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THE RECIPROCITY DEBATE IN
PARLIAMENT, 1842-1846

Dounglas A. Irwin

The English classical economists were known not just for their success in
developing a lasting body of economic theory, but also for their keen interest
in economic policy. This interest in policy was not confined solely to
exchanges in the leading journals of the day, but spilled over into Parliament
as well, where many economists served as members during the first half of the
nineteenth century. Although their influence on legislation can be ques-
tioned, that their way of thinking about economic issues permeated many
parliamentary debates cannot.

Above all, the classical economists were noted for their advocacy of free
international trade. The cogent criticism of mercantilism by Adam Smith,
reinforced by -the theoretical developments of David Ricardo and others,
established free trade as their common creed. During the parliamentary
debates over protection that were drawn out over much of the early nine-
teenth century, those who struggled to shift Britain’s commercial policy
toward free trade looked to political economy for support for their position.
Even new theoretical developments about trade were discussed, if only to
support one position or another.’ '

Yet, curiously, one respected economist who contributed much to the
intellectual case for free trade, and who briefly served as a Member of Parlia-
ment, developed a theory which purported to show how free trade could
actually harm a country that undertook such a policy unilaterally. The
economist, Robert Torrens, argued in favor of reciprocity, that any changes to
Britain’s tariff be contingent upon similar reductions in foreign tariffs. Tor-
rens publicized his arguments in a series of pamphlets addressed to promin-
ent politicians in the early 1840s — precisely the time when Parliament was
considering the enactment of tariff reductions. The result was a spirited
debate between leading economists and, as the controversy gained attention
in Parliament, among leading politicians.

This chapter traces how Torrens’s heretical contentions filtered into the
House of Commons debate over tariff reductions from 1842 to 1846,
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focusing on how his theory was utilized by opponents of tariff reductions
and countered in turn by advocates of liberalization. Because of his reputa-
tion as a serious political economist, Torrens put free traders on the defensive
by providing an economic basis for reciprocity.” Torrens’s call for reciprocity
ultimately failed, however, because disagreements about the policy were
based on differing judgments — which Torrens’s theory could not assist in
resolving — as to the response of foreign countries to changes in British
commercial policy. Furthermore, the negative consequences that Torrens
envisioned seemed remote in comparison with what appeared to be the more
palpable benefits of free trade. At the end of the debate, those advocating
reciprocity failed to undermine the view that reciprocity was problematic
and that unilateral free trade would be beneficial to Britain.

Torrens’s position on free trade

Torrens’s most original work in economics concerned international trade
theory. For example, he deserves at least joint credit with Ricardo for
developing the theory of comparatlve costs, which confirmed to many the
unqualified virtues of free trade.” However, Torrens was also more eclectic
than other contemporary economic thinkers of the day in his view of free

trade as an economic policy. Initially a conventional proponent of free

trade, Torrens became over the course of his career an unorthodox econo-
mist who gave comfort to those resisting a liberalization of Britain’s
commercial policy.” One of the first explicit statements that revealed his
heterodoxy on free trade came in Parliament. Torrens rose in Parliament
on July 3, 1832 to express reservations about free trade. “Whatever might
be the advantages of free trade,” he said, ‘these advantages were in some
degree counterbalanced by an enhancement in the value of money, and a
general fall in the prices not merely of the goods imported, but also of British
goods.’®

A unilateral tariff reduction would set in motion the specie-flow mechan-
ism described in David Hume’s classic exposition on the balance of trade in
the mid-eighteenth century. Such a reduction would create an incipient trade
deficit, leading to-an outflow of gold and thus a fall in the price of British
goods. This decline in price would, in turn, stimulate foreign demand for
British exports and naturally eliminate the trade deficit and bring an end to
the gold outflow.

Torrens disagreed with the standard free-trade view that it mattered not
whether foreigners imported Britain’s goods or money. He also departed
from standard Ricardian doctrine in viewing foreign demand as a factor
determining the exchangeable value of Britain’s traded commodities. These
issues had been ‘wholly overlooked by the advocates of free-trade principles,
though it was obvious they had . .. only to be stated to be at once recog-
nised.”’” As a result of these con51derat1ons Torrens was prepared to advocate
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that tariffs be reduced only on goods coming from countries with which
Britain had a favorable specie balance.®

Torrens reinforced his reputation for controversy again in 1841 when, in a
series of pamphlets directed at Britain’s political leadership, he expressed
more clearly and enunciated more forcefully his objections to unilateral tariff
reductions.” Torrens again began his analysis with the specie-flow mechanism
as described by David Hume, David Ricardo, and Nassau Senior, and again
introduced the concept of international demand as determining the prices of
traded goods. According to Torrens, a unilateral tariff reduction by Britain
would increase the quantity of imports demanded without initially altering
foreign demand for British exports. A flow of precious metals from Britain to
finance the trade imbalance would generate deflationary pressures, exacerbat-
ing economic distress and dislocation in Britain by inflating the real burden
of debt and taxation.

In addition, the price of British exports would fall and the price of British
imports ‘would increase, meaning that a greater quantity of British labor
would be required to purchase a given quantity of imports. This adverse
terms-of-trade effect, although somewhat set in the background by Torrens'’s
stress on the monetary costs of unilateral tariff reductions, was quickly rec-
ognized by economists as a novel claim.'® As the terms of the international
exchange of goods were closely related to the distribution of the gains from
trade, Torrens had successfully noted a possible tension between cosmo-
politan and national justifications for free trade, with unilateral free trade
possibly being at odds with national welfare. Torrens remained a free trader
in that he never lost sight of the fact that free trade would be best for the
world as a whole. But national welfare, he argued, should be the priority for
British policy makers and this made him a qualified free trader. His conclu-
sion for Britain was clear: ‘the sound principle of commercial policy is, to
oppose foreign tariffs by retaliatory duties, and to lower our import duties in
favour of those countries who may consent to trade with us on terms of
reciprocity.’'!

Partly because Britain was on the verge of adopting free trade, Torrens
incurred sharp criticism from many prominent economists for questioning
the benefits of that policy.> He firmly rejected such criticism, stating that he
was working within the logical framework of Ricardian analysis. What per-
haps galled free-trade economists most was Torrens’s decision to direct his
views to prominent politicians and not to more theoretically minded econo-
mists through more obscure outlets in some form of peer review. By so
promoting his views, Torrens clearly intended his theories to be immediately
applicable to. British economic policy. Other economists feared that
politicians might indeed find his analysis plausible and act on its advice by
slowmg the move to free trade.
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Reception of Torrens’s ideas in Parliament

Although Torrens framed his ideas to influence the ongoing political debate
over trade policy, there is little doubt that his opinions played a relatively

minor role in the drama surrounding the repeal of the Corn Laws and other

tariffs. As Fetter (1980, p. 79) noted, ‘the few protectionist-oriented
economists thought more in terms of maintaining the unity of the
empire, or the social and political leadership of the landed gentry, than in
developing the subtleties of Torrens’s analysis.” Yet a significant theme of
the debate concerned whether Britain’s tariff reductions should or would
be reciprocated by other countries. Torrens’s writings were important to
this discussion, and how his ideas arose and in what context are questions
worth pursuing.

‘A brief description of Britain’s commercial policy during this period helps
set the context for the tariff debates of the 1840s. At the end of the Napo-
leonic Wars in 1815, Britain increased the protection given to agriculture by
enacting a more restrictive version of the Corn Laws. Parliament later
enacted some tariff reforms in the 1820s based on the principle of reci-
procity, meaning that bilateral treaties were negotiated with foreign gov-
ernments amenable to reducing duties on trade. During the 1830s, however,
trade liberalization languished as foreign countries spurred Britain’s efforts
to negotiate reciprocity treaties. By the early 1840s, when sentiment in Brit-
ain for tariff reductions (and even Corn Law abolition) was growing, many
free traders came to believe that reciprocity was only delaying the arrival of
free trade for Britain and that it should ignore the trade batriers of other
countries and adopt free trade unilaterally.

To this end, John Lewis Ricardo (David Ricardo’s nephew) introduced a
resolution in Parliament in April 1843 that ‘it is not expedient that any
contemplated remission of Import duties be postponed, with a view of mak-
ing such remission a basis of commercial negotiations with foreign coun-
tries.” In submitting the proposal, Ricardo argued not only that the move
would benefit Britain through an extension of commerce (greater imports
would be paid for by greater exports), but also that Britain should not pre-
tend that advantage could arise from retaliation against foreign tariffs in an
effort to reduce those duties.

Benjamin Disraeli spoke against the proposal and revealed: traces of Tor-
rens’s influence with his opening remarks." He denied J.L. Ricardo’s asser-
tion that it was generally acknowledged that the. initial loss of precious
metals as a result of a unilateral tariff reduction caused no injuty. Disraeli
expressed his belief that ‘anything that could cause a sudden abstraction of
the precious metals from this country must necessarily affect the commercial
transactions of this country at the same time.” When such outflows had
occurred in the past, they produced the ‘most serious consequences,’ in-
cluding currency disruptions and downward pressure on wages and prices.
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Furthermore, ‘until {the governments of Europel accepted our high notions
of political economy’ and also wished to liberalize their trade,

was it not the natural course to adopt the happy medium which was
always followed by practical men — that system of reciprocity by
means of which, through negotiations, they might obtain those
benefits which they all acknowledged increased commerce, and avoid
those dangers that might possibly attend a less cautious and prudent
course?’’

Viscount Sandon also stood to deplore the ‘fallacy constantly put forward
- .. that all imports were paid for-in manufactures. . . . On the contrary, vast
quantities were occasionally paid for in gold, to the great derangement of our
circulating medium, and the injury of the many interests in this country.’S
Prime Minister Robert Peel also opposed the resolution and ‘advised ‘the
House to reserve to itself the power of applying sound principles to particular
cases, as they arise.” Peel also directly injected Torrens into the debate:

since I came into the House I have read a postscript of a letter,
addressed to me by a gentleman, a zealous free-trader, whose author-
ity cannot well be disputed on the other side of the House. | see hon.
Gentleman opposite turn away from Colonel Torrens now as a
gentleman of no authority at all — but I refer to his opinion for the
purpose of showing that upon this subject even strenuous advocates
of free-trade are not united.

After quoting a representative paragraph from Torrens, Peel said that Torrens
‘calls, too, in aid of his opinions other high authorities’ such as Nassau
Senior, James Pennington, and David Ricardo, ‘in whose chapter on trade the
doctrine is involved.” “Whatever may be the connection of the hon. Mem-
ber opposite with [David Ricardo}], Peel added, ‘he cannot feel greater
respect than I do.” Peel argued:

If, then, these differences of opinion exist — if these speculative doc-
trines upon which even free traders are not agreed — I hope the House
of Commons will not make itself party to an abstract resolution
embodying these views without much more mature consideration.!’

J.L. Ricardo responded that ‘as far as he recollected the opinions of Mr.
Ricardo, he did not think it possible that he would have advocated the
principle of reciprocity.” (J.L. Ricardo did not understand Torrens’s claim,
which was not that David Ricardo and others were advocates of reciprocity
like himself, but that his conclusions were derived from a theoretical
framework created by Ricardo and others.) With regard to Torrens, whose

133



g v

DOUGLAS A. IRWIN

‘pamphlet had attracted considerable attention,’ J. L. Ricardo said that Peel
had merely ‘stated what Colonel Torrens intended to prove, and not what he
had proven, so that this mathematical demonstration was in nubibus . . . at
present.’” Ricardo attempted to recall a mathematical demonstration by Ben-
jamin Franklin, which he claimed was in support of the proposition that
reciprocity and retaliation were harmful. If country X has three manufactures
(cloth, silk, and iron) and trades with countries A, B, and C, then should X pro-
tect (say) silk, others will retaliate, forcing X to counter-retaliate by putting
on duties on clothing and iron imports, and so on. In the end, Ricardo said
that Franklin questioned ‘what benefit these four countries would gain by these
prohibitions, while all four would have curtailed the sources of their comforts
and the conveniences of life?’ Ricardo insisted this was a true demonstration
of the consequences of reciprocity, whereas Torrens had only threatened to give
a demonstration.'® In fact, Ricardo’s confused exposition was nothing of the
sort but merely an assertion that trade restrictions beget trade restrictions.

- The defeat of this resolution did not dissuade J.L. Ricardo from repeating
his efforts. In March 1844, he submitted a proposal requiring Britain ‘not to
enter into any negotiations with foreign powers, which would make .any
contemplated alterations of the tariff of the United Kingdom contingent
on the alterations of the tariffs of other countries.’ Britain’s commercial
interests, he thought,

will be best promoted by regulating our own Customs’ duties as may
be most suitable to the financial and commercial interests of this
country, without reference to the amount of duties which foreign
powers may think it expedient, for their own interests, to levy on
British goods."”

One MP (Sir J. Hanmer) objected on grounds that Torrens had developed
and revealed a clear understanding of a tariff’s impact on the terms of trade.
If Britain lowered duties on Bordeaux wines while its cloth was forced to pay
duties in France,

We should have to pay increased quantities of the cloth in order to
buy the wine. . . . The noble Lord talked of imports and not exports
being the measure of national prosperity, but surely the rate at which
we were to buy the imports was of some consequence in this
argument.

The fact that the enjoyment of the wine-drinker was enhanced while the
cloth manufacturér was taxed

was the answer (well put in a number of the Foreign and Colonial
Quarterly Review last autumn), to those who said ... that broad
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considerations of public and general advantage dictated a dis-
regard of foreign tariffs, and the adoption of some such vague and
sweeping propositions as was then before the House, by which all
means of even moderating those {foreign] Tariffs would be thrown
away.”

In reply, Joseph Hume conceded that ‘it had never been said that we were
not placed at a disadvantage by the conduct of those foreign nations who
levied high duties on our exports, nor that a treaty of complete reciprocity
would not be beneficial.” But Hume insisted that another method must be
tried to extend British commerce: as many foreign countries would not con-

sent to reduce their duties, Britain must therefore act independently on its

own economic interests.”"

It is important to note that nearly all economists both in and out of
Parliament sought free trade as the ultimate outcome for British policy.
Agreement as to the end of policy, however, was equally matched by dis-
agreement as to the means by which the policy was to be achieved. Those
committed to free trade differed on which tactics Britain should adopt in
establishing the policy, with economic opinion aligned on a spectrum
depending on whether foreign tariffs were viewed with indifference, concern,
or alarm. Four broad categories of beliefs can be identified.

At one extreme, J. L. Ricardo and his followers believed that Britain’s free
trade policy should be determined independently of foreign tariffs, either
because such tariffs were irrelevant to Britain’s economic gains or because
they were beyond Britain’s control. Unilateral free traders like Viscount
Palmerston rejected the view that Britain should ‘continue to submit to an
evil which we have the power to put an end to, because, forsooth, another
country chooses to continue to subject us and themselves to another evil of a
similar kind, which is beyond our control.’?

A second group of unilateralists conceded that foreign tariffs might be a
cause for concern, but believed that they would be eradicated because other
countries, observing Britain’s success with free trade, would be compelled to
follow its example. The success of the ‘demonstration effect’ of British free
trade in reducing foreign tariffs was assured and, for these MPs, dispelled any
worries about the harm those tariffs might have. One Member, for example,
‘felt assured that our good example would be everywhere followed, and that
an extension of peace and civilization would be the consequence.”” By con-
trast, Torrens had no faith that Britain’s free-trade example would induce
other countries to lower their trade barriers: that ‘America would forthwith
imitate our example, and relax her tariff . . . is utterly fallacious.’* '

Another group thought that foreign tariffs were important enough that
negotiations to reduce them should be tried first, with recourse to unilateral
free trade only should they fail. Britain’s failed attempts at reciprocity in the
1830s had pushed some of these MPs into the unilateral free-trade camp,
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although a fully fledged Corn Law repeal was not on the bargaining table
during that decade. Peel justified the unilateral nature of the Corn Law repeal
by stating that

it is only because we have continued these attempts for the last ten or
fifteen years, and have made no progress {in securing reciprocity
treaties}, that we at last came to the resolution that we would
exclusively study our own advantages; and that we would no longer
injure the people of this country by debarring them from foreign
articles, because foreign countries would not enter into reciprocal
treaties with us.”

Finally, those in sympathy with Torrens believed in strict reciprocity:
there should be absolutely no reductions in British tariffs until foreigners
agreed to do the same with their tariffs. Disraeli insisted that ‘before we
come to settle this great question, we must grapple with the important point
of waging war against hostile tariffs,” ridiculing the notion that it was pos-
sible to fight hostile tariffs with free imports.?® Of course, those opposed to
unilateral free trade were both qualified free-traders like Torrens and crude
protectionists with whom Torrens disagreed. The crude protectionists were
especially prone to latch onto the monetary aspects of Torrens’s theory in an
effort to rehabilitate mercantilist doctrine. In this vein, one Mr Spooner
recited the Torrens line on the loss of gold that would follow tariff reduction
and sweepingly concluded ‘that protection to native industry was essential to
the prosperity of all classes in the country.’”” Disraeli and other politicians
who agreed with Torrens’s concerns about foreign tariffs also tended to
emphasize the more dramatic monetary consequences of tariff reduction
rather than the more abstract terms-of-trade argument.

The classical economists, by contrast, concentrated on the more intricate
terms-of-trade aspects, as Torrens eventually did himself. As a prominent
political economist, Torrens’s name arose in Parliament at various times in a
variety of circumstances. Part of what was culled from Torrens’s thought was
not related to his theory of trade. Some drew attention to Torrens for his
work on distribution, in which he predicted (as did many other economists)
that Corn Law repeal could not be expected to improve the condition of the
working classes because nominal wages were regulated by the price of provi-
sions. J.C. Colquhoun stated that ‘Colonel Torrens, a political economist, to
whose opinions hon. Gentlemen opposite would be disposed to pay respect,
asserted that . . . such a measure would not produce any improvement in the
condition of the working classes, or in the rate of wages.”” In addition, his
pamphlets were cited as evidence that repeal would ruin agriculture and yet
provide no compensating benefit to labor and manufacturing. For example,
defenders of the Corn Laws opposed a sudden shock to landed interests,
saying that any drastic policy: change would cause distress between
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agricultural laborers and farmers. Adam Smith and David Ricardo were fre-
quently invoked to support the call for a gradual introduction of free trade.
When one MP stamped Smith’s views as ‘antiquated,” James Graham
decided to quote from a pamphlet printed ‘within the last fortnight' by
Torrens saying that free traders ‘close their understanding against the equally
indisputable facts, that the immediate effect of free-trade would be to create
agricultural distress.’”

But Torrens was most frequently mentioned for his concern about foreign
tariffs, as when J.C. Colquhoun warned that

This country ought not to shut its eyes to the fact, that following
whatever course of policy you might, as had been shown by Colonel
Torrens in his recent pamphlet, that we meet with every impediment
to exclude us from foreign markets.*

Torrens was also cited as an important writer who had changed his mind on
these important issues. One MP

could name a gentleman of great talent, to whom he was once
opposed at an election, on the very ground of the Corn-laws, that
gentleman being then a strong advocate for repeal — he meant Col-
onel Torrens — but what was not the opinion of Colonel Torrens, as
expressed in some letters which he had recently published, addressed
to the right hon. Baronet at the head of the Government. That
gentleman was now convinced, and stated in those pamphlets, that
the effect of such a measure would be ruinous to the agricultural
interest of the country, and be productive .of no good effect to the
manufacturers; that it would limit labour and reduce the rate of
wages.’!

It is hard to conclude that MPs deliberately misrepresented Torrens’s
views in the House of Commons to win debating points. Instead, members
took his views under thoughtful consideration and tried to evaluate the
possibility that his concerns merited attention.

Victory of unilateral free trade

The debate over unilateral free trade and reciprocity reached a new urgency
in early 1846 when Prime Minister Peel proposed to repeal the Corn Laws.
Part of the debate over the measure was concerned with the non-reciprocal
nature of the proposed repeal. While Torrens’s pamphlets had been available
for over a year, the issues they discussed were bound to arise again as Britain
considered enacting the policy he opposed. Peel defended the unilateral
nature of the repeal on the grounds that other countries would eventually
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follow Britain’s example and adopt free trade. George Bentinck, by contrast,
thought Peel to be in a ‘fool’s paradise’ for anticipating ‘such flattering
results from the reciprocity system.””” Peel responded by saying ‘I never
promised, knowing, as I do, the strength of the protecting interests in the
French Chambers, that France would at once yield to the influence of reason.’
However, he reiterated that Britain’s example ‘will ultimately prevail’ in
France and elsewhere. And if gold were to be exchanged for the additional
imports? Peel dismissed the dire consequences foreseen by Torrens and his
parliamentary advocates: there would be ‘no wound whatever on the com-
merce of this country.” The gains would be greater if France were to adopt a
more liberal commercial policy as well, Peel conceded,

but if the double benefit cannot be obtained, let us not deny our-
selves the benefit of the single one. Let us not pay a greater price for
interior articles because we cannot induce France to buy good articles
at a low price.” -

John Russell chimed in as well, calling the alarm about parting with gold
‘really preposterous.””* At this point in the debate, Disraeli jumped in to
protest ‘three or four common-places — the prostitutes of political economy
whom Gentlemen on each side in turn embrace, in order to show that you
may fight hostile tariffs with free imports.” He called these issues ‘amongst
the most difficult problems’ of political economy and ‘one which ought to be
most gravely considered by any Minister.’

If a country submits to the imposition of unequal import duties, does
she become tributary to the countries by which such unequal duties
are imposed? . .. And if in consequence of these hostile tariffs we
give more of our labour for the produce of foreign countries, what
effect will this interchange have on the distribution of precious met-
als which are foreign produce? ... I remember a gentleman, an
authority on matters of political economy, Colonel Torrens, who for
some time had a seat in this house, bringing the noble Lord (Lord J.
Russell) in a series of very ingenious essays, to account for the doc-
trines which he held upon the interchange of commodities between
nations.

While this was some years ago, Disraeli said, he

read as so recently as last night a very elaborate analysis and a very
careful application of the laws which regulate interchange between
nations {authored by a} man free from any bias of party feeling; who
has given up his time to abstract studies; is known to possess a high
order of intellect; and may be considered in the light of an hereditary
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political economist — I mean John [Stuart} Mill, the son of the
historian.”

Disraeli noted that ‘certainly it will at once be admitted that the author
has no bias in favour of the doctrines which I have endeavoured on this
occasion to support.’ '

After investigating the subject with all the power of logical analysis
for which he is remarkable, and with all the knowledge of econom-
ical science for which he is distinguished, he arrives at the conclusion
that hostile tariffs must be met by hostile tariffs — that reciprocity
should be the principle upon which an exchange should take place

between nations . . . I think I heard a Gentleman say “No,” . . . I have
not the book with me, but I am sure that I have not overstated the
argument.

Distaeli concluded with a warning:

you can only carry on your system of fighting hostile tariffs with free
imports, by requiring more labour for the effort, and thus involving
the further depression of wages, and the further degradation of the
labourer.>®

Because Disraeli did not finish his discourse on the topic, four days later
Mr Roebuck reminded Disraeli ‘to enlighten the House on all this doctrine
of political economy.” Roebuck warned of the dangers of ‘dipping’ into a
book and, citing chapter and verse with Mill’s book in hand, insisted that
Mill rejected protecting duties and duties. on necessaries of life, both of
which applied to the Corn Laws. As he could not believe Disraeli possible
of misquotation, Roebuck sarcastically -added that he ‘should in charity
conclude that the hon. Member had never read the book at all.”’

Disraeli immediately rose and exclaimed, ‘All I can say is, that the hon.
and learned Gentleman speaks upon a subject of which he knows nothing.’

I think, if he will lend me the book, as I dare say he will, T could
quote some passages, if the leaves are cut and open, and the book has

been read — quite as germane to the matter as any which he has read
to the House. [ The book was handed to the hon. Member.}

Disraeli then quoted from the preface, where Mill stated that he substantially
agreed with Torrens’s analysis.

I'am sure that the Prime Minister recollects, because I remember his
speaking to me on the subject in the lobby of the House . . . that the

120



DOUGLAS A. IRWIN

principle of reciprocity was the basis of the argument used by
Colonel Torrens.

Disraeli quoted again from Mill on specie and price movements resulting
from tariff changes, and concluded with biting sarcasm that Roebuck’s
contentions of misrepresentation were ‘futile.”®

Mr. Herbert indicated that while he believed Disraeli could show Mill to
be a supporter of reciprocity,

the question the House had to decide was not whether reciprocity
was the most favourable system on which commerce could be carried
on, but whether they, who were in advance of other countries in the
principles of commerce, could induce other countries to assist us by
establishing perfect freedom.

Herbert did not want to go into details, but added regarding the fear of
losing specie that ‘nothing had been better put on that subject than it was by
Mr. D. Hume in his Theory of Commerce ... , and he had destroyed the
theory, which had been resuscitated for use on the present occasion.”>” Mr C.
Wood ‘did not think that the House was a good arena for a discussion of
political economy’ and tried to show that a large volume of imports had
coincided previously with the importation of specie in contradiction to
Disraeli’s claims.*

This clash over political economy and Mill’s views on reciprocity attracted
the attention of the press. The Spectator chided Disraeli for his use of political
economy in his speeches opposing repeal:

With immense labour he is piling up a long speech, full of all the
crude misconceptions and half-knowledge, the inevitable fruits of a
hasty perusal of elementary books in a science the technical language
of which is new to him, while the enormous, widely ramified, and
ever-varying operations to which it relates, are perfectly unfamiliar.

The paper specifically criticized Disraeli’s recruitment of Mill as a supporter
of reciprocity, writing that a ‘more entire perversion of an author’s meaning
it would be difficult to imagine.” It quoted Mill’s hostility to protective
duties and concluded with regard to Disraeli: “Wilful misrepresentation we
put out of the question; but how dense must be the obtuseness that could
read the passage we have just quoted, yet take Mr. Mill for an advocate of the
reciprocity system!"!

The problem with Disraeli’s reading of Mill was that two important
qualifications were omitted. While in his preface Mill agreed that his
‘opinions {were} identical in principle with those promulgated by Colonel
Torrens,” he immediately added in parenthesis that ‘there would probably be
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considerable difference as to the extent of their practical application.”® As to
his view of the tariff-induced specie-flow, Disraeli did not mention Mill’s
view that it gives ‘rise, as a general fall of prices always does, to an appeat-
ance, though a temporary and fallacious one, of general distress.*

Just weeks later, Parliament endorsed Peel’s plan for repeal of the Corn
Laws, thereby setting the precedent for adopting unilateral free trade. The
repeal of course, was largely decided on factors other than the reciprocity
issues raised by Torrens. But those other factors had to act through the
voting MPs, who felt compelled to justify their rejection of reciprocity. This
justiﬁcation‘ fell into three categories: those MPs who were pure unilateral
free traders, those who put their faith in the success of the ‘demonstration
effect,” and those who thought reciprocity had failed for Britain in the recent
past. Regardless of their different evaluation of foreign tariffs, all three
agreed that unilateral free trade would prove beneficial. This consensus dom-
inated the opposing view that formal negotiations should precede any British
tariff liberalization. A potential obstacle to tariff reform was thereby
removed.

An evaluation of the debate

It is exceedingly rare to see a good portion of a political body so attuned to
developments in economic theory. The parliamentary appetite for advice
from distinguished authorities can surely be described as high if members are
found citing pamphlets by Torrens just as they are being advertised and
published. The spectacle of members passing around a copy of Mill’s Esszys
upon some Unsettled Questions of Political Economy and debating its message for
economic policy is perhaps the most vivid illustration of this point. A
reading of the debates leaves the impression that the ability to invoke author-
ity — preferably Adam Smith or David Ricardo or John Stuart Mill, settling
for Torrens or someone else of his caliber depending on the circumstances —
contributed to the scoring of a debating point or to the appearance of literacy
in political economy, if not to the actual persuasion of anyone.

This research has not uncovered evidence that the issues raised by Torrens
changed the final outcome of the debate over tariff reductions. Because polit-
ical economy was so frequently invoked in patliamentary debates, however,
Torrens’s thought forced unilateral free traders, such as J.L. Ricardo and J.D.
Hume, to discuss not the merits of free trade in general, but the merits of
unreciprocated free trade. Torrens raised the question of how free trade
should be implemented, a question the unilateralists sought to close lest it
delay the adoption of free trade.

Although he successfully initiated an important debate and controversy,
Torrens ultimately failed to have the impact he sought. This was not because
the intricacies of his theory necessarily eluded even the economically literate
in Parliament. Torrens was understood by others. The failure was partly due
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to the fact that a judgment had to be made about Britain’s influence over
foreign tariffs. Past experience suggested that Britain could not influence
those tariffs through bargaining; Torrens recommended a continuation of
Britain’s tariffs until negotiations could succeed. But mindful of Britain’s
decade-long failure to negotiate trade treaties, other MPs took foreign tariffs
as immutable, meaning Britain should pursue free trade alone and making
the debate over reciprocity moot. Still others believed that Britain’s success
with free trade would serve as an example and thus subtly induce others to
follow, transforming unilateral into multilateral free trade.

The overriding reason for Torrens’s failure, despite the attention his ideas
received, was that Parliament was wedded to the notion that political econ-
omy in general implied that free trade would assuredly result in gains for
Britain, regardless of the tariff policy pursued by other countries. This pet-
spective, staunchly supported by the unilateralists, proved to be the domin-
ant theme in the trade policy debates over the remainder of the nineteenth
century.
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