mercy of the crown. While upon that subject, he must be permitted to
find fault with a rule that prevailed in the courts of justice. A witness, before he was
examined, was asked whether he believed in a future state: if he replied that he did
not, his oath could not be taken. Supposing that an individual did not believe in a
future state, and by replying that he did not, showed that he was an honest man, he
was put aside as an incompetent witness; whereas, if he belied his belief, and did not
act the part of an honest man, he was considered as a witness worthy of credit. He
contended, that the hon. member for Devonshirel had by no means answered the case
which his hon. friend had made out. His hon. friend had stated, that these prosecutions
had aggravated the very evil which they were instituted to check. The hon. baronet
asserted, that the fact was not so—and how did he prove it? Why, he read a passage
which proved that the sale continued in spite of his prosecutions, and thus confirmed
the very argument which he had intended to refute. Besides, it appeared to him, that
the hon. baronet, in reading the opinions of which he complained so loudly, had not
taken a wise course, to keep them from the knowledge of the public. He fully agreed
with his hon. friend that the prosecutions of the Society for the Suppression of Vice
had done much mischief. Blasphemy was an offence which it was quite impossible to
define. Nobody, in committing it, was aware of what he was offending against. It was
one thing in this country, and another thing in France; indeed, that which was
blasphemy here, was not blasphemy there, and vice versd. Indeed, as the law was now
laid down, the mere disputing the truths of Christianity was an offence; and, therefore,
the moment it was shown that the individual had sold a work reflecting upon them,
that moment he stood convicted. If he said that he believed in what he wrote or sold,
and attempted to state the grounds on which he rested his belief, he was told
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immediately he was aggravating his original offence by repeating it; and being thus
precluded from making a defence, and bound as it were hand and foot, was delivered
over to the vengeance of the prosecutor. The attorney-general found great fault with
his hon. friend for saying, that the jury would never have returned a verdict of guilty
against Mary Ann Carlile if they could have anticipated the punishment that awaited
her; and had argued, that the doctrines which such a sentence inculcated was most
dangerous to the interests of public morality and justice. Now he (Mr. Ricardo) fully
agreed in all that his hon. friend had said upon that subject; and so far from the
doctrine of his hon. friend being new or unheard of, it was a doctrine that was
perpetually influencing the conduct of juries. Juries were constantly taking into their
consideration the consequences that were likely to follow from their verdicts. If not,
why were they so often finding individuals guilty of stealing property under the value
of 40s. when every man was convinced that the property was worth much more?
Why, but because they knew that, if they did not return such a verdict, a punishment
would be inflicted incompatible with the spirit of the times? In forgeries, too, would
any man deny, that the punishment which followed on conviction did not often come
within the contemplation of the jury? [Hear hear!] He should therefore dismiss the
observations of the attorney-general, without any further remark. He must now inform
the House, that after a long and attentive consideration of the question, he had made
up his mind that prosecutions ought never to be instituted for religious opinions. All
religious opinions, however absurd and extravagant, might be conscientiously
believed by some individuals. Why, then, was one man to set up his ideas on the
subject as the criterion from which no other was to be allowed to differ with
impunity? Why was one man to be considered infallible, and all his fellow men as
frail and erring creatures? Such a doctrine ought not to be tolerated: it savoured too
much of the Inquisition to be received as genuine in a free country like England. A
fair and free discussion ought to be allowed on all religious topics. If the arguments
advanced upon them were incorrect and blasphemous, surely they might be put down
by sound argument and good reasoning, without the intervention of force and
punishment. He was convinced that if it had not been for the indiscreet conduct of
certain societies in prosecuting Mr. Carlile and his connexions, that family would
never have acquired the notoriety by which it was at present distinguished. 1
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CROWN DEBTORS—CONTEMPT OF COURT
10 April 1823

Mr. Hume moved for returns of the numbers of persons confined as Crown debtors
and for contempt of Court.

Mr. Ricardo objected to the imposition of a fine by a judge, afterwards to be remitted
by a secretary of state. A judge might as well pass but one sentence—say death—for
all crimes, and leave the government to inflict the quantity of chastisement it thought
fit. The judge who tried the case was the fit person to decide what penalty the
offender should endurel .
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MILITARY AND NAVAL PENSIONS BILL
18 April 1823

On 24 March 1823 the Chancellor of the Exchequer introduced a bill to amend the act
of the previous session [see above, p. 191] so as to allow the trustees to sell their
annuity for a term of years and not merely from year to year, the Bank of England
having now agreed to receive part of the fixed annuity and to pay the pensions for five
and a quarter years.

On the third reading of this bill, on 18 April, Sir J. Newport contended, ‘that this
bargain with the Bank was a direct violation of the statute of William and Mary which
prevented the Bank from becoming a dealer and jobber in public securities.’

Mr. Ricardo did not blame the Bank directors for making as advantageous a bargain
as possible for their constituents. It was, however, an extremely improvident one for
the country. He thought that there was also a constitutional objection to the contract,
founded on the nature of the charter of the Bank, and the manner in which the capital
was made available to the public. It seemed to him highly impolitic, that the Bank
should be allowed to make speculations in the funds. At all events, ministers ought to
have delayed the conclusion of the bargain, until they had laid the papers regarding
the late negotiations upon the table: had they so waited, the bargain might have been
more favourable to the public. He wished to know whether the Bank was to be
allowed to charge for the management of this transaction, as well as for the
management of the public debt.

Mr. Huskisson answered, ‘that the Bank was to be allowed nothing beyond the terms
of the contract which were before the House. He contended, that the bargain was
advantageous for the public, and that the Bank were permitted to deal in public

securities.’

The bill was then passed.
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MERCHANT VESSELS APPRENTICESHIP BILL
18 April 1823

On this bill [cp. above, p. 276] being brought in for the third reading,

Mr. Ricardo opposed the measure, as imposing injurious restrictions on a particular
trade, and interfering with the private rights of the individuals connected with that
trade. The right hon. gentleman opposite was bound to show, that there were some
circumstances in this particular trade which ought to take it out of the general rule. He
had, however, not only failed to do this, but he had failed to prove that the measure
would afford any protection to private seamen. He should therefore move as an
amendment, “That the bill be read a third time that day six months.”

Mr. Huskisson said, ‘the measure had given universal satisfaction to the ship-owners,
and he believed there was scarcely a man in the House, except the hon. member (Mr.

Ricardo) who was not satisfied of its utility.’

Mr. Ricardo withdrew his amendment; and the bill was read a third time and passed.
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LORD JOHN RUSSELL’S MOTION FOR A REFORM OF
PARLIAMENT
24 April 1823

Lord John Russell moved ‘that the present state of the representation of the people in
parliament requires the most serious consideration of this House.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that the arguments of the hon. gentleman who had just sat down1
had been too often repeated, and too often refuted, to have any weight with him on the
present occasion. He would not admit that conclusions hostile to the cause of reform
could be drawn from the practices of past ages; because he denied that the present
generation ought to be bound down by all that had been done by their ancestors. He
thought the present generation possessed not only as much wisdom as any of those
which had preceded it, but a great deal more. The simple question for them to
determine was, whether they would not purify the House, when it was notorious that it
could not be considered, in the fair sense of the words, to represent the people? He
perfectly agreed with all that his noble friend who made the present motion had said,
with reference to the state and condition of the House. He concurred with him in
every one of his representations; but he did not think the remedy he had prescribed
was the most adviseable for the purposes they both wished to accomplish. The
question of reform was naturally divided into three considerations. First, the extension
of the suffrage; secondly, the mode of election; and thirdly, the duration of
parliaments. As to extension of the suffrage, important as he felt that topic to be, and
convinced as he was that it ought to be extended much beyond its present limits, still
the other two points appeared to him to be of deeper interest. In the arrangement of
the suffrages, the whole of the people might be represented, and yet the House might
be composed of persons whose elections had been procured by improper means. It
was for this reason that he was compelled to dissent from his noble friend’s proposal
for transferring a portion of the representatives from close boroughs to extensive
counties. He thought the whole system of election which prevailed at present was
illegal. Of what use was it that the power of choosing its representatives should be
given to the people, unless the free exercise of that right were also secured to them?
He contended, that so long as the influence of the aristocracy possessed, as it did now,
the means of biassing the votes of the people, this House could not be a fair
representation of that people. Let it not be supposed, that he wished to deprive the
aristocracy of that just influence which it derived from its wealth and respectability;
but he thought that it became most pernicious, when it was exercised for the purpose
of influencing elections. Of its practical evil, every person’s own knowledge would
furnish many and ample proofs. How could it be expected, that a man whose means of
procuring a livelihood depended mainly upon the patronage and support of those who
were in a more elevated rank—how could it be expected, for instance, that the inferior
class of tradesmen—should withstand the threats and terrors which might be put into
execution, to prevent them from voting according to their conscience? To look for this
would be to call upon small freeholders for a degree of severe virtue which had no
corresponding example in the higher ranks of society. There was but one method of
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obviating these difficulties; which was by altering the mode of election, and adopting
the ballot instead of open votes. If this were done, they would have a house of
commons which would fairly represent the people.—The other point which he wished
to mention to the House was the necessity of more frequent election. And this he
thought was indisputable; because it was the ready means of ensuring the attention of
the House uniformly to the interests of the people.—There was another point in which
he must dissent from the opinion of his noble friend. His noble friend had argued that
in the event of any parliamentary reform, the House ought to take into their
consideration what were called the vested rights of individuals in boroughs. Now, this
really appeared to him to be a most extraordinary proposition. Could those pretended
rights be considered in the light of property? Could any thing be more contrary to
justice than to propose any compensation for such assumed property? Had not the
people a right to be well governed? And was it to be maintained, that, because a
certain set of persons had, for corrupt purposes, enjoyed the privilege for many years
of preventing the people from being well governed, they should, therefore, be
compensated for the loss of a privilege so unjustifiable.—The right honourable
secretary (Mr. Canning) had, upon a former occasion, 1 stated, that if the House of
Commons should fairly represent the people, it would become too powerful for the
safety of the Crown and the House of Lords. This argument, he (Mr R.) contended,
did not belong to the question; for it was impossible that a House of Commons fairly
constituted should not consult their own interests. If, therefore, such a House should
propose to dismiss the Crown and the House of Lords, it would be because they were
unnecessary to the good government of the country. The right hon. gentleman must,
therefore, abandon this argument, or confess, that a virtuous House of Commons
would be driven to dismiss the Crown and the House of Lords.—It had also been
contended, that if the general principle of his noble friend’s motion were acceded to, a
hundred different plans of reform would start up, and that it would be impossible to
secure any thing like unanimity on the subject. That was not his opinion. He, for one,
was for no alteration in the constitution of the House of Commons, unless that
alteration should render it fully and fairly a representation of the people; and he was
convinced that that was the object which all the friends of parliamentary reform had in
view. The only difference between his noble friend and himself was, that he did not
think the plan proposed by his noble friend would accomplish that object. He believed
that if that plan were adopted, the House would continue to be what it now was—the
representative of the aristocracy of the country, and of the aristocracy only. County
elections were, in his opinion, conducted on no better principles than borough
elections; and he repeated his conviction, that unless the system of ballot were
resorted to, it would be in vain to attempt any reform at all of parliament.—The right
hon. secretary oppositel had argued, when the question was last under consideration,
that the House of Commons, as at present constituted, operated as a check upon the
Crown, and a balance of the power of the other House of Parliament. That he denied.
To make such a proposition good, it must be first shown that the House of Commons
fairly represented the people; otherwise, it was a farce and a mockery to say, that it
operated as a check upon the Crown and a balance of the power of the other House of
Parliament. His opinion was, that at present the government of this country was a
compromise between the aristocracy and the Crown. Instead of the House of
Commons, as at present constituted, being a check upon the people, it was itself
frequently checked by public opinion. But, was that a convenient operation? Was it
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convenient that county and other public meetings should perpetually be called, for the
purpose of affording a check to the proceedings of the House of Commons? Would it
not be much better that the House should really represent the people—that it should
be the organ of public opinion?— The right hon. gentleman, on the occasion to which
he had already alluded, had triumphantly asked, to what period of our history the
reformers would refer as affording the best view of the state of the House of
Commons? For himself, he would answer, to none. He believed the people never had
been better represented. But, were we never to have a good House of Commons,
because we never had had a good one? The people at large now possessed so much
more information than they ever before possessed, that they were entitled to be better
represented in parliament than they had ever before been.—The right hon. gentleman
opposite had allowed, that the proposition might be a beneficial one, but that it was
not the constitution under which we were born. The same argument might be used to
perpetuate every abuse and every evil. It might be said with respect to Ireland, was the
present state of things to be continued in Ireland, because it was the constitution under
which the Irish were born? To hear the right hon. gentleman, it would be supposed
that the friends of reform were proposing the establishment of a republic. But that was
a gratuitous assumption: it was his conclusion, not theirs. The demands of the people
might be easily satisfied. They asked only for that which was perfectly
reasonable—that they might have a voice in the public councils, and the power of
restraining the expenditure of their own money.—He by no means denied the
assertion of the right hon. gentleman, that the aggregate of the House of Commons
contained as much intellectual ability and moral integrity as ever existed in any
similar assembly in the whole world. But then it must be recollected, that all men, in
all situations, acted under the influence of motives. He was persuaded that the conduct
of the very same gentlemen by whom he was then surrounded, if they were really
chosen by the people, and were frequently returned to the people that their merits
might be re-considered, would be extremely different from that which it was at
present. Mr. Pitt, when he was the friend of parliamentary reform, had said, that it was
impossible for an honest man to be minister of this country with such a House of
Commons. He was also of that opinion. He did not say, that the ministers did not
mean to act honestly; but they were obliged to consult men, and to pursue measures,
opposed to the interests of the people. However they might be inclined, they could not
do otherwise; feeling that, owing to the peculiar constitution of the House, they would
be turned out in a week if they should venture to act honestly. That the people were
competent to the task of electing their representatives, the experience of this and of
every other country conclusively showed. The enlightened Montesquieu had said,
“Could we doubt the natural capacity of the people to discern real merit, it would only
be necessary to cast our eyes upon the continued series of surprising elections which
were made by the Athenians and the Romans, which undoubtedly no one could
attribute to hazard. It is well known that although at Rome the people possessed the
right of electing the plebeians to public offices, they never chose to exercise that
power; and that although at Athens, by the law of Aristides, they were allowed to
select the magistrates from every rank of the state, yet the common people, says
Xenophon, never petitioned for such employment as could possibly interfere with
their safety or their glory.”1 These instances might serve to show, that instead of
selecting demagogues and disturbers of the public peace, as was unjustly
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apprehended, the people, if left to the unrestricted exercise of their choice, would act
wisely and prudently.

Mr. Martin, of Galway, opposing the motion said: ‘His honourable friend and
countryman, the member for Portarlington—(Loud laughter and cries of “No”); he
begged pardon, he was sorry he had called the honourable gentleman his countryman,
for he was informed he had never set foot in Ireland. That honourable gentleman had
talked gravely against the influence of the aristocracy, yet, notwithstanding, he did not
believe he could himself mention one of his own constituents, although they did not
amount to more than twelve in all; and it was equally certain, that the honourable
gentleman was either returned by that very aristocracy, whose influence he so loudly
deprecated, or by an interest quite equivalent, and not less cogent.’2

The House divided on the motion: Ayes, 169; Noes, 280. Ricardo was one of the
tellers for the minority.
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SCOTCH LINEN LAWS1
7 May 1823

Mr. Ricardo, in presenting a Petition from the Merchants and Manufacturers of the
Burgh of Arbroath against the present regulation, which imposes a stamp, and inflicts
a tax upon the manufacture of that article, stated, that in the opinion of the Petitioners,
an opinion in which he concurred, this stamping afforded no security whatever as to
the quality of the cloth, but had, in fact, rather an opposite tendency, being thus a
severe and vexatious burthen upon the manufacturer, without the least advantage to
the consumer or the revenue. As such, it ought no longer to be allowed to fetter the
trade. He felt great pleasure in stating that the Board of Trade had taken the same
view of the subject, and that the President of that Board was to bring in a Bill for the
regulation of it, which he (Mr. Ricardo) hoped would meet with no opposition.

Mr. Ricardo then presented a Petition from the Spinners of Linen Yarn in the
neighbourhood of Arbroath, praying that they might be relieved from that vexatious
part of the Linen Laws which subjects their hanks to seizure, even though it be the full
weight stipulated, if one of the hanks either want a few threads, or have a few threads
too many; casualties which, in the making up of yarn spun by machinery, cannot
possibly be always avoided.
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TALLOW1
7 May 1823

Mr. Curwen presented a Petition from the Butchers praying for the imposition of a
duty on foreign tallow.

Mr. Ricardo was not exactly aware of the nature of the measure which the Hon.
Gentleman had in contemplation; but if it was to be similar to that of last year,2 he
had no hesitation in saying, that the remedy would have no other effect than the
imposing of a heavy burthen upon the people of this country without any advantage to
the revenue; and therefore he hoped that the House would deal with it as before.

Sir T. Lethbridge complained that British farmers could not compete with the prices
of tallow imported from Russia.

Mr. Ricardo characterised this as one of the measures which aimed at putting money
into the hands of the landed interest by taking it out of the pockets of the rest of the
people. The landed interest had already too many regulations in their favour. For
instance, the commercial interest had to pay five per cent. upon all property
transferred upon the death of the owner; and this was not required of the landed
interest.
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SPITALFIELDS SILK MANUFACTURE ACTS—PETITION
FOR THE REPEAL THEREOF
9 May 1823

Mr. T. Wilson presented a petition from the silk-manufacturers of London against the
Spitalfields Acts (which empowered the magistrates to fix the wages of the
journeymen silk-manufacturers).

Mr. Ricardo could not help expressing his astonishment that, in the year 1823, those
acts should be existing and in force. They were not merely an interference with the
freedom of trade, but they cramped the freedom of labour itself. Such was their
operation, that a man who was disposed to embark in the trade could not employ his
capital in it in London; and, as it might be inconvenient, in many instances to carry
that capital out of London, the trade was necessarily cramped and fettered.

Mr. Huskisson ‘fully agreed in the propriety of repealing the acts’ and intimated that
he would bring in a bill to that effect.

[See further, p. 295.]
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LAW OF PRINCIPAL AND FACTOR—PETITION FOR AN
ALTERATION THEREOF
12 May 1823

Mr. J. Smith presented a petition from the merchants and bankers of London, praying
for an alteration in the existing law of lien upon goods sent on foreign ventures. Mr.
Baring said, that ‘the great inconvenience felt from the present system was, that
money could not be raised by the hypothecation of goods, because it was not known
to whom they belonged.... If moneywere remitted, the possession passed from the
hands of the principal to the agent, and no lien was created; the same freedom was
sought to be established for the circulation of merchandise.’

Mr. Ricardo] said, he would put the case in this way: suppose an individual employed
him as an agent, to dispose of goods, and that he was dishonestly inclined, and
defrauded his principal; in that case, who ought to be the loser, the man who said, “I
will not pay a single penny without the goods are delivered to me;” or the man who
did not make any inquiry, but lent his money upon mere representations? It was not
desirable that either party should lose; but one must suffer, and the sufferer ought to
be the individual who did not use proper caution.

On 15 May a select committee was appointed to enquire into the question: Ricardo
was a member of the committee.
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IMPORTATION OF TALLOW—PETITION FOR AN
ADDITIONAL DUTY ON
12 May 1823

Sir T. Lethbridge presented a petition from the butchers of Leadenhall-market,
complaining of the glut of Russian tallow in the market, and praying for a further
import duty on that article. He said, ‘that the duty on Russian tallow would fall on the
Russian merchant, and not on the English consumer.’

Mr. Ricardo observed, that the principle advocated by the hon. baronet might be
applied to every foreign commodity. As the hon. baronet had discovered so easy a
way of reducing the national debt, by throwing the burthen of taxation entirely on
foreigners, he ought to become chancellor of the exchequer without delay; for he was
afraid they had never yet found a chancellor of the exchequer who could impose taxes
without inflicting serious burthens on the people.
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BEER DUTIES BILL
12 May 1823

Mr. Denison, in presenting a petition from the table beer and ale brewers of London,
suggested that the tax should be removed from beer and placed on malt. ‘This would
place the poor man and the rich on an equality. At present, the poor man, who could
not brew his beer, paid a tax from which the rich man was exempt.’

Mr. Ricardo could see no reason why the tax should not be imposed on the malt. If
that were done, individuals would be at liberty to brew what quality of beer they
pleased. The hardship was very great on the poor man, who was obliged to purchase
his beer at a high rate from the public brewer; whereas all those who possessed
facilities for brewing were exempted from the burden.

[See further, p. 301.]
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SILK MANUFACTURE BILL
21 May 1823

The Lord Mayor] presented a petition from his constituents, the working silk-weavers
of Sudbury, against the repeal of the Spitalfields Acts.

Mr. Ricardo thought that this petition, coming from a district which was free, and
praying that a restriction might be continued upon another district, was a most
powerful argument in favour of the very measure which it opposed.2

Mr. F. Buxton presented a similar petition from the journeymen silk-weavers of
London; ‘it stated, that the journeymen weavers had derived great benefit from the
effects of the existing laws, of which he thought they were competent judges.” Mr.
Hume vindicated the principles upon which the proposed measure was founded and
said, the petitioners ‘did not understand the operation of those principles to their own
advantage or dis-advantage. They thought, for instance, that the existing law had been
beneficial to them, when it had, in fact, been, for the last forty or fifty years, diverting
the trade to Sudbury and other places.” Mr. F. Buxton ‘admitted, that the petitioners
did not pretend to understand political economy—a science, the principles of which
appeared to change every two or three years.” Mr. Ellice agreed that all restrictions on
trade had probably better be removed. ‘They were, however, proceeding to remove a
law which, as the workmen conceived, afforded them protection, while they allowed
the Combination act, and the act against the emigration of artisans, to remain in
existence, which statutes, as every one knew, operated severely against certain of the
working classes.’

Mr. Ricardo said, in answer to what had fallen from an hon. gentleman, that if they
waited until they could, at one stroke, destroy all restrictions on trade they would
never effect any useful alteration. The hon. member for Weymouthl had observed,
that the petitioners knew nothing about political economy, the principles of which
seemed to change every two or three years. Now, the principles of true political
economy never changed; and those who did not understand that science had better say
nothing about it, but endeavour to give good reasons, if they could find any, for
supporting the existing act. He most assuredly would not utter a word that could be
injurious to the manufacturing classes: all his sympathies were in their favour: he
considered them as a most valuable part of the population, and what he said was
intended for their benefit. But, why should this particular trade come under the
cognizance of the magistrate more than any other? Why should he interfere with this
particular branch of the trade when many other branches of it were not under his
control? The law only applied to the weavers. With respect to all other parties
connected with the trade the magistrate had no jurisdiction whatever. Why should he
have the power to fix the price of labour, more than the price of bread, meat, or beer?
Delay was asked for. Now, he saw no use or advantage in delaying the measure. The
hon. member for Norwich2 called on the House to delay the bill until next session.
But, what reason had he given for the postponement? No one whatever. He merely
said, “I think the existing measure is a very bad one for the workmen, but there is an
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extraordinary prejudice in its favour amongst the weavers, and therefore I would
delay the measure until that prejudice is removed.” Why, at the end of the next
session they would be in exactly the same state as at present; the prejudice would be
found to exist as strongly as before. He therefore hoped that his right hon. friend
would proceed with the measure, and refuse any application for delay.

[See further, p. 306.]
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EAST AND WEST INDIA SUGARS
22 May 1823

Mr. W. Whitmore moved that a select committee be appointed with a view to
equalising the duties on sugar (at present an extra duty of 10s. to 15s. was payable on
sugar from the East, above that which was payable on sugar from the West Indies).
Mr. C. Ellis, opposing the motion, said that ‘the protection extended to the West-India
colonists had been conceded as a compensation for restrictions to which the East-
India interest was not subject. If it were not a formal charter, it was an absolute
compact with the consideration of value received, and not less valid than positive
law.” Mr. Robertson contended that the consumer was benefitted by the present state
of things; owing to the incapacity of the East Indies under their wretched system of
slavery, and the destruction caused by the white ants, ‘it would be impossible ever to
make the growth of sugar in the East Indies sufficiently productive.’

Mr. Ricardo congratulated the House upon the comfortable information contained in
the speech of the hon. member who had spoken last, and who had shown, that, what
with the white ants and other difficulties, it would be impossible for the East-India
planters ever to compete with those of the West-India colonies. The inference from
which was, that there was nothing to fear from allowing them the advantage required.
On this occasion he would take the liberty of quoting a speech of the hon. member for
Sandwich (Mr. Marryat) in 1809, which was marked throughout by its strict
adherence to the true principles of political economy. In that speech, the hon. member
had contended for the policy of admitting the conquered colonies to an equal
participation in the trade with the other colonies of England. The question at that time
was, whether the colony of Martinique should be allowed to send its sugars to the
British market on the same terms as the other colonies, and the hon. member had then
clearly shown, by a train of the soundest reasoning, that the price of sugar on the
continent regulating the price in this country, it could be no disadvantage to us that the
sugar of Martinique should be sent here.1 Here the hon. member read the passage of
the speech to which he had alluded. He then went on to contend, that the same
argument (substituting the East Indies for Martinique) would apply to the question
before the House. The sugars of the East Indies would not exclude those of the West.
He would maintain, that there ought to be no restrictions on the imports of any of our
colonies—that it would be an injury, as well to the colonies as to the mother country,
and that therefore we ought to get rid of them altogether. It should also be recollected,
that if the proposed measure gave advantages to the East-India trade which it did not
possess before, there were disadvantages under which that trade still laboured, which
went to counterbalance them. An hon. member had talked of our compact with the
West Indies. He would say, in reply, that if any compact existed, by which the
industry, either of the colonies or of the mother country, was rendered less productive,
the sooner it was got rid of the better. The argument of the hon. member for Dumfries
(Mr. K. Douglas) was quite inconclusive, in supposing that we should lose a great
portion of the revenue derived from our West-India produce. He did not think the
proposed measure would have any such effect, or that we should have the produce of
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either the West or East Indies at half their present price. He wished that could be
proved; because it would render the proposition still more desirable. But he thought it
was absurd to maintain, that because our West-India planters had a large capital
embarked in the trade, we were therefore bound to take sugars from them at double
the price which we could get them for elsewhere. Such an effect would not, however,
be the result of the proposed alteration. East or West-India sugars would not be much
lowered by it; but we should have this advantage from it, which would be most
desirable—it would prevent sugars from rising above their value. Some gentlemen
were alarmed at the idea of exporting bullion to India. For himself, he did not object
to it; for bullion could not be acquired without the employment of our industry, and if
a duty was levied in one case as well as in the other, it was clear that we should not
lose any part of our revenue. With respect to the employment of our ships and sailors,
it was natural to conclude, that as the East Indies were further off than the West, the
proposed alteration would employ more rather than fewer. As to the duty on East
India sugar, it was, by their own confession, of recent date, not having been
introduced until 1814. What then, became of the ground of long possession? With
respect to the effect the measure recommended would produce on the negro
population, he did not see any grounds for supposing that it would be injurious. In the
first place, he did not believe that we should import East-India sugar to any very
considerable amount. But even were the competition to interfere with the sale of the
produce of the West Indies, the condition of the slaves, if not improved, would not be
injured by the change; inasmuch as the capital now employed in the production of
sugar, would, under such circumstances, be converted to the growth of a more
beneficial, because a more remunerating commodity. In the speech of the hon.
member for Sandwich, to which he before alluded, there was a most extraordinary
observation. It the more surprised him, as it was irreconcileable with the sound views
entertained by the hon. member. In the speech, however, it was stated, that the price
of any commodity did not depend on the cost of cultivation, but on the relation of the
supply to the demand. Now, nothing was more unsound. In all cases, the cost of
cultivation was sure to regulate the price which any commodity must bear in the
markets of the world. As, therefore, the cost of production was acknowledged to be
less in the East Indies in the production of sugar, the price of that article in the
markets of the world must in the long run be regulated by that cost. There was another
observation which was worthy of remark. The hon. members acknowledged, that the
greatest advantage would attend a free trade; but, said they, “it is not a free trade, but
a participation in the monopoly that the East-India advocates demand.” Granted. He
would accede to their object; though at the same time, he was prepared to go to a
much greater extent. He was ready to allow a free trade on sugar from all parts of the
world where that commodity was grown. He would allow a competition not alone of
East-India sugar, but of the sugars of South America, Cuba, Brazils, and China. And
so would the hon. member for Sandwich, provided he was allowed to import the
sugars of the West Indies with the lower rate of duties. It was, however, of those
duties which prohibited all competition, that he (Mr. R.) complained; and, with the
hope of modifying the evil, he would give his support to the motion.

Mr. Marryat said, ‘it was extremely amusing to hear hon. members, proprietors of
East-India stock, declaiming in that House on the advantages of a free trade, at the
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very moment that they themselves were interested in one of the most outrageous
monopolies that ever existed in any country in the world.’

Mr. Ricardo, in explanation, observed, that he had never possessed a shilling more
than 1000/. East-India stock, and never given a vote in favour of monopoly in his life.

Mr. Huskisson ‘agreed with the hon. member for Portarlington that, considering the
question abstractly, and without reference to the state of things which had grown out
of the colonial policy of this country for the last century—the only point worthy of
notice was, where, as consumers, could we get our sugars at the cheapest rate? But, he
denied that the question ought to be so abstractly considered’, and opposed the
motion.

The House divided on Mr. Whitmore’s motion: Ayes, 34. Noes, 161. Ricardo voted
for the motion.
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MALT AND BEER TAX
28 May 1823

Mr. Maberly moved ‘That a select committee be appointed to inquire into the present
mode of taxing malt and beer separately, and whether it would not be expedient to
collect the same amount on malt alone’ [cp. above, p. 294]. The Chancellor of the
Exchequer opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo thought, that his hon. friend, the mover, had shown the tax on beer to be
unequal, and that one class was exempted from it, while another was obliged to pay.
He had shown, also, that the diminution in the expense of collecting this tax would
assist the revenue. The hon. member regretted that this had been made a question
between the agricultural and other classes; but, even if it were true that the tax had an
unequal operation, in this respect also the sooner it was equalized the better. If the
duty paid ought to attach on all persons consuming beer, it ought to attach equally.
The motion should have his hearty support, because it went to accomplish that object.

The House divided: Ayes, 27. Noes, 119. Ricardo voted for the motion.
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WAGES OF MANUFACTURERS—USE OF MACHINERY
30 May 1823

Mr. Attwood presented a petition from the manual weavers of Stockport, complaining
of the extremely low rate of wages: ‘they complained also of certain improvements in
machinery, the effect of which had been to reduce the quantity of employment of
those who wove by hand, and which threatened to leave a large population without
any means whatever of support.” Mr. Philips contended ‘that no means were so
effectual for the benefit of the manufacturing class, as the introduction of machinery;
and if parliament were foolish enough to comply with the prayer of those who wished
to discourage machinery, they would inflict the greatest possible injury on the public,
and especially on the petitioners themselves.” Mr. H. G. Bennet said, ‘a very useful
publication on the subject of machinery, written by Mr. Cobbett, had been extensively
circulated throughout the manufacturing counties, and would, he hoped, effect a
change of opinion no less extensive.’ 1

Mr. Ricardo said, that much information might, undoubtedly, be derived from Mr.
Cobbett’s publication, because that writer explained the use of machinery in such a
way as to render the subject perfectly clear. He was not, however, altogether satisfied
with the reasoning contained in that pamphlet; because it was evident, that the
extensive use of machinery, by throwing a large portion of labour into the market,
while, on the other hand, there might not be a corresponding increase of demand for
it, must, in some degree, operate prejudicially to the working classes. But still he
would not tolerate any law to prevent the use of machinery. The question was,—if
they gave up a system which enabled them to undersell in the foreign market, would
other nations refrain from pursuing it? Certainly not. They were therefore bound, for
their own interest, to continue it. Gentlemen ought, however, to inculcate this truth on
the minds of the working classes—that the value of labour, like the value of other
things, depended on the relative proportion of supply and demand. If the supply of
labour were greater than could be employed, then the people must be miserable. But
the people had the remedy in their own hands. A little forethought, a little prudence
(which probably they would exert, if they were not made such machines of by the
poorlaws), a little of that caution which the better educated felt it necessary to use,
would enable them to improve their situation.

Mr. Philips instanced the fact, that the wages of the artisan were more liberal where
machinery was used than where it was not used, as a proof that its introduction was
not hurtful to the weaver.

Mr. Ricardo said, his proposition was, not that the use of machinery was prejudicial to
persons employed in one particular manufacture, but to the working classes generally.
It was the means of throwing additional labour into the market, and thus the demand
for labour, generally, was diminished.
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IRISH TITHES COMPOSITION BILL
30 May 1823

This measure (which had been introduced by Mr. Goulburn, chief secretary for
Ireland, on 6 March) ‘proceeded upon the principle of endeavouring to effect a
voluntary agreement between the owners and the payers of tithes.’

Mr. Ricardo observed that, by the present bill, land improved within the last 21 years
was not to be tithable for such improvement; but as an adjustment was to take place
every year, suppose a man possessed of poor land, to improve that land within one
year after the passing this bill, he would become liable to pay upon his improved land,
while his neighbour, having been so fortunate as to improve a year sooner, would be
liable to no such burthen. This would be to give one person a preference, ruinous in its
effect, to another. The bill might be favourable to Ireland, but it would be most
injurious to the English agriculturist, as it would enable the Irish grower to grow corn
cheap, and he might glut the English market, to the ruin of the English grower, unless
a protecting duty was imposed on Irish corn.1

Mr. Goulburn said, ‘the argument just introduced by the hon. member for
Portarlington, was one quite beside the present question; though it would apply to any
measure introduced with a view of assisting agriculture in any part of the empire....
Howwould the hon. gentleman reconcile his proposition with the various instances
which existed in Yorkshire and Lincolnshire, in particular, of parishes relieved from
the operation of the tithe system by special acts of parliament. According to the hon.
gentleman’s doctrine, we must have Custom-houses erected on the borders of those
counties, and countervailing duties imposed, to keep up this beautiful system of
equilibrium of price.’
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RECIPROCITY OF DUTIES
6 June 1823

Mr. Huskisson (President of the Board of Trade) moved two resolutions authorising
his majesty, by order in council, to declare that the importation or exportation of
merchandise in foreign vessels might take place upon payment of the same duties as
were payable on similar merchandise carried in British vessels, from or to countries
which allowed reciprocal conditions; and granting powers of retaliation. This, he said,
‘was an entire departure from the principles which had hitherto governed our foreign
commerce.... It had for a long time, indeed from thepassing of the Navigation act,
been our policy to impose upon cargoes, brought in foreign vessels, higher duties than
those imported in British bottoms’; that policy was becoming impossible, owing to
retaliatory action taken by foreign countries.

Mr. Ricardo said, that the country was much indebted to his right hon. friend (Mr.
Huskisson) for the enlightened views he had taken, and the measures he had brought
forward, to improve the commerce of the country. Parliament had, at length, begun to
find out, that restrictions on commerce were restrictions, not on other countries, but
on ourselves. It certainly was a question of policy whether England should take off
the duties without receiving reciprocal advantage from foreign powers; but, if foreign
powers recognised the same liberal principle, there could be no doubt that the
advantage to England would be double the advantage which any other country could
derive from the regulation. An hon. member had said, that it would be to his personal
advantage to second the principles laid down, but that personal benefits ought to be
sacrificed for the good of the navy. Now, with respect to the navy, he had no
apprehension whatever. The state of that navy, the facility for building ships, the
superiority of this country in that branch of art, the great capital and enterprise of the
people, were so many securities, that the navy would not fall into decay. He hoped
soon to see Canada deprived of the preference which she enjoyed in the timber trade,
and placed, in that respect, upon the same footing as Norway and Sweden.

The resolutions were agreed to.
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SILK MANUFACTURE BILL
9 June 1823

On the report of the bill for the repeal of the Spitalfields acts Mr. F. Buxton moved
that it be referred to a select committee, so that the petitioners against the measure
[see above, p. 295] might prove their case by evidence. ‘It was indeed objected to the
petitioners, that the bill did not rest upon disputed facts, but rested on admitted
principles of political economy; but, ... it was rather hard to say to these poor people,
that they should lose their bread by principles of political economy.... The
petitionersalso begged humbly to represent, that they had seen the greatest
fluctuations, as to what the “soundest principles of political economy” were. And
indeed the House must know, that certain principles of political economy were acted
upon some fifty years ago, and which were then undoubted, until Adam Smith gained
great credit by overturning them; and recently they had heard his hon. friend, the
member for Portarlington (Mr. Ricardo), combat the doctrines of Adam Smith in
many particulars, with a clearness and force which had certainly persuaded him (Mr.
F. Buxton) of his hon. friend’s correctness. The petitioners therefore, were certainly
entitled to ask, what security there was, that some future system of political economy
would not overturn the system of his hon. friend, which had overturned the system of
Adam Smith, who, in his day, had overturned the system of those who had gone
before him?’ Mr. Huskisson opposed the inquiry. Mr. Bright supported it and asked,
‘ought the House to refuse it merely because some persons talked largely about the
principles of political economy?’

Mr. Ricardo was as anxious for inquiry as any member, in cases where it was at all
necessary; but, admitting all that the opponents of this bill stated they could prove, it
would not change his opinion. If these acts were indeed so beneficial, they ought to be
adopted all over the country, and applied to every branch of manufacture; but the
question was, whether labour should or should not be free? The quantity of work must
depend upon the extent of demand; and if the demand was great, the number of
persons employed would be in proportion. If these acts were repealed, no doubt the
number of weavers employed in London would be greater than at present. They might
not, indeed, receive such high wages; but it was improper that those wages should be
artificially kept up by the interference of a magistrate. If a manufacturer was obliged
to use a certain quantity of labour, he ought to obtain it at a fair price. It had been said,
that the weavers of Spital-fields received very little from the poor-rates. True. And
why? Because there was so little to be distributed among them. Very little could be
raised in the parish; and sometimes, when great distress prevailed, resort had actually
been had to government, for large sums for the relief of the poor. An hon. member for
Bristol] had talked about political economy; but the words “political economy” had,
of late, become terms of ridicule and reproach. They were used as a substitute for an
argument, and had been so used by the hon. member for Wey-mouth.2 Upon every
view which he could take of the subject, the bill would be beneficial both to the
manufacturers and the workmen.
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The House divided: For the Committee, 60. Against it, 68.

11 June 1823

Mr. Huskisson having moved the third reading of the bill,

Mr. Ricardo contended, that the effect of the existing law was, to diminish the
quantity of labour, and that, though the rate of wages was high,1 the workmen had so
little to do, that their wages were, in point of fact, lower than they would be under the
proposed alteration of the law. He could not bear to hear it said that they were
legislating to the injury of the working classes. He would not stand up in support of
the measure, if he thought for one moment that it had any such tendency. The existing
law was more injurious to the workmen than to their employers; because, at periods
when the trade was brisk, it empowered the magistrates to interfere, and prevent their
wages from rising as much as they would if the law imposed no shackles on the
regulations of the trade. He was in possession of a number of cases, in which the
decision of the magistrates had been resisted, either by the workmen or their masters,
where counsel had been employed, and the masters had at length given up the dispute
rather than incur the trouble and expense of continuing it. He was perfectly satisfied
that, if the present bill should pass, there would be a much greater quantity of work
for the weavers in London than there was at present. With respect to wages, he was
persuaded, that, in all the common branches of the manufacture, they would not fall;
for at the present moment they were as high in the country, with reference to those
branches, as they were in London.

The House divided: For the third reading, 53; Against it, 40. The bill was then passed.

On 18 July, when the amended bill came back from the Lords, Mr. Huskisson
declared that ‘it now came down in so altered a state and with so many of the old
regulations unrepealed, that, in his view of the subject, it would neither conduce to the
public interest, nor be consistent with his duty, to proceed further with it at present.’ 1
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MR. WESTERN’S MOTION RESPECTING THE
RESUMPTION OF CASH PAYMENTS
11 June 1823

Mr. Western (the member for Essex) moved ‘That a committee be appointed to take
into consideration the changes that have been made in the value of the currency
between the year 1793 and the present time, and the consequences produced thereby
upon the money-income of the country derived from its industry; the amount of the
public debt and taxes considered relatively to the money-income of the country; and
the effect of such changes of the currency upon the money-contracts between
individuals.’

Mr. Ricardo* observed, that the hon. member for Essex, and all those who took his
view of the subject, laid down very sound principles, but drew from them conclusions
which were altogether untenable. No one doubted, that, in proportion as the quantity
of money in a country increased, commerce and transactions remaining the same, its
value must fall. No one questioned, that the change from a depreciated to a metallic
currency of increased value must have the effect of reducing its quantity, and of
lowering the price of all commodities brought to market. These were principles which
he had himself on various occasions asserted; but the difference between him and the
hon. member for Essex, was, as to the degree in which the value of our currency had
been increased, and the degree in which prices generally had been diminished by the
bill (called Mr. Peel’s Bill) of 1819. It was from seeing the evils which resulted from
a currency without any fixed standard, that he had given his best support to that bill.
What he sought was, to guard against the many and the severe mischiefs of a
fluctuating currency; fluctuating, not according to the variations in the value of the
standard itself, from which no currency could be exempted, but fluctuating according
to the caprice or interest of a company of merchants, who, before the passing of that
bill, had the power to increase or diminish the amount of money, and consequently to
alter the value, whenever they thought proper. It was from seeing the immense power
which the Bank, prior to 1819, possessed—a power, which he believed that body had
been inclined to exercise fairly, but which had not been always judiciously exercised,
and which might have been so used as to have become formidable to the interests of
the country—it was from the view which he took of the extent of that power of the
Bank, that he had rejoiced, in 1819, in the prospect of a fixed currency. He had cared
little, comparatively, what the standard established]1 was—whether it continued at its
then value, or went back to the old standard: his object had been, a fixed standard of
some description or other. In the discussions of 1819, he certainly had said, that he
measured the depreciation of the then currency, by the difference of value between
paper and gold; and he held to that opinion still. He maintained now, that the
depreciation of a currency could only be measured by a reference to the proper
standard—that was, to gold; but he did not say, that the standard itself was not
variable. The hon. gentleman, and those who supported his opinions, were always
confounding the terms “depreciation,” and “value.” A currency might be depreciated,
without falling in value; it might fall in value, without being depreciated, because
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depreciation is estimated only by reference to a standard. He had undoubtedly given
an opinion in 1819, that, by the measure then proposed, the prices of commodities
would not be altered more than 5 per cent;1 but, let it be explained under what
circumstances that opinion had been given. The difference in 1819, between paper
and gold, was 5 per cent, and the paper being brought, by the bill of 1819, up to the
gold standard, he had considered that, as the value of the currency was only altered 5
per cent, there could be no greater variation than 5 per cent, in the result as to prices.
But this calculation had always been subject to a supposition, that no change was to
take place in the value of gold. Mr. Peel’s bill, as originally constituted, led the way to
no such change. That bill did not require the Bank to provide itself with any additional
stock of gold till 1823. It was not a bill demanding that coin should be thrown into
circulation, till after the expiration of four years and a half; and before that period, if
the system worked well, of which there could be no doubt, parliament could, and in
all probability would, have deferred coin payments to a considerably later time. It was
a bill by which, if they had followed it strictly, the Bank would have been enabled to
carry on the currency of the country in paper, without using an ounce more of gold
than was then in their possession.

Gentlemen forgot that, by that bill, the Bank was prohibited from paying their notes in
specie, and were required only to pay them in ingots on demand; ingots which nobody
wanted, for no one could use them beneficially. The charge against him was, that he
had not foreseen the alteration in the value of the standard, to which, by the bill, the
paper money was required to conform. No doubt, gold had altered in value; and why?
Why, because the Bank, from the moment of the passing of the bill in 1819, set their
faces against the due execution of it. Instead of doing nothing, they carried their
ingots, which the public might have demanded of them, to the Mint, to be coined into
specie, which the public could not demand of them, and which they could not pay if it
did. Instead of maintaining an amount of paper money in circulation, which should
keep the exchanges at par, they so limited the quantity as to cause an unprecedented
influx of the precious metals, which they eagerly bought and coined into money. By
their measures they occasioned a demand for gold, which was, in no way, necessarily
consequent upon the bill of 1819; and so raising the value of gold in the general
market of the world, they changed the value of the standard with reference to which
our currency had been calculated, in a manner which had not been presumed upon.

This, then, was the error which he (Mr. Ricardo) had been guilty of: he had not
foreseen these unnecessary, and, as he must add, mischievous operations of the Bank.
Fully allowing, as he did, for the effect thus produced on the value of gold, it
remained to consider what that effect really had been. The hon. member for Essex
estimated it at 30 per cent; he (Mr. Ricardo) calculated it at 5 per cent; and he was
therefore now ready to admit, that Mr. Peel’s bill had raised the value of the currency
10 per cent. By increasing the value of gold 5 per cent, it had become necessary to
raise the value of paper 10 per cent, instead of 5 per cent, to make it conform to the
enhanced value of gold. To estimate what the effect of this demand for gold had had
upon its value in the general market of the world, he contended, that we should
compare the quantity actually purchased, with the whole quantity used in the different
currencies of the world; and he was satisfied that, on such a principle of calculation, 5
per cent would be found to be an ample allowance for the effect of such purchases.
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But the hon. member for Essex had said nothing of all this. He merely came down to
the House and said, “My proof that there has been an alteration of 30 per cent in the
value of money is, that there is a change to that amount in the price of wheat, and of
various other commodities.” Every alteration, under every circumstance, in the price
of commodities might so be solved, without the trouble of inquiry, by reference to the
value of gold. If this argument were good for any thing now, it was good for all times;
and we never had had any variations in the value of commodities: the variations in
price, which had often occurred, were to be attributed to no other cause but to the
alteration in the value of money.

But, suppose the calculation of the hon. member to be correct, and that all the
alteration which had taken place in the price of corn had been owing to the alteration
in the value of money, he (Mr. Ricardo) should ask him, whether, even in that case,
the agricultural interest had suffered any injustice? It was not pretended, that money
was now of a higher value than it was previous to the Bank Restriction bill, nor corn
at a lower price. The favourite argument was, that they, the landed interest, had to pay
the interest of the debt in a medium of a different value from that in which it had been
contracted, and therefore, that they actually pay 30 per cent more than they would
have paid, if money had never altered in value. He (Mr. Ricardo) had once before
endeavoured to show the fallacy of this argument,1 and had attempted to prove, that
the payers of taxes actually paid no more now, than they would have paid, if we had
had the wisdom never to depart from the sound principles of currency; and that the
stock-holders, taking them as a class, receive no more than what is justly due to them.
The hon. member would lead the House to believe, that the whole of our immense
debt was contracted in a depreciated currency; but the fact was, that nearly five
hundred millions of that debt was contracted before the currency had suffered any
depreciation; and the rest of the debt had been contracted in currency depreciated in
various degrees. Mr. Mushett had been at the trouble of making very minute
calculations on this subject,1 and had proved, that the loss to the stock-holders, from
receiving their dividends in a depreciated currency for twenty years, on the stock
contracted for in a sound currency, would amount to a sum sufficiently large to buy a
perpetual annuity, equal to the additional value of the dividends paid on the three
hundred millions of debt contracted for in the depreciated currency. He should be glad
to hear an answer given to this statement. For his own part, it did appear to him, that
the success of the present motion would not benefit the landed interest a jot: because
the motion asked for an examination as to the changes from the year 1793 to the
present moment; and, as it must be admitted, that the landed interest had derived vast
advantages from the depreciation between the years 1800 and 1819, the present
motion compelling them to make due allowance for the benefits they had acquired
during those years, would take from them an amount equal to that which they had lost
by the subsequent change.

The hon. member for Essex said, that the currency had altered 30 per cent in value;
but his chief proof rested on the altered price of corn. The true cause of the greater
part of this alteration was, not the change in the currency, but the abundance of the
supply. The stimulus to agriculture had been great during the war, and we were now
suffering from a re-action, operating at the same time with the effect of two or three
abundant crops. Could the agricultural interest be ruined by an alteration in the value
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of money, without its affecting, in the same manner, the manufacturing and
commercial interests of the country? If corn fell 30 per cent from an alteration in the
value of money, must not all other commodities fall in something like the same
proportion? But, had they so fallen? Was the manufacturing interest so distressed?
Quite the contrary. Every thing was flourishing, but agriculture. The legacy duty, the
probate duty, the advalorem duty on stamps, were all on the increase; and certainly, if
a raised value of money had lessened the value of property, less might be expected to
be paid generally upon transfers of property. The state of the revenue was to him (Mr.
Ricardo) a satisfactory proof, if every other were wanting, of the erroneous
conclusions of the hon. gentleman.

The hon. member for Essex had asked, if any man would say, that under the present
system of currency the country could bear the expenses of a war? would any man say
now, that the country could pay, as it did in the former war, eighty-four millions per
annum? Now, this question was not put quite fairly; because, as the hon. member
contended, that our currency was increased in value 30 per cent, he ought to ask,
whether we could now afford to pay sixty millions per annum for a war, as we paid
eighty-four millions formerly? He (Mr. Ricardo) would answer, that the country
would be able to pay just as much real value under the existing system, as under any
system of the hon. member for Essex’s recommendation; for he thought, that a change
in the value of her currency could have no effect at all upon the powers of a country.
An unrestricted paper currency created a new distribution of property. It transferred
wealth from the pockets of one man to whom it really belonged, to the pockets of
another who was in no way entitled to it; but it imparted no strength to a country.

Agreeing as he did most sincerely, with almost all the opinions of his right hon.
friend, the president of the Board of Trade (Mr. Huskisson) on this subject, he still
considered, that his right hon. friend had given too much currency to the opinion, that
an unrestricted paper issue enabled us to meet with increased strength the public
enemy. It was not useful to war—it was most injurious in peace—and could not again
be put under control, without the grossest injustice to a great portion of the
community. We had happily recovered from those effects; and he sincerely trusted,
that the country would never again be subjected to a similar calamity.

It was singular, that the objection against the restoration of our currency from a
depreciation of 5 per cent in a period of four years, should have come from the hon.
member for Essex, who, in 1811, saw no danger in restoring it from its depreciated
state of 15 per cent in a single day. The House might recollect that, in 1811, a bill had
been brought in, to make paper money equivalent to a legal tender, in consequence of
lord King having, most justly, demanded the payment of his rents in the coin of the
realm, according to the value of the currency at the time the leases were granted.
Suppose that bill had been thrown out, agreeably to the views of the hon. gentleman,
who in a speech strenuously opposed the bill,1 and that the law had taken its course,
and that creditors had been defended, in demanding their payments in coin—what
would have been the result in that case? Would not the ounce of gold have fallen the
very next day from 4/. 10s. to 3/. 17s. 10%4d.? Would there have been no
inconvenience in an enhancement in the value of the currency to that amount? or was
the hon. gentleman prepared to say, that a rise in the value of paper of 15 per cent in
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one day, in 1811, would have been harmless, but that it would be ruinous to raise it to
the amount of 5 per cent only, in a period of four years from 1819?

The hon. member for Essex had not dealt quite fairly by him (Mr. Ricardo) in a
pamphlet which he had recently published.1 In speaking of Mr. Peel’s bill, he
acquitted his majesty’s ministers of any intention of plunging the country into the
difficulties which he thought that bill had caused: he paid a compliment to their
integrity, by supposing them ignorant: but not so to him (Mr. Ricardo). Without
naming him, the hon. gentleman alluded to him and his opinion, in a way that no one
could mistake the person meant, and said, that it required the utmost extent of charity
to believe, that in the advice he had given he was not influenced by interested
motives. The hon. gentleman would have acted a more manly part, if he had explicitly
and boldly made his charge, and openly mentioned his name. He (Mr. Ricardo) did
not pretend to be more exempted from the weaknesses and errors of human nature
than other men, but he could assure the House and the hon. member for Essex, that it
would puzzle a good accountant to make out on which side his interest predominated.
He (Mr. R.) would find it difficult himself, from the different kinds of property which
he possessed (no part funded property), to determine the question. But, by whom was
this effort of charity found so difficult? By the hon. gentleman, whose interest in this
question could not, for one moment be doubted—whose whole property consisted of
land—and who would greatly benefit by any measure which should lessen the value
of money. He imputed no bad motive to the hon. gentleman. He believed he would
perform his duty as well as most men, even when it was opposed to his interest; but he
asked the hon. gentleman to state, on what grounds he inferred, that he (Mr. Ricardo)
should, under similar circumstances, be wanting in his.

I beg particularly (continued Mr. Ricardo) to call the attention of the House, to the
opinions which I have given on the cause of our recent difficulties, and which the hon.
member for Essex now reprobates; as I think that, for every one of those opinions, I
can appeal to an authority which the hon. gentleman will be the last to question—for
it is to his own. I contend, that the present low price of corn is mainly owing to an
excess of supply, and not to an alteration in the value of the currency. What said the
hon. gentleman in this House, in the year 1816, when corn had fallen considerably,
and when the causes of that fall was the subject of discussion? “The first and obvious
cause, | say, has been a redundant supply beyond the demand, and that created chiefly
by the produce of our own agriculture. Permit me, Sir, here to call to the recollection
of the House the effect of a small surplus or deficit of supply above or below the
demand of the market. It is perfectly well known, that if there is a small deficiency of
supply, the price will rise in a ratio far beyond any proportion of such deficiency: the
effect, indeed, is almost incalculable. So likewise on a surplus of supply beyond
demand, the price will fall in a ratio exceeding almost tenfold the amount of such
surplus. Corn being an article of prime necessity, is peculiarly liable to such
variations: upon a deficit of supply the price is further advanced by alarm; and upon a
surplus, it is further diminished by the difficulty the growers have in contracting the
amount of their growth, compared to the means which other manufacturers have of
limiting the amount of their manufacture.”1
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Now, I would ask the House in what these sentiments differ from those which I have
had the honour of supporting in this House, and which the hon. gentleman now thinks
so reprehensible? But further, the hon. gentleman contended, in the speech alluded to,
that the diminution which at that time had taken place in the amount of the circulating
medium was not in any way the cause of the fall in the price of corn, but on the
contrary it was the fall in the price of corn which was the cause of the diminution of
the quantity of the circulating medium—*1 say” (continued he) “there is nothing
which will prevent it” (corn) “so falling, nor are there any means to force a re-issue of
this paper currency which has thus vanished in a moment: nothing but a revival of the
value on which it was founded can accomplish the object.”

On this point, I rather agree with the hon. gentleman’s present opinions, than with his
former ones, that there are means of forcing a re-issue of paper, and of raising the
price of corn; but I trust that we shall not have recourse to them. The hon. gentleman
proceeds to say—“Now, Sir, let us turn from the contemplation of this gloomy
picture, and consider what prospect there is of remedy, or what means we have of
affording relief. If [ am right in attributing the primary cause of all these calamities to
the effects of a surplus in the market beyond the demand, the remedy must be found
in taking off that surplus; or it will remedy itself in a short time by a reduction of
supply. The danger is, that the 11 June 1823 present abundant supply should be
converted into an alarming deficiency.” The hon. gentleman goes on to say, that it is
impossible, for any length of time, for the price of corn to be below a remunerating
price, and that it is possible for the harvest to be so abundant as to produce loss
instead of advantage to the grower. These were the opinions which he (Mr. Ricardo)
held on this subject, and which he had at various times, though with much less ability,
attempted to support in that House. If he had learned them from the hon. member, it
was very extraordinary that at the moment he adopted them the hon. member should
turn round and reproach him for conforming to his sentiments.

The hon. gentleman proceeded to animadvert on the arguments and statements set
forth by the hon. mover in a pamphlet recently published,1 and particularly on one, in
which the hon. member, in making up the balance of advantage which the stock-
holder had derived from the several measures affecting the currency, entirely omitted
to set on one side of the account, the various sums which had been paid to him in
discharge of his debt by the sinking fund in the depreciated currency, and which,
amounted to upwards of one hundred millions. If the money advanced by the
stockholder to the public had been in a depreciated currency, so had been the
payments made to the stock-holder; and it was not fair for the hon. gentleman to
calculate on the sum of such advances, but on the difference between the advances
and payments. As the hon. gentleman stated the question, it would appear as if all the
advances to government had been in depreciated money, and all the payments from
government to the stock-holder had been in currency of the Mint value. Nothing could
be so little conformable to the fact; as the advances and payments were made in the
same medium, and, as far as the amounts were equal, they were equally injurious to
both parties.

After going through various other objections which he took to the contents of the
same pamphlet, Mr. Ricardo went on to justify the opinions which he had given
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before the Bank committee from an attack which had been made upon them, in
another pamphlet, by the hon. member for Callington (Mr. Attwood).1 He concluded
by objecting to the motion. It was too late to make any alteration in the currency. The
difficulties of the measure of 1819 were now got over. The people were reconciled to
it. Agriculture, he believed, would soon be in the same flourishing condition as the
other interests of the country. If it were not, it would only be on account of the
mischievous corn law, which would always be a bar to its prosperity. As a punishment
to the hon. gentleman, he could almost wish that a committee should be granted. He
would, of course, be chairman of it; and tired enough he would be of his office, by the
time he had “adjusted” all the interests relative to his new modus! He could not tell
how the hon. gentleman would go about the performance of such a labour; but this he
would say, that the immediate result of granting such a committee would be, to
produce the most mischievous effects, and to renew all the inconveniences which had
been previously occasioned by the uncertainty and fluctuations of the currency.

The debate extended to the following day, when Mr. Peel and Mr. Huskisson opposed
the motion. Most of the speakers for the motion attacked Ricardo; one of them, Mr.
Wodehouse, said that Ministers ‘were too ready to listen to the suggestions of the hon.
member for Portarlington (Mr. Ricardo), whose conclusions on this head appeared to
him to be utterly incomprehensible. Never could he introduce that hon. member’s
name without feeling what was due to his talents, and also to his character; and, as
this observation from himself must carry with it an air of presumption, perhaps he
might be allowed to state in explanation, that he had sat with the hon. member for
weeks on the same Committee [the Agricultural Committee], had differed with him
on almost every point that had been started, but was so struck with the entire absence
of all illiberal imputation, and such a manifest desire on his part of establishing only
that which was fair, that somehow it was impossible not to have acquired a facility of
communication, even with one so infinitely his superior. But, to believe that he had a
clear perception on the subject of money, was utterly impossible.’

Mr. Western’s motion, with the addition of a clause for ‘establishing an equitable

adjustment of contracts’, proposed by Lord Folkestone, being put, the House divided:
Ayes, 27; Noes, 96.
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BEER DUTIES BILL
13 June 1823

On the report of this bill (which added to the two kinds of beer, then taxed
respectively 10s. and 2s. per barrel according to strength, an ‘intermediate beer’, to be
taxed 5s., and prohibited the brewing of different kinds of beer on the same premises),

Mr. Ricardo thought the bill would be inoperative and it certainly was very unjust; as
it, in fact, confiscated the property of the table-beer brewers. As to the idea of
preventing weak beer from being put off on the public for strong, the public might be
safely left to take care of itself. No harm could be done by passing the bill without the
vexatious restrictions; at least for a year, by way of experiment.

On 17 June the bill was read a third time and passed. Ricardo voted against the third
reading.
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USURY LAWS REPEAL BILL
17 June 1823

Mr. Serjeant Onslow moved that the usury laws repeal bill be committed. Mr.
Davenport opposed the motion.

Mr. Ricardo argued, that money ought to be placed on the same footing as any other
commodity. The lender and borrower ought to be allowed to bargain together, as
freely as the buyer and seller did when goods were to be disposed of. The hon.
member who spoke last,1 feared that this measure would place the borrower entirely
in the power of the lender. But, did the present laws alter his situation? Certainly not.
Means were found to evade the law; for though the law said, “You shall not take more
than a certain interest for your money,” it could not compel a man to lend at that
particular rate; and, therefore, he who wished to borrow at all events, and he who
wished to lend at as high a rate of interest as he could get, both conspired to evade the
law. These laws operated precisely in the same way as the laws against exporting the
coin of the realm. Now, notwithstanding those laws, did not the exportation of that
coin take place? The only effect of the statutes in that case was, to place the traffic in
the hands of characters who had no scruples against taking a false oath. They were
encouraged to evade the law, and made a great profit by so doing.

The House divided: For the motion, 38; Against it, 15. On the report stage (27 June)
the bill was lost.
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RELIGIOUS OPINIONS—PETITION OF MINISTERS OF
THE CHRISTIAN RELIGION FOR FREE DISCUSSION
1 July 1823

Mr. Hume presented the ‘Christians’ petition’ against the prosecution of unbelievers 1
and moved ‘That it is the opinion of this House, that Free Discussion has been
attended with more benefit than injury to the community, and it is unjust and
inexpedient to expose any person to legal penalties on account of the expression of
opinions on matters of religion.” Seconding the motion,

Mr. Ricardo said, he had heard with pleasure a great part of the speech of his hon.
friend who had just sat down,2 and the remainder certainly with no inconsiderable
concern. The greater part of that speech had been in support of the opinion which he
(Mr. Ricardo) held, in common with his hon. friend who had introduced the motion;
namely, that no man had a right to dictate his opinions upon abstract questions3 to
another, upon peril of punishment for a refusal to adopt them; and his hon. friend had
further admitted, that so long as the controversy upon such topics was conducted with
decency, it ought not to be prevented by force of law. Now, he lamented that when his
hon. friend had thought proper to quote the sentiments of Dr. Paley, he had not given
them more at length, for he would, in the writings of that eminent individual, find a
more large and liberal spirit of toleration, than he was disposed to admit practically in
other parts of his speech.

Mr. Wilberforce.—Dr. Paley distinctly excepts to the treatment of such subjects with
levity and ribaldry.

Mr. Ricardo.—That, certainly, was Dr. Paley’s only exception; and he, as well as the
other chief ornaments of the church, for instance, Dr. Tillotson and Dr. Porteus, had
asserted, in the largest sense, the right of unfettered opinion. If the validity of such
opinions were admitted, who could approve of the operation of the law of this country
in such matters? Who could sustain those impolitic and unjust prosecutions? What
was the prosecution of Carlile for republishing the “Age of Reason?”’1 That was not a
work written in a style of levity and ribaldry, but a serious argument upon publishing
the truth of the Christian religion. Look again at the impending prosecution for
eighteen weeks of the same man for publishing Mr. Hone’s parodies,2 which was not
abandoned until Hone had himself secured an acquittal on the charge. But, said his
hon. friend (Mr. Wilber-force),3 in justification of these public prosecutions, there
were some offences which did not directly affect private interest, although they
injured the community, and which might go unpunished, were it not for general
associations which took cognizance of such matters; and he had talked of obscene
writings in illustration of his opinion. But, was there really any comparison between
such writings and those upon speculative points of religion, which were the only
topics to which this motion applied? They were all agreed that obscene writings ought
to be punished. And why?— because they were obviously pernicious to the moral
interests of society, and constituted a general and disgusting species of offence. But
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not so with respect to abstract religious subjects, upon which it was quite impossible
to obtain universal assent. No man had a right to say to another, “My opinion upon
religion is right, and yours is not only wrong when you differ from me, but [ am
entitled to punish you for that difference.” Such an arrogant assumption of will was
intolerable, and was an outrage upon the benignant influence of religion. They might
talk of ribaldry and levity, but there was nothing more intolerable than the proposition
which he had just stated, and which was nothing less than the power contended for by
the advocates of these prosecutions for mere opinions upon points of faith. Then, what
an absurd and immoral mode did the law provide for estimating the credit of a man’s
faith before his testimony was legally admissible! When the question was put to a
witness, “Do you believe in a future state?” If he were a conscientious man,
entertaining seriously such an opinion, his answer must be in the negative, and the law
said he should not be heard; but if he were an immoral man, and disregarded truth,
and said, “I do believe in a future state,” although in his conscience he disbelieved in
it, then his evidence was admissible, and his hypocrisy and falsehood secured him
credibility. Now, there would be some sense in the law, if it declined tempting the
hypocrisy of the individual, or his fear of the world’s hostility or prejudice, and let in
other evidence to establish, from previous knowledge of the individual, whether or not
he ought not to be admitted as a witness; but as it stood, it was absurd and ridiculous;
and when he (Mr. R.) was charged upon this ground with a desire to do away with the
sanctity of an oath, his reply was, “I do not desire to diminish the sacredness of the
obligation; but I do desire to get rid of the hypocrisy by which that oath may be
evaded.” But then, again, was it possible for a man not to believe in a future state, and
yet be strictly moral, and impressed with the necessity of upholding credibility in the
common obligations of society? For his part, he firmly believed in the possibility of a
man’s being very honest for all the social purposes and essential obligations of the
community in which he lived, and still not assenting to the belief of a future state. He
fully admitted that religion was a powerful obligation; but he denied it to be the only
obligation. It was, in fact, one which was superadded to the general force of moral
impressions—it were a libel upon human nature to say otherwise. Tillotson was of
that opinion in the following quotation from his works:—*“As for most of those
restraints which Christianity lays upon us, they are so much both for our private and
public advantage, that, setting aside all considerations of religion, and of the rewards
and punishments of another life, they are really good for us; and if God had not laid
them upon us, we ought in reason, in order to our temporal benefit and advantage to
have laid them upon ourselves. If there were no religion, | know men would not have
such strong and forcible obligations to these duties; but yet, I say, though there were
no religion, it were good for men, in order to temporal ends, to their health and quiet,
and reputation, and safety, and, in a word, to the private and public prosperity of
mankind, that men should be temperate, and chaste, and just, and peaceable, and
charitable, and kind, and obliging to one another, rather than the contrary. So that
religion does not create those restraints arbitrarily, but requires those things of us,
which our reason, and a regard to our advantage, which the necessity and conveniency
of the things themselves, without any consideration of religion, would in most cases
urge us to.”1 He read this passage for the purpose of showing, and from a great
authority in the church, that the obligation of religion was not alone considered as the
influential test of moral truth, and that a man might be very sceptical upon doctrinal
points, and yet very positive in the control of moral impressions distinct from
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religious faith. For instance, there was Mr. Owen of Lanark, a great benefactor to
society, and yet a man not believing (judging from some opinions of his) in a future
state. Would any man, with the demonstrating experience of the contrary before his
eyes, say that Mr. Owen was less susceptible of moral feeling, because he was
incredulous upon matters of religion? Would any man, pretending to honour or
candour, say that Mr. Owen, after a life spent in improving the condition of others,
had a mind less pure, a heart less sincere, or a less conviction of the restraint and
control of moral rectitude, than if he were more imbued with the precepts of religious
obligation? Why, then, was such a man (for so by the law he was) to be excluded
from the pale of legal credibility—why was he, if he promulgated his opinions, to be
liable to spend his days immured in a prison? With respect to the exception provided
according to his hon. friend (Mr. Wilberforce), for treating such subjects with levity
and ribaldry, he must confess, that he thought it a very singular reservation: for what
was it, but to say—*“You may discuss, if you please, in the most solemn, most serious,
and therefore most influential manner, any topic of religion you please; but, the
moment you discuss it with levity or ribaldry, that is, in such a manner as to be sure to
offend the common sense of mankind, and therefore deprive you of really acquiring
any serious proselytes, then the law takes cognizance of your conduct, and makes
your imbecility penal.” Was not this a glaring inconsistency? The law allowed the
greater evil, the serious and substantial principle of discussion; and it denounced the
lesser, which after admitting the first, it ought to have tolerated; and yet his hon.
friend had, by his argument, justified and supported so singular a course. There was
one passage of this petition which was very forcible, and to which he called the
attention of his hon. friend. It was this: —*“The reviler of Christianity appears to your
petitioners to be the least formidable of its enemies; because his scoffs can rarely fail
of arousing against him public opinion, than which nothing more is wanted to defeat
his end. Between freedom of discussion and absolute persecution there is no
assignable medium.” When this subject was last before the House, unless his memory
deceived him, he had heard singular opinions propounded by gentlemen who took a
different view of this subject from himself. He thought he had heard it avowed, that
the religion which ought to be established in a state, was not that which the majority
said they believed, but that the doctrines of which were true. He had heard an
observation like that fall from a very respectable quarter.1 It was difficult to argue
with any body entertaining such an opinion; for where was the test by which such an
argument could be tried? There was not in polemics, as in astronomy, one unerring
criterion to which the common credence of mankind bowed: it was not like the rising
sun, or any of the other phenomena of nature, which were bound by indissoluble and
indisputable laws; but, on the contrary, a subject open to conflicting opinions. Who,
then, was to decide upon the truth—who was authorized to say, “My opinion is right,
yours 1s wrong?” If this was impossible, how was the test to be decided? How, for
instance, in such a country as Ireland try the question of the truth of what ought to be
the religion of the state, against the opinions of the majority of the people? How
would, upon that test, the stability of the Protestant religion in Ireland be secured? Or,
if it was secured there, merely because the minority thought it the true religion, the
same reason and the same duty, would authorize the extension of the principle to
India; and why not supplant Mahometanism to establish the doctrines of the
Reformation? Into this wide field did the gentleman enter who embarked in such
fanciful notions. He begged to be understood as having argued this question, from
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beginning to end, as the friend of free discussion. He knew the delicacy of the subject,
and was anxious to guard himself against being supposed to entertain opinions
obnoxious to the bulk of mankind. He repeated, that he only contended for the general
right of self-opinion, and for the unfettered liberty of discussion, and hoped that while
he was doing so, he should not have, as his hon. friend (Mr. Hume) had had last
night,1 certain opinions fixed upon him which he did not entertain, and which it was
quite unnecessary for him to countenance, in supporting the line of argument which
the subject suggested to him, and which his reason approved.

Mr. Money, opposing the motion, said, that ‘his principal object in rising was, to do
justice to an individual who had been alluded to during the debate—he meant Mr.
Owen. An hon. member had said, that Mr. Owen disbelieved in a future state. He had
communicated with Mr. Owen, and he had great reason to believe that the hon.
member had mistaken the opinions of Mr. Owen. He begged the hon. member to state
in what part of Mr. Owen’s works he found that opinion promulgated.’

Mr. Ricardo said, that the last act he would commit would be to misrepresent the
opinions of any individuals. He had gathered Mr. Owen’s opinions from the works
which he had published. After reading the speeches which Mr. Owen had delivered in
Ireland and other places, he had come to the conclusion, that Mr. Owen did not
believe in a future state of rewards and punishments. It was one of the doctrines of
Mr. Owen that a man could not form his own character, but that it was formed by the
circumstances which surrounded him—that when a man committed an act which the
world called vice, it ought to be considered his misfortune merely, and that therefore
no man could be a proper object for punishment. This doctrine was interwoven in his
system; and he who held it could not impute to the Omnipotent Being a desire to
punish those who, in this view, could not be considered responsible for their actions.1

The motion was negatived.

[The session closed on 19 July 1823.]

12 Feb. 1824

On 12 Feb. 1824 Mr. Hume rose to move for an inquiry into the laws restricting the
emigration of artizans, the exportation of machinery and the combination of
workmen, and said: ‘At the end of last session he had given notice that he would,
early in the present, fulfil his undertaking; and he had done so by the advice, and in
hopes of the assistance, of a distinguished individual, whose recent loss the kingdom
had to deplore [hear, hear!]. The late Mr. Ricardo was so well acquainted with every
branch of the science of political economy, formerly, and until he had thrown light
upon it, so ill understood, that his aid on such a question would have been of the
utmost value. When he remembered the manner in which his lamented friend had
always delivered his opinions, and the candour of moderation he invariably displayed
towards his opponents, he might boldly assert, that there was not a member on any
side of the House, who would for a moment deny the extent of the loss the country
had thus sustained [hear, hear! from all parts of the House]. The general interest of the
community was the single object he ever had in view, and through good report and
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bad report, he had pursued it with the meekest spirit of humility, and the most liberal
spirit of inquiry. With regard to the principles which Mr. Ricardo was so capable of
expounding, now that time had worn away many of the ruder prejudices against them,
he might say, that not a few of those opponents, who had long theoretically resisted
his doctrines, would at this time, though perhaps somewhat unwillingly, allow, that
many of his predictions had been fulfilled. It was doubtless presumptuous in him to
touch matters which his late friend had already so ably treated; and he only had given
notice originally of his intention to bring this great subject under the consideration of
the House, in the hope and expectation, that he should have enjoyed the benefit of his
aid and counsel.’

Mr. Huskisson (President of the Board of Trade), concurring in the motion, said: ‘He
was not at all surprised that the hon. member for Aberdeen, in proposing this inquiry,
should have regretted the loss which the House had sustained by the death of his
valued friend, the late Mr. Ricardo—a gentleman, whom he had also had the pleasure
of reckoning among his friends. There was no man who esteemed more highly the
acuteness and ability of Mr. Ricardo than he did, and no man who more sincerely
lamented his loss. In all his public conduct there was an evident anxiety to do what he
thought right, to seek the good of the country, and to pursue no other object; and his
speeches were always distinguished by a spirit of firmness and conciliation that did
equal honour to himself and to his country.’
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RICARDO’S AUTOGRAPH TRANSCRIPT OF HIS OWN
SPEECH OF 24 MAY 1819

(see p. xxx)
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EVIDENCE ON THE USURY LAWS 1818

NOTE ON THE EVIDENCE ON THE USURY LAWS

The question of the Usury Laws was first raised in the House of Commons, after the
end of the war, by Brougham in a speech of 1 February 1816.1 The law then in force
was an Act of Queen Anne (12 Anne Stat. 2. ¢. 16) which limited the rate of interest
to five per cent. Following Brougham’s suggestion, on 22 May 1816 Serjeant Onslow,
M.P. for Guildford, moved to bring in a bill for their repeal; this bill, which was later
withdrawn, was the first of a series of unsuccessful attempts to obtain their repeal.
Onslow’s motion was introduced again in May 1817, when it was postponed till the
following year.

On 21 April 1818, again on Onslow’s motion, a Committee was appointed ‘to
consider the effects of the Laws which regulate or restrain the Interest of Money’.2
The Chairman of the Committee was Onslow himself and among the members were
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lord Castlereagh, Robinson, Wallace, Huskisson,
Sir John Newport, Sir James Mackintosh, Baring, Brougham, Sir Samuel Romilly; Sir
Henry Parnell was added to the Committee on 28 April.

The Committee took evidence from twenty-one witnesses representing the
commercial and landed interests; the first to be heard was Ricardo. Almost every one
of the witnesses declared that the Laws were either injurious, particularly to the
landed interest, or inoperative. The Report of the Committee was presented on 28
May 1818 in the form of three Resolutions as follows:

1. That the laws regulating or restraining the rate of interest have been extensively
evaded, and have failed of the effect of imposing a maximum on such rate; and that of
late years, from the constant excess of the market rate of interest above the rate
limited by law, they have added to the expense incurred by borrowers on real security,
and that such borrowers have been compelled to resort to the mode of granting
annuities on lives, a mode which has been made a cover for obtaining higher interest
than the rate limited by law, and has farther subjected the borrowers to enormous
charges, or forced them to make very disadvantageous sales of their estates.

2. That the construction of such laws, as applicable to the transactions of commerce as
at present carried on, have been attended with much uncertainty as to the legality of
many transactions of frequent occurrence, and consequently been productive of much
embarrassment and litigation.

3. That the present period, when the market rate of interest is below the legal rate,
affords an opportunity peculiarly proper for the repeal of the said laws.1

No action was taken till 10 Feb. 1819 when Onslow again introduced a Bill to repeal

the Usury Laws; but on 9 June it was postponed once more. It was revived on 12
April 1821, when it was the occasion of a debate in which Ricardo took part;2 after
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being deferred several times the bill was dropped. A similar bill was introduced by
Onslow in 1823, when Ricardo again spoke in support;3 it was however once more
abandoned. Onslow renewed his attempts in 1824 and 1826 with no better success.

The repeal of the Usury Laws took place by stages over a period of years from 1833
to 1854. It began with a clause in the Bank Charter Act of 1833 (3 & 4 Wm. IV c. 98)
which exempted bills of exchange, not having more than three months to run, from
the operation of the Usury Laws. An Act of 1837 (7 Wm. IV & 1 Vict. c. 80) also
exempted bills of exchange of not more than twelve months’ currency; this measure,
which was a temporary one, was prolonged by an Act of 1839 (2 & 3 Vict. c. 37)
which also exempted loans of more than £10. These measures were further prolonged
by Acts of 1843 (6 & 7 Vict. c. 45), 1845 (8 & 9 Vict. c. 102), and 1850 (13 & 14
Vict. c. 56). The Usury Laws were finally repealed by an Act of 1854 (17 & 18 Vict.
c. 90).

Ricardo’s Evidence is here reprinted from the ‘Report from the Select Committee on
the Usury Laws’, in Parliamentary Papers, 1818, vol. vi.4 Numbers have been
prefixed to the questions, and questions and answers printed in separate paragraphs.
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MINUTES OF EVIDENCE TAKEN BEFORE THE SELECT
COMMITTEE ON THE USURY LAWS

Jovis, 30° Die Aprilis, 1818.

Mr. Serjeant Onslow, in the Chair.

David Ricardo, Esq. called in; and Examined.

[1] Has your attention been called to the laws which restrain the rate of interest?
Yes.

[2] Have you that experience, to say, or have you perceived, whether those laws are
beneficial or otherwise?

I think otherwise.

[3] In what respect do you think otherwise? It appears to me, from the experience
which I have had on the Stock Exchange, that, upon almost all occasions they are
evaded, and that they are disadvantageous to those only who conscientiously adhere
to them.

[4] Do you think that repealing those laws, would have the effect of raising or
lowering the average rate of interest?

I think that the effect would be but trifling; but if any thing, it would tend to lower the
rate of interest.

[5] When the funds afford a greater rate of interest than 5 per cent, do not the usury
laws injure the commercial part of the world, with regard to discounts?

Not only at that time, but at other times, for it often happens that the price of the funds
afford a less rate of interest than 5 per cent, at the same time that the market rate of

interest is much above 5 per cent.

[6] But however, in point of fact, during the late wars, have or have not persons
engaged in commerce, sustained injuries from the operation of the usury laws?

I should think, that they had sustained injuries in consequence of those laws.

[7] Have you any doubt of it? [ have no doubt at all, as far as my experience goes, but
those injuries have been diminished by the easy means of evading them.

[8] Of successfully evading them? The evasion of the laws is the effect of the natural
order in which these transactions take place.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 253 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[9] In what manner evaded? In the particular market with which I am acquainted,
namely, the Stock Market, they are evaded by means of the difference between the
money price and the time price of stock, which enables a person to borrow at a higher
rate of interest than 5 per cent, if possessed of stock, or to lend at a higher rate, if the
difference between the money price and the time price, affords a higher rate.

[10] Has that been acted upon extensively? Very extensively; it is the usual and
constant practice.

[11] The difference between the money and the time price, is that which is called
“continuation;” 1s it not?

Yes.
[12] Was there not a trial some time ago, as to the legality of “continuation”?
There was.

[13] For some time, did not that trial diminish the practice very considerably, at least
so far as making bargains for buying and selling to the same person?

That trial did diminish such bargains.

[14] Will you be kind enough to favour the Committee with your opinion with respect
to these laws?

As far as my experience goes in business, nothing is more easy than to evade them;
and after that trial to which allusion has been made, the same practice was continued,
by altering the quantity of stock, either for money or for time; on all former occasions,
the same amount of stock was bought for one period, that was sold for another period;
but some timid men, after that trial, thought they were perfectly safe by making those
sums different quantities, although they differed but a trifle in amount; and they
thought themselves equally safe in buying stock for money of one person, and selling
it, at the same instant, for time to another.

[15] Do you think that the supposed or real illegality tends, in any degree, to increase
the rate of that Continuation?

The dealing in stock, for Time, is, in many cases, an illegal transaction; and that
therefore may sometimes have an effect on the Continuation. A man possessed of
money, purchasing stock for ready money at one price, and selling for a future day at
a higher price, may make more than the legal rate of interest by so doing; but as he
may not be actually possessed of stock at the time of making the time bargain, it
cannot be considered, in any shape, as a legal transaction, and he can have no legal
remedy against the default of the purchaser.

[16] I beg to ask whether I am to understand that, in general, these transactions by
Continuation, are not strictly legal?
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In my opinion, the greater part of these transactions are not legal.

[17] And you are of opinion, that that illegality raises the rate at which the borrower
obtains the money?

Exactly so; there would be more competition if it was not for that.

[18] In this manner you conceive the usury laws, indirectly, to raise the rate of interest
in these transactions, by compelling persons to resort to a practice not strictly legal?

Yes.

[19] Am I to understand that, in point of fact, by this Continuation, nothing is done,
but that money is raised at a higher than the legal rate of interest?

The transaction never has that complexion. A man bargains either for the purchase or
the sale of stock, for money or time, and the rate of interest is never spoken of; it is
the effect of the transaction, but never the avowed object of it.

[20] That I understand; but I wish to ask, whether, in point of fact, the effect is not
simply to obtain the use of money at a higher than the legal rate, though that is not the
shape of the transaction?

That is generally the object, but it frequently happens that the difference between the
money and the time price of stock, may not afford so much as the market rate of
interest, and may also be below the legal rate.

[21] I am to understand, therefore, that this is a risk which the lender, so to speak,
takes upon himself?

There is no risk whatever in it, as far as regards the rate at which the money is lent or
borrowed, because it is known at the time what rate of interest the difference between
the money and time prices affords, and because the sum to be received by the lender
is thereby defined and settled.

[22] Is not that sum, or rather the profit to be derived by the lender, governed by the
market rate of interest at that time?

I can only say, that I think it is not.

[23] How comes it that it is not? When preparations are making for a loan, large sales
of stock are made, of which the seller may not be possessed, but which he may expect
to replace by the share he may have in the loan to be contracted for; in such case,
there may be rather a scarcity than otherwise of ready money stock in the market; the
seller, who is not possessed of stock, will sell it at a small addition of price for time,
and sometimes even under the money price.

[24] In your opinion can the Government loans, and other public transactions in the
funds, be carried on without purchasing and selling stock for Time, and will not the
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difference between the two prices be governed and depend on the market value of
money, and not on the legal rate of interest?

The Government loans could not, in my opinion, be carried on, if Time bargains were
disused. The difference between the money price and the time price, does not always
depend, as I have before stated, on the market rate of interest. In general, stock is in
abundance; and in that case no inconvenience arises in depositing that as a security for
money borrowed; but on some occasions stock exists in a degree of scarcity, and then,
although the market rate of interest may be high, it may be inconvenient to the
borrower to deposit this particular security; consequently the time price will be either
very little above, or even below the money price.

[25] I beg to ask if it is within your knowledge, and if it is your opinion, that what you
have described as Continuation, or time bargains, embrace any dealings in money at
all, or are they not rather speculations between the parties?

In many cases, indeed in most cases, it is a speculation between the parties; but it is
constantly had recourse to, as a means of borrowing and lending money.

[26] In times of difficulty, do not the usury laws injure commerce by restricting
discounts, and the making of loans to persons engaged in all branches of trade?

In my opinion, they do.

[27] Will you state to the Committee, if you think that any good effect is derived by
the public from the usury laws?

I think no good effect is derived from those laws.

[28] Are you aware of any inconvenience that would result from the repeal of them?
None, whatever.

[29] Were there not a considerable number of persons, who formerly lent money upon
Continuation, who were deterred from doing so by this trial, in which it seemed to be
held by the Court to be usurious?

The trial which took place was concerning Continuation upon scrip receipts, and not
on stock. The transactions are similar to each other, but the facility of proof may be
different.

[30] Those were actions under the usury laws, were they not?

They were.

[31] But it was, I believe, one action to recover penalties under the usury laws?

It was.
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[32] You have already said, that it did deter many persons from continuing to lend
money on Continuation?

Yes.

[33] By so deterring them, had it not the natural operation to raise the rate of
Continuation?

I consider that rather as a question of science, which must require a good deal of
consideration, because the money may be lent by these parties at the legal rate of
interest, and thus it may come to the same borrowers by a circuitous route.

[34] If you wished yourself to borrow money on Continuation, should you not be
desirous that there should be in the market a great number of persons disposed to lend
upon Continuation? Most certainly.

[35] For what reason?

Because it is probable the terms might be somewhat lower.

[36] Does not the power of selling stock for money, and repurchasing it for time,
afford great facility to the holders of stock, by enabling them for temporary purposes
to procure money, without foregoing the advantage of repossessing their stock at a
distant day?

Most undoubtedly.

[37] May not this advantage be considerably more than the excessive interest which
the transaction may have obliged them to pay?

Without any doubt at all.

[38] What effect would the abrogation of the usury laws produce upon the financial
operations of the Government, in time of war; [ mean, in the negociation of loans?

It would rather tend to facilitate them; the Government is not bound by the usury
laws, for in allowing discount for prompt payment for a loan, they frequently give
considerably more than 5 per cent.

[39] When the legal rate of interest is 5 per cent, and the Government are enabled to
borrow at a higher rate of interest, does it not proceed, as a necessary consequence,
that they, the Government, are enabled to borrow when individuals are not?

Certainly.

[40] Does not the Government, therefore, obtain in this way, a preference in the
money market, and thereby obtain a facility in the negociation of their loans?
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If the law was not evaded, such would be the effect; but, as | have already observed, it
is completely evaded.

[41] In the negociation of loans, have you ever known the laws for restricting interest
to be taken into consideration in adjusting the terms?

Never; and frequently, when loans are raised at an interest below the legal rate of
interest, the mode in which the discount on prompt payment is calculated, affords a

rate of interest of sometimes 7, 8, or 9 per cent.

[42] Do not takers of loans calculate the advantages which result in Government stock
transactions from the habit of evading the usury laws?

Certainly; if those laws were not evaded, the contractor would not be able to give the
minister such good terms; his transactions would be cramped, if he were prevented

from borrowing at the market rate of interest.

[43] What is the criterion by which you judge the market rate of interest, or is there
any criterion at all?

I know of no other criterion than the prices of the public securities, and the facility of
raising money for short periods.

[44] Do you not think that the price of the Government securities affords a very good
criterion of the market rate of interest?

Not a very good one; their price is a good deal influenced by speculation, and by the
anticipation of political and financial events.

[45] I would mean to speak of the average price of these securities, and not of their
occasional fluctuations?

I can hardly conceive any times in which these securities are not acted upon by the
considerations I have stated.

[46] Would you consider the price of exchequer bills as a criterion?
As a better criterion than the price of the funds.

[47] Would you not rather consider, that discount in the market was a more just
criterion than the value of the public funds?

No; because discounts are strictly regulated by the laws of usury.

[48] I mean to confine it to discounts when interest is not above the legal rate, and
there are cases when discounts are inferior to the legal rate?

When the market rate of interest is below 5 per cent, then I think that the discount
given on a bill is a very good criterion of the market rate of interest.
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[49] You have already said, that money may be raised by borrowing on Continuation;
does not this give to the holder of stock a greater facility of raising money than other
persons possess, who are holders of other property?

I should think it does.
[50] Are you acquainted with the nature of foreign loans? I never was engaged in any.

[51] You do not know what is the discount of bills, or the mode of raising loans in
France, Holland and Germany?

No, I do not.

[52] What are the grounds of your opinion of the principle by which the rate of
interest is regulated?

It is regulated by the demand and supply, in the same way as any other commodity;
but the demand and supply itself is again regulated by the rate of profit to be made on
capital.

[53] Do you think there is anything in the nature of money, or of the transactions
regarding the borrowing or lending of money, which distinguishes it from other
commodities which find their value in the market, according to the proportion of
demand and supply?

None, whatever; the market rate of interest for money depends on the proportion
between the borrower and the lender of capital, without reference to the quantity or
value of the currency by which the transactions of the country are carried on.

[54] Have you, in the course of your transactions, been acquainted with a case, in
which any disadvantage could have been derived to the borrower, by the abrogation of

the usury laws?

None whatever; on the contrary, the abrogation of the usury laws would, upon all
occasions, have been advantageous, in my opinion, to the borrower.

[55] Are you not of opinion also, that their abrogation would be equally advantageous
to the lender?

I conceive there are cases in which their abrogation would not be quite advantageous
to the lender, because he may exact a premium for the risk which the law imposes

upon him.

[56] But except in so far as he exacts a premium for his risk in breaking the law, you
are of opinion he can derive no advantage from the usury laws?

I think all his advantages may be referred to that principle.
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[57] Do you think that mercantile interests will be injured or served by these restraints
of the usury laws upon interest?

I have already given my opinion, that they would be much served by the abrogation of
these laws.

[58] If a person who is possessed of considerable capital in this country, or in any
other country belonging to the United Kingdom, should wish to make the most of his
money, and if he is restrained in this country by the Usury Act, do you not think it
would be the means of his transferring his capital to another country, where he would
obtain a greater rate of interest, by loan or discount?

Undoubtedly, if the law be not easily evaded.

[59] Do you not believe, that many have been injured by borrowing money upon
annuities at a very high rate; and do you not believe, that many have been more
injured by these means, than if they could have borrowed money at the market rate of
interest?

I have no knowledge of any such transactions; but my opinion is very decided, that

they have been more injured by having been prevented from borrowing money at the
market rate of interest.
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EVIDENCE ON THE RESUMPTION OF CASH PAYMENTS
1819

NOTES ON THE EVIDENCE ON THE RESUMPTION OF
CASH PAYMENTS

The Committees

The Suspension of Cash Payments by the Bank of England, which had been effected
by the Order in Council of 26 February 1797, and confirmed by the Bank Restriction
Act of the same year (37 Geo. III c. 45), was continued by an Act of 1803 (44 Geo.
IIIc. 1), ‘until Six Months after the Ratification of a Definitive Treaty of Peace’. After
the Peace of Paris however the Resumption of Cash Payments was postponed by
successive Acts,] the latest of which, in 1818, had fixed the date for Resumption as 5
July 1819.

Early in the Session of 1819 the Chancellor of the Exchequer intimated in the House
of Commons that he would bring forward a measure for continuing the Restriction
Act for a short period; but, soon after, he announced that in consequence of a
communication from the Directors of the Bank (who preferred to ‘submit to the
Consequences of a Parliamentary Inquiry’ rather than consent to a temporary and
inadequate measure)2 he proposed to move for a Committee of inquiry.3 On 2
February 1819, on the motion of the Chancellor of the Exchequer, it was agreed that a
Committee of Secrecy consisting of twenty-one members should be appointed ‘to
consider of the State of the Bank of England, with reference to the Expediency of the
Resumption of Cash Payments at the period fixed by law, and into such other matters
as are connected therewith; and to report to the House such information relative
thereto, as may be disclosed without injury to the Public interests, with their
Observations’. On 3 February the members were chosen by ballot as follows: Lord
Castlereagh, the Chancellor of the Exchequer (Vansittart), Tierney, Canning,
Wellesley Pole, Lamb, Robinson, Grenfell, Huskisson, Abercromby, Bankes, Sir
James Mackintosh, Peel, Sir John Nicholl, Littleton, Wilson, Stuart Wortley,
Manning, Frankland Lewis, Ashurst, Sir John Newport.1 Peel was Chairman.

On 4 February the Lords appointed a Secret Committee, with the same terms of
reference as the Commons’. The members were: Earl of Harrowby (Lord President),
Duke of Wellington, Marquess of Lansdowne, Earl Graham, Earl Bathurst, Earl of
Liverpool, Earl of St. Germains, Viscount Gordon, Viscount Granville, Lord King,
Lord Grenville, Lord Redesdale, Lord Lauderdale.2
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The Commons’ Committee took evidence from twenty-four witnesses between 11
February and 1 May; the Lords’ from twenty-five witnesses between 8 February and
30 April. Sixteen of them, including Ricardo, were heard by both Committees.

1.

The Proceedings Of The Committees

The enquiries of both Committees soon became centred round the plan of bullion
payments, which had been outlined by Ricardo in the Appendix (1811) to his High
Price of Bullion and developed in his Proposals for an Economical and Secure
Currency (1816). Ricardo’s plan hd been intended as a permanent system of currency;
but the Committees at first considered it only as a temporary device to facilitate the
resumption of cash payments. And although in the later stages of the enquiry the plan
was discussed as a permanent system, it was eventually as a temporary measure that it
was recommended by the Committee and embodied in Peel’s Act. Nevertheless, even
after the Act had been passed, Ricardo and his friends retained the hope that the plan
might still be adopted permanently.3

Also the scheme, which was adopted, of reducing the price of gold according to a
fixed scale until the mint price was reached was an idea of Ricardo; he had suggested
itin 1811 in a letter to Tierney4 (now a member of the Commons’ Committee), but
not in his published writings.

Some account of the proceedings of the Committees in their early stages is given in
his Diary by J. L. Mallet,1 who was in close touch with some of the principal
witnesses, particularly William Haldimand2 and Alexander Baring,3 as well as with
some of the members. In the entry for 13 February 1819, he writes that he ‘dined at
the Marcets with Abercrombie, Sharpe, Ricardo, Mr Geo. Philips, the Rev. Sidney
Smith and his wife, Mr and Miss Boddington. In the evening Mr Blake, Sir Edward
Coddrington, Dr Wollaston, and other People came in’. The conversation first turned
on Parliamentary Reform:

‘The Secret Committees of both Houses respecting the Restriction Act, also became a
subject of interesting conversation. Mr Ricardo is more at home here than in the maze
of political reform. He had been closeted in the morning with Lord Grenville and Mr
Grenfell; discussing various parts of that important subject. Abercrombie, who is a
Member of the Committee of the Lower House, also entered with some interesting
particulars of the state of opinions in the Committees; for altho’ they are committees
of secrecy, every thing that passes there in the morning, is known at night in the great
political circles.

‘The examination of William Haldimand (Mrs Marcet’s Brother) before the Lords
Committee, for two days successively,1 and during five hours in each day—and the
effect produced by his evidence and the information he had given the Committee, was
a subject of general remark and congratulation....
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‘Lord King sent him a scheme this morning thro’ Mr Thorpe, by means of which the
resumption of cash payments would be facilitated. Supposing the period fixed for
paying in cash to be 18 months; a scale would be formed of the price at which the
Bank would be obliged to purchase Bullion during every week of the intervening
space of time. For instance the price of Gold is £4. 4. —: during the first week they
would be obliged to purchase Bullion (upon Ricardo’s plan) at £4. 4. The next at £4.
3. 11%4, and so on, till by the reduction of the issues, they had brought the price down
to the Mint price of £3. 18. 6. William Haldimand thinks well of King’s scheme,
which might in his opinion be adopted with some modifications: but he apprehends
that no scheme can prevent the extreme distress which will be felt from the narrowing
the discounts of the Bank. The depreciation is reckoned at about 7 per cent...Ricardo
does not think that the distress will be so great but in this he differs from all other
commercial men.

‘Mr Dorrien, Mr Pole and Mr Harman, the two first of whom are the Governor and
Deputy Governor of the Bank, and the latter one of the oldest and ablest of the
Directors, have been examined before both Committees, and have made a wretched
figure. Mr Pole shewed himself so totally ignorant of first principles, that Huskisson
who took the lead in the examination of the House of Commons Committee, looked
around him, and observing the impression, stopt short and sat down, not wishing to
expose Mr Pole unnecessarily—. And yet these are the men to whom the power is
delegated of regulating the currency of the kingdom, and of lowering or raising at
their pleasure the market value of every species of property—.

‘Lord Liverpool and Lord Grenville take the lead in the examinations of the House of
Lords. Canning, Huskisson, and Frankland Lewis in the Commons. Lord Castlereagh
asks questions which shew that he does not know the a.b.c. of the subject. Poor
Vansittart sits silent and dejected at seeing all his opinions overturned. The Duke of
Wellington is very attentive, and writes down all that passes: he made some very
pertinent observations to William Haldimand, in a very unassuming and modest
manner. Lord Harrowby and Lord Bathurst are also very attentive. Lord Lansdowne,
Lord King and Lord Lauderdale understand the subject thoroughly, and afford great
assistance. There cannot be a better Committee than in the Lords. The Committee of
the Commons is not so good. Huskisson is the only man who undertands the subject
thoroughly. Mr Peel who is Chairman is very impartial and intelligent; but he knows
little about it. Tierney altho’ a good financier, is not up to the intricacies of the
question. It is always a toss up whether good Sir John Newport is right or wrong.
Abercrombie can seldom attend. Mr Grenfell is able and well acquainted with the
subject; but not of the calibre of Lord Grenville.’

It was on 12 February, during the examination of Haldimand before the Lords’
Committee, that the plan of bullion payments was first mentioned. He was asked:
‘Does the Witness think, that gradual Reduction [in the Amount of Paper Circulation]
would be secured by compelling the Bank of England to sell Bullion at the price of
82s. during the first three Months; 81s. during the next three Months and so on in
Succession, reducing it in Fifteen Months to the Mint Price?’1 Haldimand asked for
time to consider the question and when recalled on 15 February he said: ‘I have
consulted two sensible Men, whom I consider to understand the Subject; and I do
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think, in Concurrence with them, the Plan well calculated to secure to the Public a
gradual and certain Restoration of the ancient Value of the Currency.’2

The first reference before the Commons’ Committee to the plan was in a question put
to William Ward, a Director of the Bank, on 23 February: ‘What would, in your
opinion, be the effect of requiring the bank of England to sell gold and silver bullion,
in quantities not less than the value of £100 sterling, to holders of their notes, at the
present market price, and to lower the price at a given rate weekly, until it fell to the
mint price, provision being at the same time made that the bank should, in each week,
buy bullion at a fraction less than the selling price of each week?” Ward objected that
such a plan would not save the Bank from a run ‘occasioned by panic or by politics’.1

It was in the evidence of Swinton Holland, ‘a partner with Baring, Brothers, & Co.’,
before the Commons’ Committee on 2 March that the plan was proposed as a
permanent measure, and Ricardo named as its author: ‘It having been intimated to me,
some days ago, that [ was likely to be called before this Committee, I turned my
attention to the subject. My opinions are chiefly founded upon Mr. Ricardo’s theory,
reduced, as I conceive, to a practical form.” He then read a paper, which began: ‘In
submitting this plan to the consideration of the Committee, I must beg to premise, that
the ground work of it is entirely taken from Mr. Ricardo’s admirable pamphlet,
“Proposals for an economical and secure Currency,” that if there is any merit in the
plan, that merit appertains to Mr. Ricardo. With this gentleman I have not had any
communication on the subject, nor have I the honour of being known to him; that I
have merely reduced his system into detail and form for practice; and I can venture to
assert, as a practical man of business, that there will be little, if any difficulty, in
carrying it into effect’.

He proposed that the Bank should be required, within a period to be fixed (and which
in a subsequent answer he suggested might be six months from the Report of the
Committee), ‘to pay (if demanded) all their notes large and small, if the amount
presented, added together, forms a sum total of one hundred pounds; and that the
same shall be paid by the ounce of gold, at the option of the bank, either in gold, in
specie of the current coin of the realm, gold in ingots, bars, or gold in foreign coin...”

‘Let the period at which the bank is to commence this system be made public, and
declared to the world as fixed, absolute, and unchangeable.

‘Instead of 3/. 17s. 10%d. per ounce, let the standard value be declared to be 80s. per
ounce; which would require the bank to deliver or pay against £.100 of its notes,
exactly 25 ounces of gold of standard fineness, (or in proportion to standard fineness,
if delivered in foreign coin)...

‘In order to preserve the equilibrium between paper and gold, and prevent bank notes
rising to a premium, the bank must be obliged to deliver its paper to the public, or to
the bearer of one ounce or more of gold in bullion, (or coin in its relative proportion
per ounce to standard) thereby creating a fixed and invariable market for gold, at 80s.
per ounce...
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‘This system will require the trade in bullion to be free, unrestricted, and the import
and export allowed, without any impediment being thrown in the way thereof.

‘Bank notes will be required to be made a legal tender so long as, and no longer than
the bank gives 25 ounces of gold for 100/. in bank notes.’ 1

The following day, 3 March, Alexander Baring stated before the Lords’ Committee
that he had ‘a very favourable Opinion of the Plan of Currency suggested by Mr.
Ricardo, as combining the two Desiderata of an extensive Paper Circulation, with
Security against its Depreciation.’2

Meanwhile Ricardo had been in touch with members of the Committees and was
expecting to be examined. On 28 February he had written to Trower: ‘The inquiry
into the state of our currency, and exchanges, is proceeding in both houses very
satisfactorily. I have had many conversations with several of the Committees of both
Houses—with Lord Grenville, Marquis of Lansdown, Lord King, Mr. Huskisson, Mr.
F. Lewis, Mr. Grenfell and others. All have a very perfect knowledge of the subject,
and all agree that the progress of the public in comprehending the question has been
very great. The Bank Directors themselves have improved, and they are far behind
every other person. I confidently rely on measures being taken to place our currency
in a satisfactory state. I am told that I shall be examined.’3

On 4 March he gave evidence before the Commons’ Committee and outlined his plan.
It is curious that in his evidence, both to the Commons’ and to the Lords’ Committees
(below, p. 379, Q. 21 and p. 422, Q. 21) Ricardo recommended that the Bank should
have the option of paying their notes either in specie or bullion; whilst in the
subsequent debate in the House of Commons he opposed Ellice’s amendment which
gave to the Bank just such an option (above, p. 11). Perhaps Ricardo at first took it for
granted that, Bullion payments being more advantageous to the Bank, the latter would
not normally exercise the option of paying in specie; and later, when the reluctance of
the Bank Directors to operate the plan became apparent, he thought it necessary to
make Bullion payments obligatory.1

Thereafter most of the witnesses before the Commons’ Committee were asked for
their opinion on the plan of bullion payments. N. M. Rothschild, on 8 March, to the
question whether he was acquainted with ‘the plan proposed by Mr. Ricardo for the
regulation of the payments at the bank’, replied: ‘I cannot recommend it, because, in
case any news comes from abroad that there is the smallest chance of a war, every one
will come at once and take out gold bars; a man may fetch a hundred thousand pounds
worth of gold bars out of the bank in five minutes; but if you pay in cash, the bank
will find out this, and they must count the cash; and in the course of a short period the
government will hear of this, and the bank may be protected.’2 He added that there
would be many other difficulties in the plan; in particular, there was the danger of
silver bars cased over with gold being passed for gold bars.

Two questions put to Lewis Lloyd, a banker, on 9 March, stress the distinction drawn
by the Committee between the plan of bullion payments and the ‘graduated scale’.
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‘A plan has been suggested to this Committee for the resumption of cash payments,
which is known by the name of Mr. Ricardo’s plan; have the goodness to state to the
Committee whether you have formed any opinion upon that plan?—It certainly has
appeared to me as unexceptionable a plan as any I have heard suggested; it seems to
remove some of the difficulties which would attend a resumption of cash payments.

‘There has been another modification of that plan suggested, which would have this
effect, that the bank should immediately or at the expiration of three months
commence the payment of its notes in cash, but that they should pay in coin at the
market price of gold, and that there should be a gradual reduction of the price of the
gold which they should pay, until the market price of gold was reduced to the mint
price; do you conceive the adoption of that plan would facilitate the resumption of
cash payments?— I have paid very little attention to that, and am not able to give an
answer; as to the other, I read the work, and it seemed to me to suggest an ingenious
plan to counteract some of the objections which have occurred to the resumption of
cash payments.’ 1

On 11 and 12 March Alexander Baring was examined on ‘Mr. Ricardo’s plan’.2 He
said that ‘The plan in question is, in fact, no other than that of the bank of Hamburgh,
only substituting a currency of paper in lieu of a transfer of book debt; and the bank of
Hamburgh has always been found, from long experience, the best institution for
preserving the standard of value; the payments of the bank of Hamburgh are solely in
silver bullion.

‘Supposing such a plan once adopted, and the price of gold and the exchanges to have
continued steady for some time, under the operation of this plan; would not such a
state of things afford a great facility for the return to the ancient system of this
country, if such return should still be thought more desirable?—The plan would
certainly bring with it no expense, and could at any period be got rid of without
difficulty; at the same time, as one of its merits is to carry on the circulation with the
least possible amount of bullion, of course, the supply for returning to the system of
coin, would not be very great; at the same time it is my opinion that such a system
would make London the great mart for gold and silver bullion in the same manner as
the bank of Hamburgh has given that advantage to the city of Hamburgh for silver.

‘You have probably heard that another plan has been suggested for the resumption of
cash payments, with reference to the present actual price of gold, and varying the
amount at which the issues should be made from time to time, in proportion as the
price of gold shall come nearer to the mint price; setting aside the question of good
faith, which is involved in the first step of such a plan, do you think in other respects
that it is practicable and advisable? —I should think not; I do not think the bank could
be placed in a state of cash payments much earlier, by making a small difference in
the price at which they would begin to pay, than by abiding by the old standard; there
might be some facility, but not sufficient to justify so great a novelty.’1

On 17 March John Smith, a London banker and a member of the House, questioned
on ‘Mr Ricardo’s suggestion’, agreed that it would be advantageous to country banks.
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Asked for his opinion of ‘the merits of that plan generally’ he answered that he felt
‘favourably disposed towards it’.2

Ricardo was again examined, apparently at his own request, on 19 March, when he
delivered a paper in which he suggested that, if it was decided that a currency partly
made up of gold coin was desirable, a ‘moderate seignorage’ should be charged on
gold coin.

Two more witnesses were examined by the Commons’ Committee on the plan.
Vincent Stuckey, a country banker, on 22 March, agreed that ‘the plan for the
resumption of cash payments, commonly called Mr. Ricardo’s” would ‘afford a
facility both to country bankers and to the bank of England’. Asked further ‘What are
the inconveniences which you consider would arise from this change in the mode of
paying the notes of the bank of England?’, he replied ‘I am not aware of any
inconvenience which can arise; I think it would be attended with very considerable
convenience to pay the larger sums in bullion: it appears to me to be a very great
improvement on a well-regulated paper currency; and it has always struck me, that at
the resumption of cash payments by the bank, the above would be by far the best plan
I ever heard of: I think it would do away a great part of that which many dread, a great
and general demand for guineas; and after a year or two, seeing how the plan
answered, the circulation of coin might be introduced, if found necessary.’3

Thomas Smith, an accountant,] asked on 24 March ‘Have you heard and considered
of a plan, which is generally known by the name of Mr. Ricardo’s plan, for the
resumption of cash payments?’ replied ‘I wrote a reply to it a few weeks after it was
published’.2 To the question ‘Do you think the plan of Mr. Ricardo preferable to the
one for the resumption of cash payments, in the sense in which cash payments are
ordinarily used?’ he replied ‘I conceive Mr. Ricardo’s plan to be perfectly illegal, and
to be impossible to be put in practice without risking the destruction of the bank, and
the ruin of the country’. He then explained his own views on a standard of value and
criticised at length Ricardo’s plan.3

The Lords’ Committee recalled Baring on 10 March and asked him: ‘Supposing it
were now the Determination of Parliament to restore to the Country, as quickly as
may be safe and practicable, the Advantages of a Circulating Medium, regulated by a
Metallic Standard of Value; would it in your Opinion be advisable to adopt for the
Purpose the following Proposal, either wholly, or with any and what Variations, viz.

Ist, That the Bank should be subjected to the Delivery of uncoined Gold or Silver, at
the Mint Standard and Price, in Exchange for their Notes, instead of the Delivery of
Coin:

2dly, That the Bank should also be obliged to give their Paper in Exchange for
Standard Gold or Silver, at fixed Prices, taken somewhat below the Mint Price:

3dly, That the Quantity of Gold or Silver to be so demanded in Exchange for Paper at

the Bank, and the Quantity to be so sold to the Bank, should be limited, not to go
below a fixed Amount:
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4thly, That the most perfect Liberty should be given at the same Time to export and
import every Description of Bullion:

Sthly, That the Mint should continue open to the Public for the Coinage of Gold
Money:

6thly, That the same Privilege of paying Notes in Bullion should either be extended to
the Country Banks, or that the Bank of England Notes (their Value being thus
secured) should be made a legal Tender?’

Baring replied: ‘the Plan which I consider as by far the most perfect, and to which I
know no Objection of any Sort, and which I am not sure that I should not prefer even
to the old State of Currency, if that State could be easily returned to, is the Plan
alluded to in the Question.’ 1

Richard Page,2 a general merchant, asked on 17 March ‘Are you acquainted with Mr.
Ricardo’s plan?” answered ‘I have read it’ and added that under this plan ‘you have
got one sort of Currency for every rich Man, and another sort of Currency for a poor
Man ... you give the rich Man the best, and you give the poor Man the worst.’3

Thomas Tooke was examined on 22 March. In reply to a question on the restoration
of the value of Bank of England paper he said: ‘I have heard of no Measure better
adapted, than one which has been suggested, of obliging the Bank by an Act of the
Legislature to sell Gold Bullion at certain stated Prices progressively downwards, till
it shall have reached the Mint Price; because I conceive, that there would be very
great Danger of any Measure short of this failing of its Effect, as no Words merely
conveying the Promise of a Resumption of Payments in Specie can satisfy the Public
that it will actually take place at the Period fixed’.4 On being asked whether he
thought it possible to effect the restoration by stages so as to reach the mint price by 5
July 1820, he expressed the hope that this might be effected in a shorter period and
stressed the disadvantages attending a long interval: ‘These Disadvantages are the
Suspence and more or less Uncertainty in undertaking all commercial Operations,
which may be influenced in their Results by the State of the Currency while they are
in Progress.’5

Asked further: ‘Have you considered whether, after the Value of Bank Paper had been
brought back to the Mint Standard, it would be more expedient that the Bank should
thenceforth pay in Coin, on the same Footing as before the Restriction, or that their
Payments should continue to be made not in Coin but in Bullion, at the Mint
Standard?’ he delivered in answer a written paper: ‘The Plan of a Circulation of
Paper, convertible into Gold Bullion only at the Mint Price, is admirable for its
Ingenuity and Simplicity, and there can be no Doubt of its Convenience and
Cheapness. It is particularly well calculated to serve as an intermediate Measure for
limiting and regulating the Paper Circulation, till Arrangements can be made for
establishing the whole Currency on a permanent Footing. But if proposed in itself as a
permanent System, I cannot but consider it as objectionable. A Circulation so
saturated with Paper would be liable to Abuse, and to a Suspension of the Check of
partial Convertibility, on lighter Grounds than if the Currency consisted of Coin and
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of strictly convertible Paper. And, taken in a general point of view, it must be
admitted, that a Basis of so frail a Material, resting so exclusively on Credit and
Confidence, is exposed to the Danger of frequent Derangement, and in some
conceivable Cases to total Destruction. But, above all, is the Objection arising from
the extended Inducement to Forgery. And independent of these Objections to an
exclusive Paper Currency, it strikes me that many Contingencies and Exigencies
might arise, wherein an abundant Stock of the precious Metals might be of essential
Advantage. Upon the whole, therefore, in as far as I might be permitted to give an
Opinion, it would be in favour of a Return to Payments in Coin.’1 The rest of Tooke’s
paper discussed the question of a seignorage on the gold coin. He agreed with the
remark of Ricardo, in the Principles of Political Economy,2 that with a seignorage of
five per cent the currency might be depreciated to that extent before coin were
demanded and he supported the remedy proposed by Ricardo that Bank notes should
be made payable in bullion, though not in coin, at the mint price. He suggested, as an
improvement, that the gold bars should be issued by the Mint, instead of the Bank,
‘because, independently of other Advantages, the high Prerogative of the Crown, as
the Source from whence every Thing like metallic Money should emanate, would be
preserved, as in fact the Bar Gold thus stamped, and thereby acquiring additional
Value, would be the simplest and cheapest Form of metallic Money.’ 1

Meanwhile the necessary permission from the House of Commons enabling Ricardo,
as a member of the House, to appear before the Lords’ Committee had been asked by
the House of Lords on 17 March and granted by the Commons on 19 March.2

On 24 March Ricardo appeared before the Committee, and his examination was
resumed when they next met on 26 March.

Before concluding their hearings the Lords’ Committee recalled the Bank Directors to
ascertain their views on the plan, which had come under discussion since their first
appearance. On 31 March Jeremiah Harman, a former Governor, said: ‘The Plan
suggested would be a great Change in our ancient Monetary System, without an
adequate Object, as it strikes me; and no one can foresee all the Consequences it
might lead to.’3 He also objected to the adoption for a period of a scale of gradually
reduced prices on the ground that it ‘would be a virtual Re-opening at £3. 17s. 10%2d.’
Moreover ‘it would oblige the Bank to go into the Bullion Market at a very great
Disadvantage, and subject it to be the Sport of Bullion Dealers and Exchange
Jobbers.’4

Samuel Thornton, also a former Governor, recalled on 2 April, expressed himself in
favour of the plan of bullion payments on a graduated scale as a temporary measure: it
would facilitate the ultimate resumption of cash payments, and it would allow a
considerable saving of the precious metals. He suggested January 1820 as the earliest
period at which the Bank could commence bullion payments at the market price, and
twelve to eighteen months from that date before payments could be made at the mint
price. He thought that it would be ‘a necessary Part of the Plan to pay on a graduated
Scale’ to relieve the Bank from the liability to pay in cash their notes dated prior to
1817.5
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The Governor, George Dorrien, heard again on 5 April, agreed that the plan of bullion
payments would be a security to the Bank and would be a check on any sudden run
upon it, and approved the principle of a graduated scale; he thought that bullion
payments could not be begun before a year and a half and that a further twelve months
would be required to bring down the price to the Mint standard.1

II1.

The Reports

The First (or Interim) Reports of both Committees, issued on 5 April, merely stated
that they would shortly present a plan for the Resumption of Cash payments; but in
the meantime they recommended, as a matter of urgency, the adoption of a measure to
suspend the engagements entered into by the Bank, in 1817, to pay in gold coin its
notes of an earlier date than 1 January 1817.

A bill to this effect was immediately brought in by Peel; it passed through all its
stages in the House of Commons on the same day (5 April),2 and in the House of
Lords on the following day, when it received the Royal Assent.

By this time Ricardo knew that his plan would be recommended in the final reports of
the Committees. In a letter to M“Culloch of 7 April, referring to the latter’s review of
Economical and Secure Currency in the Edinburgh Review for December 1818, he
wrote: “You have I am sure been the means of affording the most useful instruction, to
many members of the Committees of both houses, and as for myself, I am under great
obligations to you, for my plan might have slumbered, or have been forgotten, if you
had not rescued it from oblivion, and said more in its favour than I had been able to
do. You will be pleased to know that an investigation into the probable results of
adopting that plan, or some modification of it, has formed one of the leading subjects
of examination, by both Committees, and from the speech of Mr. Peel, as well as from
those of Mr. Canning, and the Marquis of Lansdown, I have very little doubt but that
it will be recommended, as a temporary, if not a permanent measure, in both
reports.’3

The Second (and Final) Report of the Commons’ Committee was presented and
ordered to be printed on 6 May, and that of the Lords’ Committee on 7 May.

Mallet in his Diary indicates how the Committees reached their decision:

‘The Committee of the Lords was unanimous with the exception of Lord Lauderdale
who stuck to his own theory: the Committee of the Commons unanimous with the
exception of Tierney and Mr Manning. Tierney from factious motives, and ignorance
of the question: Manning as a Bank Director of the old school. There were no doubt
many Members of the Lords Committee and some Members of the Commons
Committee who went into the measure with their eyes shut and great terror and
reluctance; but the weight of talent and influence carried them on. All the first men
were agreed, including Lord Wellington.—Lord Castlereagh and Vansittart lagged
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behind: Ned Cooke, Lord Castlereagh’s right hand, was at the very time writing the
most alarming pamphlets:1 Lord Harrowby and Lord Bathurst were dragged into the
measure: but Lord Liverpool, Lords Grenville, Wellington and Lansdowne, Peel and
Canning being agreed, no paper administration could be formed, and the reluctant
multitude were obliged to yield. It will ever resound to the credit of Peel to have taken
so honourable and decided a line: he went into the Committee, as he said himself,2
without any opinions; and if he had any bias it was against the proposed measure. He
had always voted with Vansittart; and his Father Sir Robert Peel entertained so
decided an opinion, that he proposed the resolutions and the Petition in the London
Tavern,3 and presented the Petition to the House, warning them of their danger, and
lamenting the error of his son...

‘In forming their Committees, Ministers had no plan in view: but the inclinations of
the majority by the Cabinet being adverse to Cash payments, they took care (as they
thought) to secure a majority in their favour: But so difficult is it to guard all avenues,
when they need not be guarded, that two of the Members of the Commons

Committee, who were appointed to form an antibullion majority, Sir John Nicholls
and Mr Ashurst, were both friends to a general resumption of Cash payments. The one
is a decided Ministerial Member; a sort of devoted adherent: the other a Tory Country
Gentleman: they were not people likely to have either read or thought much upon the
subject; and all that was expected of them was to be upon the Government side if it
came to a counting of noses: but it so happened that they had read and had opinions of
their own, and that those opinions were sound, so that they immediately sided in the
Committee with those Members of administration who were favourable to a better
system of currency.’

The recommendations contained in the Second Report of the Commons’ Committee
were as follows:

‘That, after the 1st May 1821, the Bank shall be liable to deliver a quantity of Gold,
not less than 60 ounces, of standard fineness, to be first assayed and stamped at His
Majesty’s mint, at the established mint price of £3. 17s. 10%2d. per oz. in exchange for
such an amount of Notes presented to them as shall represent, at that rate, the value of
the Gold demanded:

‘That this liability of the Bank to deliver Gold in exchange for their Notes, shall
continue for not less than two nor more than three years, from the 1st May 1821; and
that at the end of that period, Cash Payments shall be resumed:

‘That on a day, to be fixed by Parliament, not later than the 1st February 1820, the
Bank shall be required to deliver Gold, of standard fineness, assayed and stamped as
before mentioned, in exchange for their notes (an amount of not less than 60 ounces
of Gold being demanded) at £.4. 1s. per ounce, that being nearly the market price of
standard Gold in bars on an average of the last three months.

‘That on or before the 1st October 1820, the Bank shall pay their Notes in Gold of
standard fineness, at the rate of £.3. 19s. 6d.; and on or before the 1st May 1821, as
before mentioned, at the ancient standard rate of £.3. 17s. 10%d.’1
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Those of the Lords’ Committee were:

‘1. That provision should be made by Parliament for a repayment of the debt of
Government to the Bank to a considerable amount, and that a part of that repayment
should take place some time antecedent to the first period which may be fixed for the
commencement of bullion payments by the Bank:

‘2. That from and after the 1st of December 1819, or at latest the 1st of February
1820, the Bank of England shall be required to pay its notes in gold bullion duly
assayed and stamped in His Majesty’s Mint, if demanded, in sums of not less than the
value of 60 ounces, at the price of £4 1s. per ounce of standard bullion; that on the 1st
of November 1820, or at such other period as may be fixed, the price shall be reduced
to £3 19s. 6d., unless the Bank shall have previously reduced it to that rate, it being
always understood that the price, when once lowered, shall not again be raised by the
Bank; and that on the 1st of May 1821, the Bank shall pay its notes, if demanded, in
gold bullion, in sums of not less than the value of 30 ounces, at the price of £3 17s.
10%d. per ounce of standard bullion:

‘3. That a weekly account of the average amount of notes in circulation during the
preceding week, shall be transmitted to the Privy Council; and a quarterly account of
the average amount of notes in circulation during the preceding quarter, shall be
published in the London Gazette:

‘4. That for two years, from and after the first of May 1821, the Bank shall pay its
notes in gold bullion only at the Mint price; and that whenever Parliament shall think
proper to require the Bank to pay its notes in coin, notice thereof shall be given to the
Bank one year before hand, such notice not to be given before the first of May
1822.°1

Commenting on the plan recommended by the Commons’ Committee, Ricardo wrote
to M“Culloch on 8 May: ‘The Committee have deviated in two points from the plan
as originally suggested—they think that the bars of bullion delivered by the Bank, in
exchange for notes, should be assayed, and stamped, at the Mint; and they have
advised that after 1823, at the latest, we should revert to the old system of specie
payments. Perhaps, in both instances, they have done right, for the Bank persisting in
the most determined opposition to them, they were under the necessity of having the
bullion stamped that it might be legally called money of a large denomination, and
that the Bank might not raise a clamour against them for having imposed upon that
corporation the obligation of paying in Bullion, from which they said their charter
protected them. In the second place they had to contend with public prejudice, and
perhaps too with prepossessions which they themselves felt in favour of coin. If no
inconvenience is suffered from the working of this plan for the next 5 years, the Bank
will be amongst the foremost in contending that it should be adopted as a permanent
system.’ 1

A set of Resolutions based on the recommendations of the Committees were moved
by Peel in the House of Commons on 24 May2 when Ricardo made his first important
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parliamentary speech; they were adopted on the following day. Peel’s Bill, which
embodied the Resolutions, received the Royal Assent on 2 July 1819.3

IV.

The ‘Ricardoes’

The plan came into effect on 1 February 1820 when the Bank resumed gold payments
at 81s. per ounce in ingots of 60 ounces of gold of standard fineness, stamped and
assayed at the Mint.

From the beginning the ingots had caught the public imagination and were referred to
in the press as one of the oddities of the day. ‘The proposed Ingots have already
obtained a name. They are called Ricardoes from their inventor, as the gold
Napoleons were named from Bonaparte.’4 ‘Mr Ricardo’s ingots were the fashionable
novelties of the day, like the automaton chess player,5 or the fair Circassian6 .’7
When they actually came into existence, in 1820, the market price of gold being
below 81s, the demand for them was only as collectors’ pieces: ‘The Bank resumed
bullion payments on Ist February, in ingots (to the amount of 3001.), commonly called
Ricardos; and I understand that in the first three days only three were applied for. One
for Lord Thanet, one for a country banker, from curiosity, and the other I know not
for whom. The price of gold is from two to three shillings below the Mint price,
which accounts for this little demand.’1

Some more details came to light as a result of an article on ‘Ricardo’s Ingot Plan’ by
Dr. Bonar in the Economic Journal for September 1923. The following number of the
Journal (December1923) announced the discovery in the Coins and Medals
Department of the British Museum ‘not indeed of the ingot itself but of an impression
in bronze from the die which was used to stamp it. An undated ticket lay under it, on
which were written in a contemporary hand the words:

1f0687-03 figure 010
Stamp for striking gold ingots according to the suggestion of Mr. Ricardo.
‘It would have been more correct to say impression of a stamp.

‘The diameter of the object is 34 mm.; that of the actual die as shown by the edge of
the circular impression is 32 mm. The impression is of a G.R. crowned, as in the
engraving above ... The above engraving is of the actual size.

‘In the same way it has been discovered by the Bank of England, that in the early
months of 1820 the Mint delivered to the Bank 2028 gold bars of 60 ounces each. Of
these 13 were sold, to 12 different purchasers, viz.:

(a) 3 in February 1820 at £4 1s. per standard oz.
(b) 3 in October 1820 at £3 19s. 6d.
(c) 7in May 1821 at £3 17s. 10%d.
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The remaining 2015 were returned to the Mint.’

The plan of bullion payments virtually came to an end in April 1821, when an Act
was passed (1 and 2 Geo. IV, c. 26) to anticipate by one year the operation of the
clause which allowed the Bank to pay their notes either in coin or in bullion. In May
1823, under the terms of the Act of 1819, payment in coin became obligatory.

V.

The Reports of the Lords” and Commons’ Committees, with Minutes of Evidence and
Appendices, were printed in Parliamentary Papers, 1819, vol. iii.1 The Lords’
Reports with Minutes of Evidence and Appendix were ordered to be reprinted on 15
February 1844, and an Index was added. These are the official editions in folio. An
unofficial edition, in octavo, of the Commons’ Second Report and Minutes of
Evidence was published by Charles Clement, London, in 1819.

Ricardo’s evidence is reprinted below from the official edition of 1819. The original
arrangement and spelling have been retained; except that in the Commons’ evidence
(by analogy with the more convenient arrangement of the Lords’ evidence) numbers
have been prefixed in square brackets to the questions, and each question and answer,
which in the original are printed as a single paragraph, have been separated.
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MINUTES OF EVIDENCE TAKEN BEFORE THE SECRET
COMMITTEE ON THE EXPEDIENCY OF THE BANK
RESUMING CASH PAYMENTS

Jovis, 4° Die Martii, 1819.

The Right Honourable Robert Peel, in the Chair.
David Ricardo, Esquire;

A Member of the House; was Examined.

[1] Do you conceive that the paper currency of this country is now excessive, and
depreciated in comparison with gold, and that the high price of bullion and low rate of
exchange, are the consequences, as well as the sign, of that depreciation?

Yes, I do.

[2] The following is an extract from a publication of your’s: “Why will not the bank
try the experiment, by a reduction in the amount of their notes of two or three millions
for the short period of three months? if no effects were produced on the price of
bullion and the foreign exchanges, then might their friends boast, that the principles of
the bullion committee were the wild dreams of speculative theorists;”1 do you still
adhere to the opinion expressed in that extract?

Yes, I do.

[3] From July to December 1817, the average amount of bank of England notes in
circulation, appears to have been £. 29,210,000; from July to December 1818, the
amount appears to have been £. 26,487,000; in the latter period, the price of gold was
higher than in the former, and the exchanges were more unfavourable to this country,
so that the reduction in the issues, though carried to the extent of £. 3,000,000,
produced no effect upon the exchange and on the price of gold; how do you reconcile
these facts with the theory?

When I gave the opinion that has been stated, it was on the supposition, that no
commercial causes were at that time to operate on the price of bullion or on the
exchange, being firmly convinced, that a reduction in the amount of notes, under
those circumstances, would raise their value to any point which might be desired; I
am fully aware that there are other causes, besides the quantity of bank notes, which
operate upon the exchanges; but I am quite sure, that from whatever cause a bad
exchange arises, it may be corrected by a reduction in the amount of the currency.
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[4] Then ought there not to have been an addition to the statement above referred to of
words to the following effect; provided other causes do not counteract the effect of the
reduction?

Clearly; I was speaking with respect to a given time; I did not mean to assert, that at
all times and under all circumstances a reduction of bank notes would improve the
exchange.

[5] What are the causes to which you refer? Those causes, I conceive, are various;
there may be a great increase in the capital of a country, which may so increase the
quantity of commodities to be circulated, that there may be required more circulating
medium at one time than at another; there may be a great diminution in the value of
gold and silver, generally, in Europe, which may make it possible, with the same
commerce, to maintain an increased amount of circulation; I consider, in all cases,
that the quantity of circulation must depend upon its value, and the quantity of
business which it has to perform.

[6] Then do you consider the high price of gold to be a certain sign of the depreciation
of bank notes?

I consider it to be a certain sign of the depreciation of bank notes, because I consider
the standard of the currency to be bullion, and whether that bullion be more or less
valuable, the paper ought to conform to that value, and would, under the system that
we pursued previously to 1797: there is an instance of the truth, I think, of the opinion
which [ am maintaining, in the year 1782, when, by a return made by the bank, it
appears that there was a reduction of, I believe, three millions of bank notes in the
space of a few months; that reduction was probably also accompanied by a reduction
in the metallic part of our currency, there being then no notes under ten pounds in
circulation, but of that we can have no knowledge; this proves to me, that in order to
make the value of the paper conform to the value of bullion, the bank were under the
necessity of reducing the amount of their currency.

[7] The price of gold being lower when the amount of bank of England notes in
circulation was twenty-nine millions than when it was twenty-six millions, and you
considering the price of gold to be the criterion of the depreciation of bank notes, to
what other causes do you attribute the rise in the price of gold when there had been a
diminution to the extent of three millions in the amount of bank notes?

It seems to me, that when we compare two commodities together, gold and paper for
example, it is impossible to say, when they are varying, whether the one is falling or
the other is rising. If gold was rising in the general market of the world at the time
stated, it 1s evident that it might exceed more than before the value of paper currency,
although the latter was reduced in quantity and increased in value; they would both
rise, but gold would rise most. By the operation of country banks, the whole currency
might have been increased, although that part of it issued by the bank of England was
diminished. Confidence and credit may have prevailed to a high degree, which are
substitutes for currency. I am of opinion, that we have never sufficiently attended to
the variations that may take place in the value of the metal itself, by which we
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estimate the value of our currency; there are a number of commercial causes, as [ have
already said, which I think affect the value of gold, and when I say the value, I do not
mean the value as compared with paper, but the value as compared with commodities
generally. I think every tax has some influence upon the value of the precious metals,
and either occasions their exportation or importation. I think that every improvement
in machinery has a tendency to produce similar effects; but as I have before observed,
from whatever cause it may arise that paper exceeds the value of bullion, whether
from the increase of paper, from the rise in the value of gold, or from any other cause
whatever, it can always be corrected by a reduction in the amount of the paper
circulation, and such was the uniform practice before the year 1797.

[8] Do you think that a reduction of bank of England paper will certainly produce a
fall in the price of gold?

I do; I should rather say, a reduction in the amount of the whole circulation of the
country; but here again it is possible that there might be a reduction of the bank
circulation without a corresponding reduction in the country circulation, and it might
even be possible that there might be an increase of such country circulation, not that I
expect that any such result would follow, for I consider that the reduction of the bank
of England circulation would be immediately followed by a reduction of country
circulation; but it is not physically impossible.

[9] Do you think that the amount of country bank circulation will vary with the
amount of bank of England circulation?

In all common cases I think it will; but I believe that there are exceptions to that
general rule, arising from the more or less credit of the country banks; there is of
course always a contention between the country banks and the bank of England, to fill
as many districts as they can with their respective notes. The bank of England or the
country banks may be more successful at one period than at another, but provided
every thing were to remain the same in that respect, [ have no doubt that a reduction
of the London circulation would occasion a reduction of the country circulation. I
should observe also, that with respect to the public, it is a matter of very little
importance whether the whole reduction should be in the bank of England issues, or
should be partly of the bank of England issues and partly of the country bank issues: it
is a question of importance, as it refers to the interest of the country banks and the
bank of England, but the public have no interest in it whatever: the inconvenience
which they would suffer, if any, would arise from the reduction of the whole amount
of the circulating medium, it being of little importance from which fund that reduction
was made.

[10] The bank of England circulation has fallen, from the last half year of 1817, as
compared with the present time, from £. 29,210,000 to about £. 25,000,000; that is,
there has been a reduction between that half year and the present time, to the amount
of £. 4,000,000; as the diminution has been gradual, and has operated for 15 months,
ought it not to have produced its effect on country bank circulation?
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I think it ought in common cases, and must have done so in the present case, if no
counteracting causes have particularly operated; of which I know nothing, nor can
know nothing.

[11] As then there has been an actual diminution of bank of England paper, to the
amount of four millions within that period, and there ought to have been a
corresponding reduction in the amount of country bank paper, does it not strike you as
somewhat inconsistent with the theory, that the price of gold is at present higher than
it was at the period when the circulation of the bank of England was four millions
greater than it is now?

It does not in the least shake my confidence in the theory, being fully persuaded that
such an effect must have followed, if it had not been counteracted by some of those
causes to which I have already adverted.

[12] What are the causes which have, in your opinion, practically operated to
countervail the effect of this reduction of the circulating medium?

The facts are not sufficiently within my knowledge, to give any plausible explanation
of them; but I am persuaded that there are other causes, besides the mere amount of
paper, which will so operate, and I therefore infer, that some of them have now been
acting.

[13] Then supposing the bank to make a further reduction, beyond the present amount
of their issues, might not the operation of the same causes prevent the good effects to
be expected from that reduction?

It is quite possible, but I do not think it probable.

[14] Have the goodness to state why you think it probable, that the same causes that
must have operated to produce that effect in the former case, should not continue to
produce it in the case assumed?

Because, in commerce, it appears to me that a cause may operate for a certain time
without our being warranted to expect that it should continue to operate for a much
greater length of time; and being fully persuaded that a reduction in the quantity of
such a commodity as money must either raise its value, or prevent its falling in value,
I am sure that a reduction of the quantity of currency, provided it be sufficient in
degree, will operate in raising its value, whatever countervailing causes may
contribute to oppose it.

[15] Do you think there is any perfect assurance that if the bank of England were to
reduce its issues to the extent of two or three millions below their present amount, the
consequence would be a fall in the price of gold, and the restoration of the exchange,
or might not the other causes which affect the price of gold and the rate of exchange
possibly countervail the effect of the reduction of the issues?

Certainly, they might countervail the effect of the reduction of the issues, but
provided they were sufficient in degree the reduction would be sure to bring the two
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together; there are two commodities which we are comparing with each other,
namely, bank notes, and gold; the variation in the relative value of these two
commodities may be caused by an increase in the quantity of paper, or by a fall in the
value of gold; in the former state of our circulation, whenever it proceeded from either
of those causes, a reduction in the amount of paper was the remedy, and must at all
times I think be the remedy.

[16] Take then a considerable period, when the amount of bank notes in circulation
was very nearly the same; it was so for three half years, from July 1815 to December
1816 namely, about twenty-six millions and a half; at the beginning of that period the
price of gold was 4/. 16s. an ounce, it fell to 4/. 11s. 4/. 9s. 41. 7s. 41. 3s. 41. 25. 41. 1s.
41. 0s. 31. 19s. and 3/. 18s. 6d., there was no interruption in the regular gradation of
the fall of gold, and there was no variation in the average amount of bank notes in
circulation, do you attribute the fall in the price of gold to an alteration that took place
in the value of gold?

Most undoubtedly; and by returns that have been made at different times to
Parliament, we observe the relative value of gold and silver to differ very materially at
different times; now to what cause can this possibly be attributed, but to an alteration
in the real value of one of them? in which ever metal that alteration of value takes
place, provided it be the standard, it will either warrant an increase or a diminution of

paper.

[17] Do you know what have been the greatest limits of the variation in the relative
value of gold and silver; within a given period, supposing three years, have they ever
varied one per cent within that period?

I should say six or seven, speaking from the slight recollection I have at this moment
on the subject; I only mention these circumstances to show the Committee that it is
quite possible that there may be variations in the value of the precious metals, which
would produce such effects, as it appears the object of the present examination to
explain.

[18] But supposing there has been, during the same period, a corresponding fall in the
price of silver, then, evidently, that cause which you assign as possible to account for
a fall in the price of gold has not operated?

I should then say, that whatever cause had operated, had equally operated on the two
metals, instead of operating on one exclusively.

[19] Do you not conceive, that the most perfect state to which a currency can be
brought is, that by which the public are secured against any variations in the value of
the currency other than those to which the standard is subject, and in which the
circulation is carried on by the least expensive means?

Certainly.

[20] Have you turned your attention to any plan by which these desirable objects may
be best attained?
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Yes, I have.

[21] Have the goodness to favour the Committee with your opinions upon that
subject?

My opinion is, that the bank of England should have the liberty of either paying their
notes in specie or in bullion at the mint price of 3/. 17s. 10%d.,; by which means the
paper currency could never fall below the value at which the coin stood previously to
1797.

[22] What quantity of gold ought a person to be at liberty to demand, in exchange for
paper?

That appears to be a regulation which should be left to the bank to decide on; it is,
comparatively, of very little importance.

[23] Would it not be necessary to have a regulation of law?
Undoubtedly there should be a regulation of law; but whether the quantity should be
20 ounces, or 50 or 100, I have scarcely any motive for making a choice; the object

would be equally effected by taking either quantity.

[24] Do you think it would be politic to impose, at the same time, upon the bank, the
necessity of issuing paper in exchange for gold tendered to them?

That is a measure not absolutely necessary; but I think it would be a great
improvement to the system, if that regulation were adopted.

[25] The object of it would be, to prevent a rise in the value of the bank note above
the price of gold?

Exactly so; which the bank can now effect.

[26] Might not the object be answered by giving every person an option to go to the
mint, and receive coin in exchange for the bullion?

Which would do just as well, if you could readily turn bullion into coin or into paper,
the object would be equally effected.1

[27] Would you advise, that notes below 5/. should be continued in circulation?
Under those circumstances there necessarily must be notes of 1/. and 2/.

[28] Would you advise bank notes to be made a legal tender?

I would certainly.

[29] Would you leave to the country bankers the power of issuing notes payable on
demand, in bank of England notes?
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[ would.

[30] And not subject them to the necessity of paying in coin?
Certainly not.

[31] Would you repeal the laws respecting the exportation of coin?
Undoubtedly.

[32] And leave the trade in bullion and coin perfectly free? Perfectly free; and also a
perfect liberty to any man to melt the coin if he thought proper.

[33] What regulation would you advise to be adopted with respect to foreign coins?

When I say that the public should have the privilege of buying and selling bullion to
the bank, I have in my mind bullion of the standard of England; but if allowance be
made for the alloy in the foreign coins, according as they may be more or less fine
than the standard of England, it appears to me of small importance whether these
dealings be in those coins or in bullion.

[34] Would not that be an additional convenience? I think it would.

[35] Could you assign any period of time, at the expiration of which this plan, in your
opinion, could be safely resorted to?

I think it ought to be immediately resorted to, either at the price of 3/ 17s. 10%2d. or at
some other price; because I consider that our currency is in a very unsatisfactory state,
while the bank have the power of increasing or diminishing the circulation, and
altering its value at their pleasure; and therefore, whatever regulation might be
resolved on, with respect to the time of paying in the standard of the country, I should
certainly recommend the adoption of this plan at some other price in the interval.

[36] That is, that the bank should be under an obligation of paying their notes on
demand in gold, at the present market price of gold for instance, and of making a
gradual reduction in the price of gold which they should issue, until the market price
of gold corresponded with the mint price?

Precisely so; but under those circumstances the price at which the bank should be
obliged to buy gold I think should not be fixed above that price, at which it should be
a permanent regulation.

[37] Would you propose that price to be something below the mint price?

Exactly so; in what degree below I have scarcely the means of judging; the bank
would be better able to fix that price than I should; it should be very little below.

[38] Would you propose, that the price at which the bank should be compelled to
purchase gold, should be the same or something lower than that at which in
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succession they issue it, according to the operations that would take place in a
graduated scale?

I have already mentioned, that I should rather recommend that the price at which they
should buy gold, should be under the present mint price, which is 3/. 17s. 10%d. and
fixed now once for all.

[39] Would not the bank in that case have it in their power to make a sudden change
in the value of the circulation, by a more sudden reduction in the amount of their
notes than might be desirable?

Within those limits they might; but after intrusting the bank with the great powers
which they have had for twoand-twenty years, I should not be very fastidious in
intrusting them with this small power at the present moment.

[40] But if that was objectionable, might it not be counteracted by providing that they
shall purchase at, or nearly at, the same price at which they issued gold?

Certainly not at the same price, but at a price under that.

[41] If the bank, after the resumption of cash payments, continued to issue one and
two pound notes, would not their issue tend greatly to diminish the quantity of gold
which would be necessary for the purposes of circulation, when compared with that
quantity which was necessary previous to the restriction?

Certainly; if the public liked a paper currency, consisting of one and two pound notes,
better than one consisting of the gold coins, then this regulation would be nugatory;
but if they did not, it would secure a power to the bank of filling that part of our
circulation with one and two pound notes, and thereby preventing the public from
demanding coin as substitutes for those notes.

[42] Do you think there would be any difficulty whatever in procuring such a supply
of gold as, under the circumstances you have supposed, would be adequate for the
supply of this country?

According to the view which I take of this question, I think there would be no
provision of gold necessary beyond that which the bank must now have, however
small it may be.

[43] That is, supposing they immediately commence the payment in gold, at about the
present market price?

Or at any price; having a firm opinion that the bank, by the reduction in the amount of
their notes, can raise their value to any assignable limit, it does appear to me that they
can always keep the value of their paper on a par with the value of bullion, at
whatever price the Committee might choose to fix it.
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[44] Would it not be necessary, nevertheless, that they should have at all times a
considerable supply of gold to meet the demands upon them, although the market and
mint price of gold should correspond?

That would certainly be desirable, but the bank would be regulated by the same rules
by which they were guided at the time they were paying in a metallic currency. I do
not think it would be prudent on the part of the bank not to have a provision of
bullion, because there are intervals during which the paper may not immediately
attain that value which it finally will attain in consequence of its reduction, and during
that interval they would be subject to demands for bullion.

[45] Does not that assume that the reduction of the issues of the bank of England,
would necessarily and immediately lead to a reduction of country bank paper?

Undoubtedly; I have already explained to the Committee that it appears to me that
there might be a greater reduction of the bank of England paper in some cases, and a
less reduction of country bank paper; but it is a mere question of degree; the bank
might, under some circumstances, be obliged to make a greater reduction of their
paper, in order to keep the value of paper currency generally on a par with the value
of bullion.

[46] Might not the circumstances of the country be such as to make a reduction of
issues at some particular period, in order to have the effect of reducing the price of
gold exceedingly embarrassing to trade?

It undoubtedly might be; that is an evil to which all currencies are subject; every
country that carries on its circulation by means of the metals is liable to that
inconvenience, and it would be no other to which the public would be exposed if the
plan suggested were adopted.

[47] Are you aware that there is at present a considerable stagnation in trade, and that
there has been a great reduction of prices in consequence?

I have heard so; but I am not engaged in trade, and it does not come much within my
own knowledge.

[48] Would not the effect of a reduction of the issues of the bank be a further
reduction in the prices of commodities?

I should certainly expect so, because I consider a reduction in the amount of bank
paper to be raising the value of the medium in which the prices of those commodities
are estimated.

[49] Explain in what degree you think it would take place?

I should think, to the amount of about five or six per cent; [ measure it by the extent of
the excess of the market above the mint price of gold.
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[50] Do you think a diminution of the circulation produces a diminution of prices in
exact arithmetical proportion?

I think it has a tendency so to do, but it does not act exactly so nicely as that.

[51] Does it reduce the prices of all commodities equally? I think not, in consequence
of the inequality of taxation, otherwise I think it would.

[52] Might not the reduction of prices to the amount of five per cent, consequent on a
reduction of the issues of the bank, be particularly embarrassing, if it took place at a
period when there appears to have been so great a reduction of prices in consequence
of other causes; namely, the excess of speculation, and the stagnation resulting from
that?

An alteration in value of five per cent does not appear to me very formidable; but of
this matter I do not profess to know much; I have had very little practical knowledge
upon these subjects.

[53] When merchants have a want of confidence in each other, which disinclines them
to deal on credit, is there not a greater demand for money?

Undoubtedly.

[54] Then if this is a period when there is a greater demand for money on account of a
want of confidence, does it not follow that it would be an inconvenient period for
reducing the means of accommodation?

It appears to me that that very circumstance would make a smaller reduction
efficacious for the purpose; a demand for currency in consequence of want of
confidence, I should think a legitimate demand; it would enable the bank to keep their
circulation at a higher level than they would be able to do, if there had not been a
demand from such a cause.

[55] Supposing such a reduction of the issues of the bank to take place as would
restore the market price of gold to the mint price, there would be, in your opinion, an
improvement in the value of the currency of about five per cent?

Exactly so.

[56] Would it not be necessary to raise the same nominal amount of taxes to defray all
that portion of the public expenditure which is applied to the payment of the public
creditor?

Undoubtedly.

[57] Would not the increased burthen of such taxes upon the people be in proportion
to the increase in the nominal value of the money?

Certainly.
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[58] You are aware that by the act, providing for a new silver coinage, the act of 56
George 3, cap. 68, there has been an alteration in the relative value of gold to silver,
from 15,059. 2. 1. to 14,121. making a difference of nearly six per cent in the relative
intrinsic value of our gold and silver coin; do you think this difference so made, will
have the effect of banishing gold coin from this country, provided silver coin be a
legal tender to the amount only of 40s. and provided the mint retains the power in
their hands of regulating the amount of silver coin?

It appears to me quite impossible, at whatever relative value these two metals might
be, while guarded by the regulations which have been mentioned.

[59] Are you of opinion that it would be desirable to keep the intrinsic value of our
gold coin as near the intrinsic value of bullion as possible?

My first preference is to have nothing but a paper circulation, and the expedient I have
proposed had that for its object; but provided we have a metallic circulation, then I
conceive nothing can be more desirable than to keep the value of the coin at as near as
possible to the value of bullion.

[60] The price of gold in April 1815 was 5/. 7s. an ounce, and in April in the
following year it was 4/. 1s. an ounce, making a difference of 1/. 6s.; supposing the
average price of other commodities in the country, as measured in bank notes, to have
been the same at those two periods, would you then infer, from that state of things,
that bank notes were depreciated in April 1816, as compared with April 1815, in the
proportion of the difference between the prices of gold, namely, 1/ 6s.?

Yes, I should.

[61] Though the price of all other articles remained the same as measured by bank
notes?

Though the price of all other articles remained the same.

[62] You have stated, that a currency, of which gold is the standard, is subject to
considerable variations, which arise in the variable value of gold in exchange as
compared with other commodities; can a standard of currency, more invariable in its
value than the value of a certain quantity of gold, be established by any system yet
discovered?

By none that I have ever even imagined.

[63] Would it be possible, by fixing from time to time the amount of bank notes
which should circulate, to obtain a circulation any thing approaching in steadiness of
value, to one which was attached to the value of a metallic standard?

I do not know any means whatever by which we can certainly ascertain the value of

any one commodity; but in practice bullion appears to approach the nearest to an
invariable standard.
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[64] Are not the Committee then to conclude it to be your opinion, that the standard
value of the currency, since it has ceased to be exchangeable for specie on demand,
has been infinitely more variable than it would have been if it had remained on the
same footing on which it stood previously to the year 17977

Yes; my opinion is, that it has undergone more variations than it would have done if it
had been regulated by a metallic standard.

[65] As compared with gold?
As compared with either gold or silver; I have no preference for either.

[66] You have stated it to be your opinion, that the reason why a reduction in the
amount of bank notes to the amount of three millions had not been accompanied by a
corresponding fall in the price of gold and a rise in the exchange, must have
proceeded from other natural counteracting causes; you also stated that you believe,
for the most part, a reduction in bank of England paper would produce a
corresponding reduction in country bank paper; if country bank paper had been
withdrawn, in consequence of such a panic as you describe, in the years 1816 and
1817, and if some of those districts in which country bank paper had before circulated
in consequence of that operation, had been filled in a greater or a less degree by bank
of England paper, is it not probable that a re-issue of country bank paper might, in
consequence of restored confidence in the country, have driven that bank of England
paper back into London circulation, and by that means materially counteracted the
effect of the decrease in the bank of England issues, both in reducing the prices of
gold and raising the exchanges, and also in limiting the amount of country bank paper
circulation?

I think, undoubtedly, it would; the more contracted the circle is in which the bank of
England notes circulate, the more effect must an increase or reduction of their
quantity occasion. I wish also to remark, that in some of the accounts of the amount of
bank notes in circulation at certain periods which I have seen, the one and two pound
notes vary, very remarkably, relatively to the notes of a higher value, which may be
occasioned (not that I know that it is) by the increased or diminished credit of the
country banks. It appears, in 1815, that the amount of notes above five pounds was
about thirteen millions, while those under five pounds were above nine millions; in
January 1818, the amount of notes above five pounds is above sixteen millions, and
those under five pounds about seven millions and a half, and from some of the
accounts which have been laid before the House of Commons, the same sort of
inequality appears to affect the notes of the amount of ten and twenty pounds, which
may be supposed to be that description of notes which, as well as those of five pounds
and under, are used chiefly in the country circulation, upon occasions of the discredit
of the country banks. I have not examined these relative proportions, with a view to
explain the difficulty that the question has now started, but I remark it as a
circumstance which I do not know well how to explain; but it may be connected with
the situation of the country banks.
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[67] Do you believe that the issue of bank notes from the bank, upon the purchase of
bullion, may be carried on to a greater extent with more security, and without
producing the same effect upon the circulation, as to excess or diminution, than when
issued by any other of their ordinary modes?

It appears to me to make no sort of difference, whether the issues be made in the way
of discounts, by advances to government, or in the purchase of bullion; it is the
numerical amount which will produce the effect.

[68] Do you conceive that a standard of value would be more variable if measured by
a reference to two metals, namely gold and silver, as was formerly the case in this
country, and is now the case in some other countries, than if confined to one metal
only?

Yes, I think it would be more variable if measured by two metals.

[69] If then one metal is preferable as affording a less variable measure, which metal
would you recommend?

I find some difficulty in answering that question; there were reasons which at one
time induced me to think that silver would have been the better metal for a standard
measure of value, principally on account of its being chiefly used in the currencies of
other countries;1 but as I have understood that machinery is particularly applicable to
the silver mines,1 and may therefore very much conduce to an increased quantity of
that metal and an alteration of its value, whilst the same cause is not likely to operate
upon the value of gold, I have come to the conclusion, that gold is the better metal by
which to regulate the value of our currency.

[70] Although the currency of other countries may be usually measured in silver?

I think that fact is of no importance whatever in practice; it is of no inconvenience to
trade, I imagine.

[71] Does not the circumstance of the measure of value in one country being in gold,
and in another with which it trades being in silver, occasion a frequent fluctuation of
the real par of exchange?

Not only in the real par, but in the market rate of exchange also.

[72] It appears, by the accounts already referred to, that the price of gold in this
country in April 1815 was £. 5. 7s. and in April 1816 £. 4. 1s. being a difference of
from 25 to 30 per cent, such price being always measured in our paper currency, do
you know whether, during the same period, any such variation, or any variation in the
price of gold took place in France, or in any other continental country?

It appears to me that in France there can be no variation in the price of the metal

which is the standard of the currency; and with respect to the variations in the other
metal which is not the standard of the currency, it must at all times be confined to the
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variations which take place in the relative value of the two metals generally in
Europe.

[73] If then it should appear that, during the period referred to, no variation whatever
has taken place in the price of gold in Paris, would you infer from that circumstance
that the variation in the price of gold between April 1815 and April 1816 arose from
the variation in the value of paper, and not of gold?

Every fall in the price of the standard metal is immediately corrected in France by a
reduction in the amount of the circulation; if no similar reduction takes place under
the same circumstances in our circulation, there must necessarily be a redundancy and
an excess of the market above the mint price of gold; in a sound state of the currency
the value of gold may vary, but its price cannot.

[74] The variation you alluded to in your answer to a former question, is what you
meant by the depreciation of the paper in your answer to a question before put to you?

From whatever cause may arise the difference in the value between paper and gold
(and I have enumerated several,) I always call the paper depreciated when the market
price exceeds the mint price of gold, because I conceive that there is then a greater
quantity of circulating medium than what there would have been if we were obliged to
make our paper currency conform to the value of coin, and which we are obliged to
do, whenever the bank pay in specie.

[75] Do you consider the difference between the market and mint price of gold to be
the criterion of the depreciation of bank notes?

Strictly so.

[76] Then taking the three months of the last year, January, February and March, the
average amount of banknotes in circulation was thirty millions, twenty-nine millions,
and twenty-eight millions; in the three last months of the year, October, November
and December, the amount was twenty-six millions, twenty-six millions, and twenty-
five millions; so that the average amount in December was less than the average
amount of January by five millions; in the last three months the price of gold was
higher than in the first three months; do you consider that bank notes were more
depreciated at the latter period than the former?

I consider they were more depreciated in the latter period than in the former, provided
at that time the price of gold was higher.

[77] Do you not consider that coin or bullion are distinguishable from bank notes in
this important respect, that the coin or bullion, being the medium of universal value,
operates in the nature of a bill of exchange, whereas the bank note does not possess

this quality; must not, therefore, the value of the coin and bullion follow the rate of

the exchange, whilst the bank note cannot be influenced by such operation?
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Certainly; a bank note not payable in specie is confined to our circulation, and cannot
make a foreign payment; a bank note payable in specie is the same thing as coin or
bullion.

[78] May not this distinguishing quality between the bank note and the bullion,
explain the difference of value, without its following, that the bank note is depreciated
for any purposes of measuring the value of commodities within the country?

No, I think it cannot; the term “depreciation,” I conceive, does not mean a mere
diminution in value, but it means a diminished relative value, on a comparison with
something which is a standard; and therefore I think it quite possible that a bank note
may be depreciated, although it should rise in value, if it did not rise in value in a
degree equal to the standard, by which only its depreciation is measured.

[79] Are you of opinion, that the bank could have permanently continued their
payments in specie, from the year 1797, when they discontinued so to do?

It appears to me, that all banks are subject to be affected by panics, against which no
prudence can guard, and that in 1797 such a panic had taken place; but I have some
doubts whether, if the bank had resolved to pay to their last guinea, that panic would
not have subsided, and the bank have been able to carry on its transactions in the way
that it had done up to that period.

[80] Would you not have thought it a very dangerous experiment to try, as the failure
of the attempt would have led to an absolute stoppage of payment?

It would have led only to the crisis which has actually taken place.

[81] You have stated an opinion, that the contraction of issues of paper would at all
times restore the price of gold to the mint price, and render the exchange favourable to
the country, supposing the balance of payments of the country to be against us, in
what manner would you have them paid?

It appears to me, that a reduction in the amount of currency may always restore the
price of bullion to the mint price, but I have not said, that that will always restore the
exchange to par; although, if that reduction were carried still further, I believe it
would restore the exchange to par; but under some circumstances, the price of bullion
would be in such cases, for a short time, under the mint price.

[82] You have stated, that you consider a very small quantity of gold in circulation, or
bullion, necessary for the bank to resume its operations?

That is on the supposition of an arrangement taking place, by which the bank shall not
be compelled to pay in specie, but to pay its notes on demand in bullion; I think, that
in that case, a very small quantity of bullion would be necessary to enable the bank to
carry on its operations.

[83] Assuming that the balance of payments should be against this country, must the
payment not necessarily be made, either in specie or in bullion?
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It appears to me, that the balance of payments is frequently the effect of the situation
of our currency, and not the cause.

[84] You must be convinced, that between two trading countries, there must be a
balance one way or the other?

Those purchases and sales appear to me to be guided a great deal by the relative value
of the currencies of the two countries; that any cause which shall operate to encrease
the value of one, would have an effect upon its commercial transactions with the
other, and consequently the exchange would be affected by an increase or diminution
in the value of the currency of either.

[85] Would you infer then, that because at the present time cotton, coffee, and various
other articles, are in this country particularly low, it would be either advantageous or
desirable to send them to France or to the continent?

That must depend, I conceive, upon the fact, whether those articles are higher in
France and other countries than they are here.

[86] The fact being decidedly that they are lower in France?

Then of course it could not be advantageous to send them from this country to France.
[87] Then is there any other way of paying, but by bullion or by specie?

By limiting the amount of paper, we should alter the value of cottons, and those other
goods which are referred to, and we might in that case make our payment by the
exportation of those goods, which at their present price it appears we cannot pay in.
[88] Then do you think that it can be a prudent measure, that as circumstances may
fluctuate, the trade of the country is to be so starved as to produce an operation upon
the price of gold?

It appears to me, that a reduction in the price of gold can never be brought about but
by a reduction in the quantity of currency, by an increased use and demand for it, or
by a fall in the general exchangeable value of gold; and if it be brought about by a
reduction of paper, it must always be attended by what is called starving the
circulation.

[89] Do not you think that the remedy might be often worse than the disease?

Undoubtedly there are cases in which I think the remedy would be worse than the
disease; but this does not appear to me to be one of that sort.

[90] Can you state any particular time at which you think it would be preferable that
the bank should undertake to pay in coin or bullion at the mint price?

It is difficult for me to define strictly at what time, but I have not much apprehension
of any ill consequences from their doing it in a few months; at the same time |
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acknowledge there will be some little difficulty in it, but a difficulty which does not
appear to me very formidable, and one for which we would be more than
compensated by the possession of a currency regulated by a known and fixed
standard.

[91] Do you think there is any inconvenience to the mercantile world and the public
interest generally, resulting from the state of uncertainty and fluctuation in which
things are now placed, and must probably remain, until the bank has resumed cash
payments?

I think a very serious inconvenience results from the state of uncertainty: one of the
evils attending a paper currency not convertible, is, that it encourages over-trading,
and leads us into some of those difficulties into which we should not be plunged, if
our paper were corrected by the issues of metals.

[92] Do you think there is any thing in the present state of the commercial world,
which makes it so little desirable that it should be operated upon by a fall in prices, to
the amount of five per cent, which you think must accompany the measures to be
taken for the resumption of cash payments, as to make it desirable that the
inconveniences which you describe to accompany a continuance of that system,
should be endured for a longer period than to the first of March 18207

I am of opinion that it should not continue longer than that period.

[93] Did not over-trading take place very frequently before the restriction on cash
payments at the bank?

I believe there is always a disposition to over-trading; that it was very much
encouraged by the peculiar circumstances in which we were placed during the last
war, from the modes in which we were obliged to carry on trade, and that those habits
have in some degree continued with us, but that they are rather encouraged by a paper
system than otherwise.

[94] Do not you believe that over-trading was very much encouraged by the system of
country banking, although their notes were convertible into cash on demand?

It appears to me, that the country banks can never add to the amount of circulation
permanently, and therefore I think they can hold out no encouragement to over-
trading.

[95] Do you mean, in case their notes are convertible into coin?

Yes; when they are not convertible, of course their level is higher, as well as the
London circulation.

[96] Was there not occasionally a temporary excess of country bank notes at the time
they were payable in cash, which gave occasion to speculations and over-trading?
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I conceive there are never any proofs of excess, but a high market above a mint price
of bullion, and I never saw such an excess previously to 1797, nor never heard of such
a thing; it is not imaginable by me.

[97] Would you consider a great number of bankruptcies as any indication of over-
trading?

A number of bankruptcies may be a proof of over-trading, but not a proof of a
redundant circulation.

[98] Even if those bankruptcies could be clearly traced to a connection with country
banks?

Even if those bankruptcies could be clearly traced to a connection with country banks,
I should only say, that the issuers of country paper were not the right sort of issuers.

[99] Do you believe that the restriction on cash payments holds out a greater
temptation and affords greater facilities for over-trading, than would exist, were the
bank to pay in cash?

It appears so to me, because men rely more confidently on renewing the discounting
of their bills.

[100] You have stated, that the stagnation of trade, and a general decline of prices,
would produce a similar effect, with a positive reduction in the amount of our
circulation, would that effect be with reference to the foreign exchanges to bring them
nearer to a par?

Certainly.

[101] May not the result of that effect now operating, be to bring the market to the
mint price of gold, without any interference of the legislature with respect to the
amount of issues of the bank of England?

It is a circumstance that may very probably occur, but whether it will or not, I have no
sufficient facts to judge by, although it is quite consistent with the view I take of the
general question of currency.

[102] Under a given continuance of that stagnation of trade, and of that depression of
price, do you think it more probable that it will occur, than that it will not?

I find some difficulty in answering that question, I have no decided opinion upon that
point; the effect may already have been produced, and therefore it may cease to
operate any further; all those causes seem to me of a very uncertain nature, and they
cannot be very easily traced or followed.

[103] When there is a tendency to a general fall of prices, is not money locked up just

as commodities are accumulated in the opposite state of things, and for the same
reason, the expectation of profit by holding the article for a better market?
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It appears to me, that no man would willingly lock up his money, he would endeavour
to make it as productive as he could; he would not purchase commodities if he
expected a fall of those commodities, but he would be glad to lend his money at
interest during the interval that it was necessary for him to keep it.

[104] The exchange having been favourable to this country, when the bank suspended
its payments in 1797, is it not possible that by a more liberal and extensive
accommodation to trade and country bankers, by discount, the bank might at that
period have afforded such aid to the country circulation, as would have checked the
alarm and relieved the distress?

I have great doubts on that question; it appears to me that it was an alarm from foreign
causes, and a desire to hoard, and I have some doubts whether an extension of
circulation would have quieted those fears.

[105] Does not it often happen that a variety of opinions may be entertained as to the
period when commodities have come to their lowest state of depression, and of course
one person may be a seller and another a buyer, both on different views of the same
object, namely, profit?

Certainly; but it is the balance of those opinions which either raises the commodity or
lowers it.

Veneris, 19° Die Martii, 1819.

The Right Honourable Robert Peel, in the Chair.

David Ricardo, Esquire, A Member of the House, again Examined.[106] There are
some points on which the Committee understand you have further information to give
to them.

[The witness delivered in the following paper.]

“I request to be allowed to amend a part of the evidence which I had lately the honour
of giving before this Committee.

“When I was last examined, I was asked,1 whether it would not be an improvement of
the present mint regulations, if the mint were to keep a supply of coined gold, which
they should exchange without the least delay, and without any deduction, for equal
weights of uncoined gold; to which I answered, that it would be an improvement, that
every thing which tended to equalize the value of gold coin and gold bullion, made
the currency approach more near to perfection, and that such a regulation could not
fail of producing a beneficial result.

“T adhere to that answer as far as regards our circulation; but I ought to add, that by
making gold bullion exchangeable without delay, and without loss, for gold coin,
there would be a great inducement offered to all exporters of gold, to exchange their
bullion for coin previously to its exportation. Gold coin carries on its face a certificate
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of its fineness; it is divisible into small sums, and it would, for these reasons, possess
advantages as an article of merchandize over gold bullion. Our mint would not only
be called upon to coin gold without charge, for the internal circulation of England, but
also the additional quantity which might be required for exportation, and which
would, in the case supposed, be acquired without any additional expense. This is the
inconvenience which would attend a money absolutely free from seignorage, free
even from the loss of interest, which on the present system arises from the delay of
the mint in returning coin for bullion, and which may strictly be called a small
seignorage. But a coin with a seignorage has also its inconveniences, for the mint is
not the only place from which money is issued. The bank have the undisputed power
of increasing the quantity of currency, and thereby of diminishing its value to its
intrinsic worth. If silver, for example, were now the standard of our currency, and
therefore a legal tender to any amount, the bank might issue their paper till they raised
the price of silver bullion to 5s. 6d. per ounce, (the current value of the silver coin)
without inconvenience to themselves; they might then reduce their issues, till silver
fell to 5s. 2d.; and thus they might alternately raise and lower the price of silver,
between the limits of 5s. 6d. and 5s. 2d. as often as to them it might appear expedient.
If there were no seignorage on the silver coin, and it were immediately exchangeable
for silver bullion on the demand of the holder of bullion, it is evident that the price of
silver would not rise above, nor fall below 5s. 2d. the mint price; but then the mint
might, as [ have before stated, be called upon to coin all the silver that might be
exported. If it be decided, that under all circumstances, a currency, partly made up of
gold coin, is desirable, the most perfect footing on which it could be put, would be to
charge a moderate seignorage on the gold coin, giving at the same time the privilege
to the holder of bank notes, to demand of the bank, either gold coin or gold bullion at
the mint price, as he should think best, in exchange for his notes; if he preferred gold
bullion for the purpose of exportation, as he probably would on account of its greater
intrinsic value, it would be exported without any disadvantage to the country; if he
preferred the coin on account of its more convenient form, and its certified fineness,
which is barely possible, he could not obtain it without paying all the charges of its
fabrication. If this plan were adopted, the seignorage should be at least sufficient to
cover all the expenses of manufacture, and might with perfect safety be extended to
that point at which it would just be insufficient to make the imitating of the coins a
profitable employment.1 This appears to me to be the best plan for a currency,
consisting partly of the precious metals; but I am still of opinion, that we should have
all its advantages, with the additional one of economy, by adopting the plan, which I
had the honour of laying before the Committee when I was last before them.”

[107] What seignorage do you think would be sufficient to protect the coin of the
country, according to the suggestions which have been made in the paper which has
just now been read?

That is a practical question, to which I am not qualified to give an answer.

[108] Do you know what seignorage is taken upon the French gold coin?

No, I am not acquainted with the regulations of the French mint.1
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[109] Do you think that, under a currency partly consisting of paper convertible into
coin at the option of the holder, and partly of gold coin, such occasional fluctuations
in the market price of gold would frequently occur, as to make it an advantageous
speculation to export the gold coin?

If there were no seignorage, there could be no variation in the price of gold; but it
might nevertheless be exported, on account of the exchange being unfavourable; if
there were a seignorage, then the price of gold might vary to the amount of that
seignorage.

[110] Must not fluctuations, from the rate of exchange or other causes, frequently
happen?

The value of gold coin and of gold bullion can only differ on account of the greater
intrinsic value of the one or the other; if an ounce of gold is coined into 3/ 17s. 10%2d.
and is delivered at the mint in exchange for bullion, without any delay, I think the one
must be precisely of the same value as the other, there could be no preference, and
therefore no rise in the price of gold; but if a seignorage be taken from the gold coin,
so as to make 3/. 17s. 10%d. in gold coin of less weight than an ounce of bullion, then
the price of bullion might rise above the mint price to the amount of that difference.

[111] May not such demands for gold occur in foreign countries, as we have heard
there was lately in Russia, so as to give a higher value to gold exported to that
country, than it would obtain in France or in this country?

Undoubtedly; because more goods would in such case be given for gold by Russia
than by France, but its price would continue unaltered in this country.

[112] If you measure gold or coin which is here taken as equivalent to gold, and the
gold bears a higher value in Russia than the goods, will it not cause a draw for gold
upon this country in such a state of things?

If it bears a higher value in goods, it will make the exchange unfavourable to this
country, and will cause an exportation of coin or bullion.

[113] They will be sent out, if it is more advantageous to send them than woollen or
cotton goods; if there is a seignorage, you keep the gold coin at home until there is a
great fluctuation in the exchanges?

If there is a seignorage, it will depend upon this circumstance; namely, whether the
coin be passing at its nominal or at its intrinsic value; by proper regulations the coin
may be sustained at its nominal value, but by bad management, by putting too great a
quantity of currency into circulation, you may sink its value to the value of the metal
which is in it, and then it will be immediately exported on the turn of the exchange.

[114] Supposing the plan which you have suggested, of the bank paying in gold
bullion at the present standard of 3/. 17s. 10%d. an ounce, all sums demanded in their
notes above a limited amount, say £. 100, and supposing sovereigns to be coined at
such a brassage as would raise the standard of gold coin to 4/. an ounce, and that such
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coin were made a legal tender to the amount of £. 100 only, or whatever might be the
lowest amount in notes for which bullion could be demanded at the bank, would not
this modification of your plan of payment in bullion, afford the double advantage of
an invariable standard in bullion, and of a gold coin for the purposes of currency,
without exposing the country to the risk of such coin being melted down or exported?

Entirely; I think it would quite exempt us from any such risk, and the price of gold
under such circumstances, could, in my opinion, never be above 3/. 17s. 10%d., but
the question supposes an advantage by possessing a gold currency, which I do not
consider as such.

[115] Assuming that it should be thought expedient to combine your plan of the bank
paying its notes above a certain amount in gold bullion, with the maintenance of a
certain proportion of gold coin in currency, would not such a modification as the
former question suggests, be the most advisable mode of affecting such object?

The very best, and the one which I have, under such circumstances, recommended in
the paper I have delivered in this morning. I have there said, that under such a system,
I should be favourable to any amount of seignorage which did not expose the coin to
the risk of being imitated in this or any other country.

[116] Do you think that the difference between 3/. 17s. 10%d. the standard price in
bullion, and 4/. the proposed standard for the coin, would expose the coin to such a
risk?

I think it would not.
[117] Should you be disposed to push the seignorage further than the 4/.?

It is difficult for me to estimate what proportion of encouragement would be sufficient
to set people to work upon the imitating coin; it is a thing in which I have no
experience, and I cannot give a more correct opinion than any other individual.

[118] Do you see a strong objection to a seignorage approaching very nearly the
present market price of gold?

I feel some difficulty in mentioning any seignorage, as being within the proper limits;
many persons can give better information than I can upon that subject.

[119] Do you believe that, under such a system as you have just described, any
considerable quantity of gold coin would be likely to be required for the use of this
country?

That is a difficult question to answer; I should apprehend that the taste of the public
for paper is now so confirmed, that they would have little inducement to demand gold
coin, and in that case a very small quantity would be sufficient for all the purposes of
circulation.
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[120] With a gold currency upon our present mint regulations, namely 3/. 17s. 10%d.
per ounce, and if the export of coin and bullion were free, would it not be likely that
exporters would prefer coin of that description to bullion for their exportation?

They would prefer gold coin.

[121] Under the system of a seignorage upon the gold coin, would not coin be the last
article of gold to be exported; and would not the exporters in every instance prefer
bullion to coin for their exportations?

That must depend upon the current value of the money. Unless some such restriction,
as has been mentioned, should be adopted, I think it is as probable that coin might be
exported as bullion, because the bank might increase the amount of their issues, till
they lowered the value of their paper to the intrinsic value of the gold coin.

[122] Referring to a former question respecting the demand of gold for Russia; and
supposing, after that demand shall have been satisfied, that there should be a demand
in this country for gold, should we not possess the same power of bringing that gold
from Russia to England in exchange for our commodities, which you have stated
might have taken place by an exchange of Russian goods against gold from this
country?

I think that all countries have the means of purchasing the commodities which they
want, gold among the number, and therefore there is no demand for gold [that] could
exist in this country, which we should not have the means of supplying.

[123] Do not you think, that a rich country possesses greater means of acquiring and
retaining gold within itself, than a poor country?

I think it will require more, and it will have greater means of obtaining that increased
quantity.

[124] Do you not believe, referring to the trade manufactures and products, domestic
and colonial, of this country, that it possesses the means of acquiring gold to an extent
greatly beyond what is possessed by Russia, Austria, or any other continental power?

I believe it has; but I consider that in some measure a disadvantage, inasmuch as we
have a greater quantity of currency forced upon us than I should desire to see
employed; I always consider the currency as the dead part of our stock.

[125] Supposing the system of this country be to possess a great quantity of gold, does
not this country possess superior means for that purpose to the continental countries
just referred to?

A manufacturing country, I conceive, has always advantages over an agricultural
country, in the means of supplying itself with bullion; and as no country is so highly
manufacturing as this, I of course think it has the most ample means of supplying
itself with any quantity of bullion that it may desire to have.
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[126] Do not our colonial possessions add to those means? Undoubtedly, as far as
colonial productions are exportable commodities generally in demand in other
countries.

[127] As it will require a hundred pounds to be enabled to draw any quantity of gold
bullion from the bank, will not the possessor of a less sum in bank notes than £100 be
placed in a worse situation, with respect to the value of the sum which he possesses,
than the possessor either of £. 100 or a larger sum; assuming in the question the sum
of £. 100 arbitrarily, as the lowest for which bullion may be demanded?

The object which I had in view, was to regulate the value of the whole currency, by
securing a control over its quantity; and it appears to me that by giving the power to
persons possessing large notes only to demand gold in exchange for them, the
quantity would be always effectually reduced to the wants of circulation, and
therefore it never can happen, except on occasion of a panic, when every man is
striving to turn his bank notes into bullion, that the person possessed of a less sum
than £. 100 can be relatively in a worse situation than the man possessed of £. 100 and
more, and even in the case of a panic, I think there would be dealers ready to purchase
the one and two pound notes with bullion, at a price, very little below the mint price,
knowing, as they would know, that as soon as they had accumulated a hundred
pounds of those notes, they could go to the bank and demand bullion for them at the
mint price. As there would be competition in this trade as well as there is in all others,
the difference between the value of a £. 1 note, as compared with notes of a larger
amount, would be so trifling as not to be worth considering.

[128] Would not the plan exclude the possessors of notes under £. 100 from
converting them into bullion?

Certainly, in any other mode than by sale or bargain.

[129] You have stated that in case of a panic, dealers would purchase the small notes
till they amounted to the £. 100, for which bullion could be demanded; in what
commodity would the dealers purchase those £. 100 notes?

In bullion; the supposition is, that the man possessing a large note would have the
privilege of getting bullion for his note, which the man with the smaller note would

not have.

[130] How is he to pay in bullion; by that being divided into parts, and given to the
holders of the notes?

Yes.
[131] In what shape is a note to the amount of £. 5 to be paid in bullion?
I conceive £. 5 worth of bullion can be sold as well as £. 500 worth.

[132] Is not a state of panic precisely that state of things which baffles ordinary
speculations, with respect to the circulating medium; is it not very difficult to take
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precautions which can guard against all the possible consequences of alarm in the
public mind?

I think it utterly impossible to provide against the effect of panic, on any system of
banking whatever.

[133] What would be the effect produced, if the bank, instead of paying the supposed
sum of £. 100 intirely in gold bullion, were entitled, or were liable to pay a small part
of it, say in the proportion of five per cent, in the silver coin with its present
seignorage?

That would have partially the effect of making either of the two metals the standard,
instead of one exclusively, and which, in my opinion, would be attended with very
great inconvenience.

[134] Would not such partial payment in silver coin in the case of panic afford relief
to the holders of small notes, and afford time to the bank to protect itself against, and
to counteract such panic?

The question supposes that silver is a legal tender as well as gold, which alters the
state of things, and would be a worse system than that which is at present established.

[135] Either there will be an attempt to accumulate the small notes into sums of £.
100, or there will not; if there is not, will it not be a proof that bank notes are
considered equally valuable with gold; if there is, will not the competition equalize
the value of the small note and the great one?

If there is not an attempt to accumulate the small notes into sums of £. 100, it will be a
proof that the small notes are equally valuable with the large; and if there is, there
could be only that small difference in their value to which I have before alluded, the
profit of the dealer.

[136] Do you think there would be as much difference between the premium that
would be required to convert the small notes into large ones, as the difference
between £. 3. 17s. 10%d. the mint price for bullion, and £. 4. for specie?

Perhaps nearly the same.

[137] You have said, that in case there should be any strong desire, from any cause, in
the holders of small notes, to turn them into bullion, they would be enabled to do so
through dealers, who would collect those small notes in order to carry them into the
bank, when they amounted to £. 100; is not the reason for using gold coin, that by the
stamp the person to whom it is presented is immediately aware of its quality?

That is the advantage of using coin, but an advantage superseded in modern times by
the more economical use of paper.

[138] In case I were the holder of a one pound note, and wished to change it into
bullion from one of those dealers, how could I ascertain that what he gave me in
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bullion was of the value that it purported to be; could I do it without an assay, or
without the same modes which are taken to demonstrate the value of coin?

Not unless you had full confidence in the dealer; but this is a state of things which I
apprehend could never happen and which it is not necessary at all to guard against.

[139] It was understood that your answer, in which you state, that the holders of small
notes would get them exchanged into bullion by applying to dealers, was given with a
view to show that the holders of those notes would have a remedy which would place
them upon the same footing as those persons presenting a certain sum of £. 100?

Yes, in the extreme case of a panic; but I consider that a very extreme case.

[140] Is it not essential to the execution of your plan, that bank notes should be made
a legal tender?

Yes, undoubtedly. I wish to make one observation here; that in the evidence I gave the
last time I was examined, I think the price of £. 3. 17s. was mentioned] as the price at
which the bank should be compelled to buy bullion; but I wish the Committee to
understand, that that was an arbitrary price, not one that I fixed on, or think the very
best that could be settled; my opinion rather inclines to its being considerably more
than £. 3. 17s. somewhere about £. 3. 17s. 6d.

[141] In case your plan was adopted, and no legal coinage of gold was to take place,
would it not be probable, that there would be a circulation, to a certain extent, of
foreign gold coin in the country?

I think not; for I can see no advantage that would attend the introduction of foreign
coin.

[142] It is understood to be a part of your plan, that the bank should be at liberty to
pay the notes of a certain value, presented to them, either in bars of gold, or foreign
gold at its intrinsic value?

Yes.

[143] In that case would not a considerable quantity of foreign coin be probably
issued by the bank?

Certainly.

[144] Do you think that would be required only for the purpose of exportation, or that
some of it would remain in the country?

I think it would be required only for the purpose of exportation, or the manufacture of
gold articles.
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[145] Supposing the bank to be obliged to pay their small notes, when tendered to an
amount less than £. 100, in sovereigns, at the value of £. 4 per ounce, would such a
regulation tend to facilitate the plan which has been in contemplation?

It would, in my opinion, be no hindrance whatever to it, though not so economical
always supposing that the large notes are to be exchangeable for bullion.

How do you suppose the value of the bars of gold should be ascertained, to the
satisfaction of the person receiving them at the bank, and the person to whom he may
afterwards dispose of them?

There are many transactions of that sort now taking place between the public and the
bank, and I do not expect there will be any more in consequence of adopting my
system: the mode which the bank now follow is, to advance a certain sum
immediately on the sale of the gold; a portion of the bar of gold is then sent to the
mint to be assayed, and, as soon as the quality of it is ascertained, the bank pay the
remainder of the money, and the seller is quite satisfied, I believe, with that process.

[147] That answer is quite satisfactory, as to the purchase of gold by the bank; but put
the case of a person going to receive a bar of gold at the bank, how is the receiver to
be assured that that bar of gold is of the proper assay; and still more, how is the
person to whom he may dispose of it the next day to receive a similar assurance?

Every bar of gold that the bank have purchased will have been assayed, and I think
that the purchaser would always take it upon that report, without any further assay.

[148] Without any stamp?

I think so; but if it were advisable to put a stamp upon it, that might be done in the
roughest possible way. Dealings in bullion are not similar to a man’s taking a piece of
money from another, whom he cannot afterwards trace, but the transaction is with a
person he knows, and if he has any suspicions that the bar is not so valuable as is
represented, even when he has it in his possession he may have it assayed, and if it is
found deficient in the fineness for which he agreed, he can make his remonstrance,
show the stamp, and satisfy the seller that it is the very identical bar which had been
delivered to him; I think there would be no more difficulty in those transactions than
in those that are now daily taking place in the purchase and sale of bullion between
private individuals, and I have never heard of any difficulty arising from that source.

[149] It would then have become the standard of value? Although a standard of value,
I think it would never be used as money; all our transactions in bullion would be
confined to our foreign trade, and to the uses for our own manufactures, that is exactly
the amount of our trade in bullion at this moment.

[150] You have admitted that a rich country has greater facility to procure a large
supply of gold; will not a poor country, exporting largely, and importing few goods,
necessarily produce an exchange favourable to such poor country, and naturally bring
gold into the country, without reference to the country being rich or poor?
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It seems to me, that exportation of goods on balance is the effect of the value of gold,
and not the cause of it.

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 302 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

[Back to Table of Contents]

MINUTES OF EVIDENCE TAKEN BEFORE THE LORDS
COMMITTEES APPOINTED A SECRET COMMITTEE TO
ENQUIRE INTO THE STATE OF THE BANK OF
ENGLAND, WITH REFERENCE TO THE EXPEDIENCY OF
THE RESUMPTION OF CASH PAYMENTS AT THE
PERIOD NOW FIXED BY LAW

Die Mercurii, 24° Martii 1819.

The Lord President in the Chair.

Mr. David Ricardo is called in, and examined as follows:
1. What is your Line of Business?

I am in no Business now; but I have been all my Life in the Money Market on the
Stock Exchange.

2. Would it, in your Judgment, be safe and practicable for the Bank of England to
resume Payments in Cash on the 5th of July next?

I think it perfectly safe and practicable; but not without some little Inconvenience,
which must attend the Resumption of Cash Payments whenever it shall take place.

3. State your Grounds for that Opinion? An alteration of the Price of Commodities, to
the Amount of even Four per Cent., must be attended with some little Inconvenience.

4. On what Grounds do you form the Opinion, that the only Inconvenience attendant
on the Measure, would be a Reduction of the Price of Commodities of no more than
Four per Cent?

I consider the Price of Commodities to depend on the Quantity and Value of the
Medium by which they are estimated; and as I consider that Medium to be now
depreciated Four per Cent. on Comparison with the Mint Price of Bullion, I consider
that a Reduction in the Amount of the Currency to the Amount of Four per Cent.,
would lower the Price of Commodities to that Amount. I mean a Reduction of Four
per Cent. in the Amount of all the Paper Currency now in Circulation.

5. Supposing the Amount of Bank of England Notes to be now 25 Millions, and that
they were reduced One Million; and that a proportionate Reduction took place in the
rest of the Circulating Medium of the Country; would that have the Effect of raising
the Value of the whole Currency Four per Cent., and thereby lowering Prices to the
same Amount?
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I should expect such a Consequence to follow, if no Commercial Causes were
operating on the Value of the Currency; if such Causes were operating, the Reduction
required might be either more or less. I wish also to observe, that a Reduction in the
Amount of Notes of Four per Cent. will not produce a Rise in the Value of the
Currency of exactly Four per Cent., but something very near to that Amount.

6. What do you mean by any Commercial Causes operating on the Value of the
Currency?

The Quantity of Currency required to circulate Commodities must depend on the
Value of that Currency; if, therefore, any Causes should operate to raise the Value of
Gold generally in the World, a less Quantity of Gold would be necessary for the
Circulation of the same Quantity of Commodities in England; and under such
Circumstances a greater Reduction than Four per Cent. in the Quantity of Paper would
be necessary; an Extension of Trade also, or an Increase of Capital, may make a
greater Quantity of Currency necessary at one Period than at another, and might
therefore diminish the Proportion necessary to be reduced.

7. Are you aware that there was a Reduction of Bank Notes in Circulation during the
Course of 1818, to the Amount of Three Millions, without any apparent proportionate
Increase in the Course of that Year of the Country Paper; how do you account, under
these Circumstances, for the Exchanges being more unfavourable, and the Price of
Gold higher, at the End of 1818, than at the Beginning of that Year?

Facts of this Kind I find it very difficult to account for; but I should think it might
have been owing to the diminished Trade, and to a Rise in the general Value of
Bullion in the World.

8. Might it not, in a considerable Degree, be accounted for by the Operations going on
in the Money Markets on the Continent, and more particularly those at Paris and
Petersburgh, towards the Close of last Year?

Not unless those Operations had a Tendency to increase the general Value of Bullion,
which might be affected by a Reduction of the Paper Circulation of the Continent, and
by the Substitution of Gold and Silver Coin.

9. Might not the Effect of these Operations at Paris and Petersburgh, and other Places
on the Continent, be to induce Individuals to make large Remittances from this
Country for the Purpose of assisting the Operations which were going on in those
Places?

Certainly; but whether those Remittances should be made in Bullion or Goods, would
depend on their relative Value; and if Gold was preferred, it proves to me, that the
Value of Bullion was affected by those Transactions on the Continent.

10. Do you recollect the Fall which took place in all Prices in the Year 1816? Was not

that Decline in the Prices much more considerable than any Decline you anticipate
now, from an Endeavour to raise the Value of the Currency to a Par with Gold?
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Much more considerable; one of the Causes which operate on the Value and the
Quantity of Currency, I have omitted to mention, namely, the varying State of Credit,
which considerably affects the Quantity necessary to perform the same Business, and
which I think operated in the Year mentioned.

11. Paper having been, in the Middle of 1815, at upwards of 20 per Cent. Discount,
and we having it in Evidence, that Gold at the latter End of 1816 would have been at
the Mint Price, had it not been sustained by the Bank at the Price of £3 18s. 6d., do
you not think that the Pressure which the Country sustained at that Period must be
much greater than what it will now sustain from Paper resuming its Value upon a Par
with Gold, it being now at a Discount of only 4 per Cent; and can you state any
Proportion which the Difficulties of one Period are likely to bear in relation to the
Difficulties of the other?

I think the Pressure sustained at that Period was much greater than would be
experienced now by a Reduction of 4 per Cent. in the Amount of the Currency. At the
same Time, | do not think that the whole Difference in the comparative Value of
Paper and Gold in 1815 and 1816, is to be ascribed to the Rise in the Value of Paper
only, but also to a Fall in the Value of Gold, arising from some of those Causes I have
mentioned. | find it quite impossible to assign a Proportion between the Difficulties of
the Two Periods.

12. Do you suppose, that from the Middle of 1815 to the Commencement of 1817, a
Fall took place in the Price of Gold through the World?

I am wholly unacquainted with the Fact, such is the Opinion I should form; and my
Reason is, that there did not appear any proportionate Fall in the Prices of
Commodities and the Price of Gold in this Country. The Value of Gold and Paper was
equalized, probably by a Rise in the Value of Paper, and a Fall in the Value of Gold.

13. Can you infer a general Fall in the Price of Gold through the World, from the
State of the Prices of Commodities in this Country solely?

Quite impossible.

14. The Question and Answer No. 4. are repeated; would the Fall of Four per Cent. be
the only Inconvenience resulting from the Reduction of the Circulating Medium
necessary to precede or accompany the Resumption of metallic Payments by the
Bank?

I think it would not be the only Inconvenience; whatever affects the Value of the
Currency, must affect the relative Interest of Debtor and Creditor; but I know of no
other Inconvenience.

15. Do you conceive that the Amount of Trade, Capital, and Revenue, and the

Amount of Currency required, must necessarily bear any fixed Ratio or Proportion to
each other?

PLL v6.0 (generated September, 2011) 305 http://oll.libertyfund.org/title/206



Online Library of Liberty: The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, Vol. 5 Speeches and
Evidence

Certainly not; I think the Proportion must depend on the Economy in the Use of
Money, which again must depend on the State of Credit at the Time.

16. Must not these Proportions also be affected by the general State of Wealth and
Population, at any Two Periods in which the Comparison is to be made?

I think it must. The more dense the Population, the less, all other Circumstances being
the same, will be the Amount of Circulating Medium required.

17. Must it not also be in some Degree affected by the Nature of the Transactions?
I do not see that that would affect it.

18. Do not different Branches of Commerce require different Proportions of
Circulating Medium, in proportion to the different Quantity of Capital invested, and
Profits made?

They probably may.

19. Are you of Opinion that the Circumstances to which you have alluded in your
former Answer, (No. 15.) have so far operated in the Course of the last 20 Years, as to
make it practicable to carry on the Business of the Country with an Amount of
Currency not numerically greater than that which existed previous to the Bank
Restriction, notwithstanding the apparent Increase of Trade, Capital, and Revenue?

I think the numerical Amount of Currency required at this Time is greater than what
was required previous to 1797; but the Proportion of that Currency to the Transactions
to which it is applied is less now than at the former Period.

20. Do you know any Practice, tending materially to economise the Use of the
Circulating Medium in the Conduct of our Transactions, introduced since the
Beginning of 18157

No, not since that Period.

21. What Means would you recommend to be adopted to enable the Bank, at the
earliest practicable Period, to pay their Notes in Cash or Bullion?

The Measure which I should recommend would be, to give the Bank the Option of
paying its Notes on Demand in Gold Bullion, or in Coin, at the Mint Price of £3 17s.
10%d.; at the same Time requiring of them to purchase Standard Gold at the Price of
£3 17s. 6d. to any Extent.

22. What are the peculiar Advantages which you think would attend this Plan, in
preference to a simple Resumption of Cash Payments?

First, it would exempt the Bank from providing a Quantity of Gold necessary to

replace all the smaller Notes which are now circulated in London and the Country.
Secondly, it would obtain for the Bank, and therefore for the Nation, all the
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Advantages which a Capital equal to the Amount of all the small Notes would
produce.

23. Referring then to Question and Answer No. 21, do you mean that the Bank should
be obliged to pay each Note on Demand in Coin or Bullion, at its Option; or would
you limit the Obligation to Notes of a certain Amount, and to what Amount?

I would limit the Obligation on the Part of the Bank to Notes of £50, £60, or £100
Value, or to a Number of smaller Notes amounting in the Whole to such a Sum. The
Object which I have in view, is to regulate the Value of Currency, by having an
effectual Controul over its Quantity. I have no Preference for any Sums I have stated,
provided they may not be too small.

24. Is that Part of your Plan, which requires the Bank to purchase Gold at £3 17s. 6d.,
in your Judgment necessary to it; or would not the same Object be obtained by the
Mint being opened to the Public for the Purpose of coining Gold, or by Government
reserving to themselves the Power of coining and issuing Gold Coin?

That Part of my Plan is not necessary. My Object would be equally effected by either
of the other Modes. I prefer my own only because it is more economical, and because
it would be of more speedy Operation.

25. Have you formed any Estimate of the Saving by the Plan you propose, when
compared with the Resumption of Payments in Cash as before the Restriction?

The Saving must depend entirely on the Preference of the Public for metallic
Circulation: if they continued to use Paper in smaller Payments, on the Supposition of
the Bank paying in Coin, as it did before 1797, there would be no Saving at all by my
Plan.

26. What Amount of Bullion would it be necessary for the Bank to be possessed of on
your Plan, for the Purpose of regulating the Amount of their Notes; and what would
be the Amount of the Coin that the Bank should be possessed of under the old
System, for the Purpose of enabling them to pay their Notes in Coin?

On both Plans I think the Quantity would be the same, but what the Quantity should
be, must depend on the Knowledge of the Bank of the true Principles of Currency;
because they have always the Power to regulate the Price of Bullion, by limiting or
increasing the Quantity of their Notes. My Answer applies to the habitual Reserve the
Bank would be obliged to keep up, according as the Currency was settled upon one or
the other Plan.

27. What would be the Amount of the Difference of the Bullion and Coin which the
Bank would have to provide, for enabling them to open, under the one Plan or the
other?

If the Bank were to limit their Circulation till they had raised the Value of their Notes

to an Equality with the Value of Bullion, it would perhaps be necessary, or they might
think it prudent, to provide a sufficient Quantity of Coin against the extreme Case of
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their being called upon to replace all the small Circulation of the Town and Country
with Coin, if Cash Payments be resumed on the old Plan. On my Plan no such
Provision of either Coin or Bullion to replace small Notes would be necessary. In the
First Case, an Amount of 15 Millions might probably be required, merely for the
Purpose of answering the smaller Notes, and a further Reserve of Coin for larger
Notes.

28. What in your Judgment would be the necessary Reserve of Coin for the larger
Notes according to the old Plan, and what would be the Amount of Bullion to answer
the Demand according to your Plan?

I have already observed, they would in my Opinion be equal, and must depend on the
Knowledge of the Bank of the Principles of Money. I should think that a Reserve of
Three Millions would under good Management be amply sufficient upon a
Supposition of 24 Millions of Bank of England Notes in Circulation.

29. Would not the Object of your Plan be most completely effected by there being no
Gold Coin in Circulation, unless it should be necessary for the Government to issue a
Proportion of such Coin, in consequence of the Bank having reduced their Issues of
Paper too low?

The Object of my Plan would be most completely effected by there being no Gold
Coin in Circulation; and the latter Measure would be unnecessary if the Bank were
obliged to purchase Gold.

30. Would not such an Obligation be a much better Security for the Public against too
reduced an Issue, than any Discretion, wherever vested and however guarded?

Much better; it can be done so rapidly, and so certainly in proportion to the Demand
for Money.

31. Is not, in one Case, the Operation performed by the necessary Effect of such a
Provision, constantly operating on the Interests of the Bank itself, set in Motion by the
Interests of Individuals; while, on the other, it must depend on the Judgment to be
formed on the particular Circumstances of the Case?

It is certainly so.

32. What Security is there that the Bank would always be able to purchase Bullion at
that Rate, and therefore would always be able, by the Notes issued for such Purchases,
to keep up a Sufficiency of Circulating Medium?

[ 'am of opinion, that the Bank, by regulating the Quantity of their Paper, would either
lower the Price of Bullion to £3 17s. 6d., that is, to one of the Limits mentioned; or
raise it to the other Limit of £3 17s. 10%d.

33. If such Circumstances, as you have alluded to in your former Answer, as raising

the general Value of Gold Bullion in the World, should again occur, and if other
Circumstances, to which you have also alluded, in the State of Commerce between
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this and other Countries, should also again occur, and produce, as far as any of these
Causes can effect it, a considerable Increase of the Price of Gold Bullion, and a very
unfavourable State of Exchange, would it not require a Reduction of the Issue of Bank
Notes proportionably great, to keep down Gold Bullion to this Price in spite of the
Tendency of all these Circumstances to raise it?

Certainly, in every such Case it would be incumbent on the Bank to raise in an equal
Degree the Value of their Paper, which could only be done by a Reduction in
Quantity. In 1783, there was in a few Months, on a very small Circulation of Paper, a
Reduction in the Amount of Bank Notes of about Three Millions, the Bank being then
compelled to make the Value of their Paper conform to the Value of Gold Bullion.

34. Can you conceive the Existence of any other real Standard of Value, besides
Bullion, out of which that Inconvenience would not arise in the same or a greater
Degree?

None.

35. What, in your Opinion, would be the Convenience or Inconvenience of allowing
the Bank the Option of paying either in Gold or Silver Bullion, according to some
fixed Proportion of Value established between them; establishing at the same Time
only one of the Metals as the fixed Standard or Measure of Value, to which the other
Metal should be made to conform by a Review of the Proportion at regular fixed
Periods, according to the relative Prices of the precious Metals, as then ascertained in
the Markets of the World?

The greatest Inconvenience would result from such a Provision. I consider it a great
Improvement having established one of the Metals as the Standard for Money. The
Bank and all other Debtors would naturally pay their Debts in the Metal which could
at the Time be most cheaply purchased, and at certain fixed Periods the Currency
might be suddenly increased or lowered in Value, in proportion to the Variation in the
relative Value of the Two Metals from one of these Periods to the other. I find, from a
Paper I have in my Hand, extracted from Mushet’s Tables, which, I believe, will be
found correct on a Comparison with Official Documents, that frequently in the Space
of Two or Three Years the relative Value of Gold and Silver has varied as much as
from 9 to 15 per Cent. From 1777 to 1779, the relative Proportion varied from 13.191
to 15.01, a Difference of 9 per Cent. From 1782 to 1785, it varied from 13.04 to
15.07, a Difference of 15 per Cent. From 1782 to 1809, it varied from 13.04 to 16.49,
a Difference of 25 per Cent. The greatest Inconvenience would result in raising or
lowering suddenly the Value of the Currency to so great an Extent.

36. Considering the great Variation in the relative Value of Gold and Silver, and
considering that Silver is the Standard Measure in most other Countries, what will be
the Advantage in our having Gold as the Standard Measure in Value in this Country,
on the Supposition of your Plan being adopted, which supersedes the Necessity of a
Gold Circulation?
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My only Reason for preferring one Metal to the other is its being less variable in
Value. I had at one Time thought Silver would be less variable; but having heard that
Machinery is particularly applicable to the working of Silver Mines, and cannot be
applied to increase the Quantity of Gold, I now think that Gold is the more invariable
Metal.2

37. Supposing this Country has a Gold Standard, and other Countries a Silver
Standard, shall we not experience from the Variations of Gold and Silver, in our
Intercourse with other Nations, the same Difficulty in the Exchanges, which our
internal Circulation would sustain if the Bank had the Option, as is supposed, of
paying in either of the Two Metals?

I think we should; the Inconveniences would be of the same Nature, but the
Exchanges would be regulated accordingly.

38. If we had a Gold Standard, and other Countries continued to have a Silver
Standard, would it be possible to state the Par of Exchange for any Length of Time
together?

It would be quite impossible. But that I do not think a Matter of the least Importance;
and with respect to the Inconvenience before mentioned, it would not exist if all the
Debts to this Country and from this Country were contracted in our Currency: they
would exist only on the Supposition that they would be contracted partly in British
Currency and partly in Foreign Currency.

39. If all Debts were contracted in our Currency, would it not be an Extension to
Foreign Countries of our Standard?

As far as we were concerned in Trade with them.

40. Is that the Practice in contracting Debts in Foreign Countries?

I should think not; they are as often contracted in the Currency of the one Country as
in that of the other; the Advantage in the Payment may be in our Favour or against us,

that 1s Matter of Chance.

41. Would not the Inconvenience of leaving the Advantage or Disadvantage in
Payments to be a Matter of Chance, be corrected by our adopting a Silver Standard?

Certainly.

42. Would not our adopting Silver as the Standard of Value, and as the general
Medium of Circulation, have in some Degree an Effect, which you have stated as a
Benefit attending your Plan, viz. the keeping in Circulation more Bank Notes, than

our adopting a Gold Standard, and paying in Gold Coin, as before the Restriction?

Certainly.
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43. Is it intended to form an essential Part of your Plan, that the Bank of England
Note, and the Country Bank Note, should circulate after the Bank has begun to pay in
Bullion, upon the same Footing as at present?

It is an essential Part of my Plan.

44. Would the Plan, of requiring from the Bank the Delivery of Gold Bullion in
Exchange only for large Sums in their Notes, be compatible with the Circulation of a
certain Quantity of Gold Coin, if that were judged desirable?

Quite compatible; the Gold Coin should, in that Case, be subject to a Charge equal to
the Expence of Coinage, but not sufficiently high to afford Temptation to false
Coining. The Advantage of making the Coin very perfect, and immediately
procurable in Exchange at the Mint, without any Delay or any Deduction, for an equal
Weight of Gold Bullion, would be considerable, as far as regards our internal
Circulation; but it would expose us to an additional Charge, as all Exporters of
Bullion would be desirous of exchanging their Bullion for Coin, previous to its
Exportation; the coined Metal being of course more valuable than an equal Weight of
Gold Bullion. All the Advantages of a metallic Circulation would be obtained by
allowing such a Charge on the Coin, and giving the Option to the Holder of Bank
Notes, of demanding at the Bank either Gold Bullion or Gold Coin subject to such a
Charge, in Exchange for his Note. If no such Privilege be allowed, of demanding
Bullion from the Bank in Exchange for Notes, the Bank, by augmenting their Issues,
might sink the Value of the whole Currency, and therefore of the coined Part of it, to
the intrinsic Value of the Metal of which it is composed.

45. Would it not be more convenient that the Demand for Money coined, on the
Principle stated in your last Answer, should be made at the Mint only, and not at the
Bank in Exchange for their Notes; and that the Mint should keep in Readiness for that
Purpose a certain Quantity of Gold already coined?

The Effect would be the same; but I think the Plan suggested by the Question would
be an Improvement.

46. In that Case, would it be expedient to subject the Bank to the Obligation of paying
small Sums in Coin, or would it be more advisable to make its small Notes completely
a legal Tender?

Under those Circumstances, I think small Notes should be exchanged for Coin at the
Bank, if required.

47. Might it not be sufficient if the Bank were discharged from the Obligation of
paying Coin in any Cases for their small Notes, except when presented in large Sums;
and would not the Facility which Individuals would thus have of procuring Coin for
their small Notes from Bankers and others who could present them in large Sums for
Payment in Bullion, and obtain Coin for that Bullion from the Mint, be sufficient to
keep in Circulation a certain Quantity of Gold Coin, and to prevent any Discredit of
small Notes?
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Bankers would be under no Obligation to give Coin for small Notes; and I do not see
any other Advantage in making large Notes exchangeable for Coin, but to give the
Public the Option of using Coin instead of small Notes. I think the small Notes could
never fall into Discredit, while you have the Power of regulating the Quantity of large
Notes, by the Obligation imposed on the Bank to pay their Notes to a large Amount in
Bullion.

48. Is it a necessary Part of the proposed Plan that the Trade in Bullion and Coin
should be wholly free, and the melting of Coin, as well as its Exportation, be
permitted by Law?

It is; and on any Plan of Currency I think such a Regulation would be desirable.

49. Would it not also be necessary, that the internal Traffic as well as the Foreign
Trade in all Bullion should be completely free?

Certainly.

50. If the Mint were obliged to keep in reserve a certain Quantity of Gold ready
coined, would it not be necessary, in order to secure the Public against great Expence,
to make a Charge upon the Coin equal, not only to the Expence of Coinage, but to the
Loss of Interest upon the probable Quantity of Coin there to be kept in reserve?

I think the Charge should be as high as it could be, consistently with the Object of not
encouraging false coining.

51. Supposing then that Gold Coin should be issued at 80s. per oz., that is 2s. 174d.
above the Mint Price, of which Advance one Part should be considered as Seignorage,
and the other Part as the strict Cost of Manufacture; supposing in this Proportion, 1s.
6d. per oz., viz. 4/~d. each Sovereign, be considered as Seignorage, and 7%d. per oz.
as the Brassage; will you state, in case such Coin by Wear should lose Part of its legal
Weight, whether it will not be just to allow the Whole of what may be called
Seignorage, subjecting the Holder only to the Loss of Weight and Cost of
Manufacture?

I think it would be unjust to deduct from the Holder of light Money any thing but the
mere Loss of Weight.

52. Suppose, in any Country, Gold were declared by Law the Standard of Value, and
that Gold de facto engrossed the Circulation in Exclusion of all Silver Money, would
not the Course of Exchange with that Country regulate itself with Reference to its
Gold Money?

Certainly, the Course of Exchange would be regulated with Reference to the relative
Value of Gold and Silver.

53. Supposing, in any Country, Silver were declared the Standard of Value, and Silver

were de facto in Circulation to the Exclusion of all Gold Money, would not, in such a
Country, the Exchange regulate itself with Reference to its Silver Money?
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It would.

54. With the Exception of War and Conquest, can Foreign Commaodities ever be
acquired, but in Exchange for something which has been manufactured or produced at
Home, either immediately or after Two or more different Exchanges?

They can be procured in no other Manner.

55. Is it not sound Policy to encourage the Importation of Manufactures, or Raw
Materials which a Country does not itself produce, with a View to encourage the
Increase of its own Produce and Manufactures, which must go Abroad in Quantities
similar in Value to the Value of what it acquires?

It is the soundest Policy to make the Trade both of Import and Export as free as
possible, as that will be the Means of giving us the greatest Abundance of Articles for
our own Consumption.

56. Have you not stated, that if the Bank was to resume Payments in Bullion upon
your Plan, it would be exempted from providing Gold necessary for circulating its
small Notes to a given Sum, say 15 Millions; and that the general Wealth of the

Country would be increased by enriching the Bank in consequence of this Saving?

I have said so, and I think so.

57. Do you believe the following Account to be an accurate Account of the Profits of
the Bank since the Restriction, viz.

£
In Bonuses and Increase of Dividends 7,451,136
New Bank Stock (£2,910,600) dividedamong the Proprietors 7,276,500
Increased Value of Capital of £1 },642,400, (which on an Average of 14.553.000
1797 was worth 125, and which is now worth 250), that is T
Making in all, on a Capital of £11,642,400, a Gain in 19 Years of £29,280,636

I have no Reason to doubt it; I believe it is accurate as far as I recollect. Part of that
increased Value is derived from the increased Value of all funded Property.

58. Suppose we were to resume Cash Payments under a Plan which required that the
Bank should provide themselves with only Three Millions of Treasure, would not
there be a Demand for 15 Millions less of the Produce and Manufactures of this
Country, than would be created by imposing on the Bank the Necessity of providing
18 Millions?

Yes, there would; but as we should export these Commodities without procuring a

Return of any other which would contribute to our Advantage, the Gold would not be
a very desirable Importation.
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59. Would not the additional Demand for 15 Millions enrich our Manufacturers, who
are the greatest Sufferers by the present State of the Circulation?

In the same Way as if we were to throw those 15 Millions of Manufactures into the
Sea, which would also create a Demand for them.

60. Does it signify to our Manufacturers, after they have found a Sale for their
Manufactures in France, whether the Purchaser uses them, or throws them into the
Sea?

It is of no Importance to them, but of the greatest Importance to the Country,
inasmuch as in that Case we should have 15 Millions less of productive Capital.

61. Do you mean to say, that if we sold those 15 Millions for Gold, we should not
acquire a Value equal to them in Exchange?

We should acquire a Value equal to them in Exchange; but as such Gold would be a
dead Stock, it would be no Advantage or Profit.

62. Do you think it would be advisable to adopt a Plan, under the present
Circumstances of the Country, the Consequence of which would be to enrich the
Bank, who has been such an inordinate Gainer by the Restriction, at the Expence of
abstracting a Demand for 15 Millions worth of their Commodities from our
Manufacturers, at a Time, when they have been the greatest Sufferers by the
Restriction, and are likely to be great Sufferers by the Resumption of Cash Payments?

In whatever way Compensation was made to the Manufacturers, I should regret that
we should think it necessary to make so great a Sacrifice of national Profit and
Income, which I think we should be doing if we consented to make 15 Millions of our
Capital totally unproductive.

63. Supposing we were to adopt a Plan which should annihilate that Demand for 15
Millions of our Manufactures, do you suppose that that Portion of Wealth would at all
exist, in so far as it is composed of Manufacturing Labour?

I think it would; because the Quantity of Labour employed and Commodities
produced must be in proportion to the Capital we have; and there can be no
Production without occasioning an equal Consumption. In this Case, I think we
should consume the Commodities ourselves; in the other Case, they would be
consumed by others.

64. Do you mean to say, that an extra Demand for the Commodities of the Country
would not produce any Increase of its Manufactures?

I should very much doubt whether it would; the sole Difference would be, with

respect to what Commodities would be produced, and to the more advantageous
Exchange we should make, by having a more extended Market.
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65. Do you mean, that you doubt whether an Increase of Foreign Demand has not
always a Tendency to increase the Production and Wealth of a Nation?

In no other Way than by procuring for us a greater Quantity of the Commodities we
desire in Exchange for a given Quantity of our own Commodities, or rather for a
given Quantity of the Produce of our Land and Labour.

66. Do you then think that it is true, as a general Principle, that the Demand does not
regulate the Production of a Country, and that the Increase of the Demand does not
add to its Wealth?

An Increase of Demand is serviceable to a Country, inasmuch as it procures for it a
more extensive Market, and enables it to get a greater Quantity of Foreign Goods in
Exchange for its own; but the Amount and Value of the Commodities produced,
whether the 