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   Abstract   Abstract   Abstract   Abstract    
    
Dugald Stewart (1753-1828)’s Lectures on Political Economy (1800-–1810), which 
was the first university course on economics in Britain, offered an attractive 
curriculum to his students, who included the founders of the Edinburgh Review. It 
also continued to be widely influential in Britain after his death. His lectures covered 
the following topics: population, national wealth, poor relief, and education.  
This paper aims to reinterpret Stewart’s economic thought, which introduced a new 
perspective on the political economy of the early nineteenth century. First, the paper 
discusses Stewart’s economic thought on contemporary corn trade. Stewart 
emphasized the necessity of freeing corn trade, cogently expressing his view on the 
subject. Second, the paper highlights the significance of his thought on poor relief, 
especially his proposed short-term remedies, in his political economy. Thus, this 
paper will show how Stewart’s economic thought was effective during the food crises 
after 1790s. 
 
 ⅠⅠⅠⅠ Dugald Stewart Dugald Stewart Dugald Stewart Dugald Stewart    
    
Dugald Stewart is known, alongside Thomas Reid, as a member of the moral sense 
school or as the author of Account of the Life and Writings of Adam Smith which he 
read to the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1793. Stewart was an authoritative 



 - 2 - 

political economist in the early nineteenth century who bridged the gap in political 
economy between Smith and Ricardo. Stewart took of separating his teaching on 
political economy from the moral philosophy course since 1785. Stewart’s lectures on 
political economy at Edinburgh University in 1800-1810 influenced British students, 
especially Edinburgh Reviewers (Henry Broughm, Francis Jeffrey, Francis Horner, 
and Sidney Smith) and Continental students as well. Stewart aimed to lecture not 
only about professional economic theory and its abstract principles but also about 
political economy applied to actual problems. Stewart’s striving to undertake poor 
relief in his political economy arose from genuine interest in the question of poverty. 
Poor relief was an important subject in Outlines of Moral Philosophy (1793) and 
‘Plan of Lectures on Political Economy, for winter 1800-1801 1’. This ‘plan’ comprised 
of six sections――‘Population’ , ‘National Wealth’, ‘Poor’, ‘Corrective 
Police’, ‘Preventive Police’, and ‘Education’. Although they were reduced to 
four sections (‘Population’, ‘ Wealth’, ‘Poor Relief’, ‘Education’) in his 
Lectures on Political Economy, poor relief was an important topic at the outset of his 
lectures on political economy. 
Stewart’s system of the poor relief has scarcely been addressed or explained in detail. 
It has often been remarked that  Stewart believed poverty-problem eventually would 
be resolved through the advancements of mechanical inventions and commercial 
society. These optimistic views originated in the progressive ideas of his moral 
philosophy and actually veiled the fact or issue of poverty. As seen in his admiration 
for the contrivances of print, the diffusion of knowledge led him to become more 
progressive 3. However, he did not neglect the poverty in his time.  
 ⅡⅡⅡⅡ Stewa Stewa Stewa Stewart on Corn Tradert on Corn Tradert on Corn Tradert on Corn Trade    
    
Even in the early nineteenth century, the mercantile and feudal systems, which 
existed even then, impeded the growth of Britain’s national wealth. Discussion on 
free trade in corn was an important theme tied to the basic needs and subsistence of 
the people. Dugald Stewart focused on this  trade as the subject of the first part  (‘Of 
Trade’) of the second volume of his Lectures on Political Economy. Stewart argues for 
the usefulness of free trade. Accordingly, special importance is attached to corn trade 
itself in the second section of Chapter 3. Commerce in corn became a vital issue in 
Britain as a result of the great scarcity作成者 of 1795 and 1799, during which the  
price of corn increased so rapidly that many people suffered severe distress and even 
starved to death. Following these affairs, throughout the early nineteenth century, 
debates on the  abolishment of the Corn Laws grew in scope and intensity, leading to 
the publication of numerous pamphlets and periodicals. 
Chapter 3, ‘Of Trade’, of Stewart’s Lectures focuses on the Book4, Chapter5 of Adam 
Smith’s Wealth of Nations. In the initial part of this chapter, Stewart’s asserts the 
importance of ‘the commercial intercourse between different nations’ to promote ‘the 
free circulation of labour and stock’. Referring to the observations of Hume, Stove, 
and Smith, Stewart advocates the free trade of corn and criticizes the monopolies and 
the corn laws that have interfered with it. Investigating the fluctuation of corn prices 

                                                 
1

 On this point, see Shinohara 2003, pp.181-183. 
 
2

 See Milgate, M. and Stimson, S. C. 2009, pp.114-115. 
 
3

 See Winch, D. 1983, ch.1. 
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since the thirteenth century in Scotland, he remarks that corn prices have risen very 
frequently because of large purchases by corn dealers. Moreover, he explains that 
speculation by these individuals in times of scarcity have led to great public  distress. 
Stewart agrees with the remarks of Cary作成者 and John De Witt, which criticized 
diverse monopolies, 作成者statues of apprenticeship, and corporations. His 
condemnation of bounties is particularly severe. Referring to the remarks of George 
Chalmers and Charles Smith, Stewart maintains that the expenditure on bounties is 
burdensome to the people and of no benefit to farmers, since they lead to no increase 
in soil productivity. Additionally, he endorses the position of the ‘London Company 
for the Manufacture of Flour, Meal, and Bread’, which opposed the Corn Laws and 
endorsed free competition in the ‘flour trade’. Stewart extols the merits of the free 
exportation and importation of corn. Therefore, it may be argued that Stewart 
regarded bounties as the greatest evil  preventing the free trade of corn. 
However, Stewart focused on Malthus’ defence of bounties in the second edition of 
his On Population (1803).This last author ［Malthus］ is by far the ablest advocate 
for the bounty who has appeared since the publication of the Wealth of Nations; and 
although I am by no means prepared to adopt implicitly his own conclusion in favour 
of the wisdom of the measure, yet I think it must be admitted to, that he has clearly 
pointed more than one vulnerable part of Mr. Smith’s argument. Some of his 
objections to Mr. Smith have been acutely controvertd in an able article of the 
Edinburgh Review for October 1804. But admitting in the fullest extent the 
ingenuity of these reasonings, they do not appear to me to amount to a complete 
justification of Mr. Smith for arguing, so entirely as he had done, on abstract 
principles, a question which is complicated with so great a variety of local and 
temporary circumstances, as that which relates to the policy to the bounty. 
 
As the preceding quotation makes clear, even if Stewart praises the subtlety of 
Malthus ’ defence of bounties, he does not adopt his position but instead defends the 
views of Smith. Stewart considers the matter from the perspective of natural law. 
Specifically, he strongly adopts Smith’s notion of ‘the system of natural liberty’, 
arguing that if artificial laws and rules were abolished, ‘the natural orders of things’ 
would be attained. He observes that Malthus’ argument, in fact, assumes the 
rightness of ‘artificial expedient[s]’.While, however, I acquiesce in the general spirit 
of these observations, and consider them as a complete answer to Mr. Smith’s 
reasonings against the bounty, in so far as these reasonings are founded on those 
abstract principles which conclude universally in favour of a free trade, I am by no 
means so sanguine as Mr. Malthus and the other advocates of the bounty, when they 
lay any considerable stress on this or any other artificial expedient, as a remedy 
against the present acknowledged disorder in our agricultural resources.……But I 
am fully satisfied that the influence of all legal regulations with regard to the 
importation and exportation of grain is perfectly trifling, when compared with the 
permanent and overbearing influence of the state of agriculture in the country. 
 
Here,作成者  Stewart argues that it is necessary to consider the improvement of 
agricultural productivity from the perspective of what is natural for the economy. He 
believes that Malthus is too committed to the levying of artificial bounties and high 
duties. Therefore, it could be said that Stewart considered free trade, the natural 
state of things, as essential to the rise of productivity in domestic 
agriculture.Political Economy for Stewart had also main subjects to criticize 
mercantilism and propose a system of internal and international free trade. In 
Stewart’s political economy, productivity depends on the enlargement of the division 
of labour and on the accumulation of capital, and both will be promoted by the free 
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activities of individuals in contexts where the state does not intervene to induce 
capital towards particular areas of industry. A highly productive manufacturing 
country will exchange, with advantage, its high-quality products for agricultural 
goods through foreign trade.  In this manner, it will more easily acquire food for its 
people on the international market. As a consequence, it will be freed from the 
uncertainty of its natural harvest cycle. The accumulation of capital will increase the 
income of the labouring poor, and international trade will provide them with cheaper 
food.However, Stewart did not merely praise the ‘natural liberty’ and favour 
complete freedom of labour markets. Considering Stewart’s desire to increase the 
supply of food, it can be said that he could understand the hardships and wants of 
the common people, as the augmentation of agricultural productivity was an i ssue of 
critical importance for the subsistence of the people. In remarking that ‘in this 
country, we have a resource against scarcity’, Stewart expressed his understanding 
that Britain disposed of abundant agricultural resources. Referring to the 
observations of James Stuart and Arthur Young that the nation’s annual crops were 
insufficient to cover domestic consumption, Stewart saw that much more could be 
garnered by raising the level of land productivity作成者. Furthermore, as will be 
evident in the next section, Stewart, who lived in the era of increasing industrial 
poverty, asserted the need for not only such economic development but also new 
policies of poor relief. 
 ⅢⅢⅢⅢ Stewart on Poor Relief Stewart on Poor Relief Stewart on Poor Relief Stewart on Poor ReliefThe discussion of policies on poor relief reached peaks in 
the 1790’s, as seen in Whitbread’s proposal for a minimum wage (1795) and the 
Speenhamland System (1796). These policies presented themselves as a subject to 
Stewart. H e criticized charitable workhouses as miserable and unhuman, saying 
they “have proved the worst of all the methods” of poor relief. He explained his point 
in detail:      
 
But unfortunately it is the most worthy objects who suffer most from this institution, the 
effects of which is, to hinder those from receiving support who dread the confinement, or 
the noise and nastiness, even more than the confinement, of workhouses, and consider 
the security which they afford against the evils of want, as dearly purchased by the 
sacrifice of that serenity and peace, which can scarcely be expected to exist where an 
indiscriminate  mixture of individuals of all different habits and tempers are collected 
together. The dread of involving themselves in this misery, can hardly fail to keep many 
poor struggling with poverty, till they sink entirely under its pressure 4. 
 
In Stewart’s view, such labour environment was greatly different from traditional 
Scottish poor relief system as seen in the parochial workhouses. He did not only 
criticize lamentable charitable workhouses from his view of moral aspects, but also 
from the problem of domestic finance. Stewart faulted charitable workhouses for 
excessive costs of construction, employment and equipment. According to him, as the 
population of the poor increased, the charitable workhouses which had been 
managed by school masters accumulated deficits. He opposed their expansion 
especially in the metropolis and big cities where the number of poor had increased 
remarkably. Stewart knew that the poor rates had risen excessively from 1783 to 

                                                 
4

 Stewart, D. Lectures on Political Economy, in The Collected Works,  11vols. (1854‐1860), ed., Sir 

W. Hamilton, vols.8‐, Edinburgh, Thomas Constable / London, A. Hamilton ; repr. Bristol, 
Thoemmes Press,［‐］1994, vol.8, p.301. 
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1803 5. He saw that the huge public expenditures for poor relief amplified the burden 
of the poor rates and increased poverty. Thus he criticized the poor laws from a fiscal 
point of view as deteriorating poverty by increasing the number of indigent, and 
accepted Malthus’s criticism of the effects of poor laws to increase poverty by 
stimulating the poor growth in the second edition of his An Essay on the Principle of 
Population published in 1803. He concluded that poor laws should be abolished 
gradually.  
 
It must, however, be owned to be a very different question, whether, supposing no legal 
provision to have been made for the poor, it would have been expedient to introduce the 
present system of laws; and whether, circumstanced as we actually are, it would be wise 
to abolish this part of our policy. Among the various opinions concerning the mode of 
relieving the wants of the lower classes, it seems to be very generally agreed, that a 
modification only of our existing regulations, and not a total repeal of them, can be safely 
attempted; …… 6. 
 
Thus Stewart recognized that the Scottish paternalistic poor relief system could not 
survive the financial burden of annual increases in poor rates. 
Stewart was convinced that the poor laws had no beneficial effect and should be 
abolished gradually. He recognized the need for practical policies that alleviated 
suffering of the labouring poor and their burden on domestic finances. Moreover, he 
thought seriously about the conditions of children who were brought from remote 
parishes and compelled to work in the cotton manufactories. Stewart remarks: 
 
The subject, undoubtedly, even when viewed in the most favourable light, is far from 
being pleasing; nor is it possible for any views of remote expediency to reconcile the mind 
to commercial projects, which are not only injurious to the moralsmoralsmoralsmorals of the community, but 
which require a sacrifice of the happiness attached by nature, to the gaiety, the freedom, 
and the innocent activity of childhood. As most political subjects, however, may be 
considered under different aspects, and as it is more useful to attempt the melioration of 
unavoidable evils than to indulge ourselves in declamations against what it is beyond our 
power to remedy, it may be worth while to employ a few moments in examining, …… 7. 
 
Stewart supported programs for improving conditions in cotton manufactories 
proposed by David Dale and asserted the need to establish asylum. In addition, he 
suggested three programs as alternatives to traditional Scottish poor relief, 
charitable workhouses and poor laws. 
 
 
 
     Year  Boarders Deaths  1792 270 2  
                                                 
5

 Ibid., vol.9, pp.273-274. 
 
6

 Ibid., vol. 8, p.48. 
 
7

 Ibid., vol.8, pp.184-185. 
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1793 288 1  1794 306 0  1795 384 5          
 
Boarder’s death rates (1792-1795) in Dale’s cotton manufactories 
 
The first was to encourage possession of property among the lower classes. Stewart 
endorsed “the country bank” proposed by Malthus and “the national bank” by 
Whitbread. According to Stewart, “[I]f an easy and unexceptionable mode of 
disposing prudently of that proportion of their gains, which they could spare, were 
devised, that desire of bettering their condition, which never fails to operate where it 
has a field, would soon produce diligence and alacrity among the poor, and the 
humble occupation of industry and labour would be enlivened and cheered by the 
hope and ambition 8”. Stewart thought that they would become aware of the 
importance of their property by utilizing these banks. 
His second proposal was to improve the prison system. For Stewart, it was crucial to 
prevent the poor from excessive drinking, as the numerous crimes associated with 
alcohol threatened the security of society. He remarked in the Introduction of 
Lectures on Political Economy:  
 
The maintenance of the poor is intimately connected with another subject:――The means 
of encouraging among the body of the poor habits of industry, and of a regularity of 
morals; and of effecting, where it is possible, a reformation in the manners of those who 
have rendered themselves obnoxious to the laws of their country. The attempts which 
have been made with this last view by the projects of penitentiary houses and of solitary 
confinement, do honour to the enlightened benevolence of the present age, and may 
probably be found susceptible of many improvements for accomplishing, still more 
effectually, the laudable and important purposes for which they are destined 9. 
 
In stressing the necessity of preventing crime Stewart was influenced by Beccaria’s 
political philosophy in On the Crime and Punishment (1764), by Harward’s report on 
punishment throughout European countries 10, and by Bentham’s Panopticon. 
According to Stewart, the method by which their police contrived or investigated 
“forms one of the most valuable illustrations that have ever appeared, of the 
connexion between the principles of Ethical Philosophy and the Science of 
Legislation”. Thus Stewart expected that the prison system itself would be more 
improved regarding the poor relief in future.  
The third was a gradual advancement in wages. A large number of factory labourers 
worked excessive hours at the lower wages since the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. Although Stewart opposed proposals for high wages to the 
poor, thinking they encouraged idleness and profligacy, he admitted the need for 
their gradual increase. 
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 Ibid., vol.9, 312-313. 
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 Ibid ., vol.8, p.49. 
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As the wages of common or unskilled labour may be presumed to be nearly the minimum 
at which an individual with a family can be subsisted, the knowledge of this minimum 
affords the lowest points of the scale on which the comparative riches of individuals are 
to be graduated. In proportion as their daily income rises above this point, they are 
removed from the lowest class of independent citizens, and rank higher or lower, among 
the superior orders of the community 11. 
 
For Stewart, the lower wages paid to the lower classes did not mean to remain static 
or permanent and should advance with economic growth. Such wage policies were 
intended to improve their industry. 
In sum, for Stewart, higher wages yield idleness and diminish motivation, but lower 
wages did not provide adequate incentives to work. Thus he considered that a 
gradual advancement of lower wages for the poor would facilitate improvement of 
their lives and morals. Stewart stressed the importance of improvement of industry 
and incentives to work among the labouring poor, which was concerned with the 
increase of productivity.  
We have examined Stewart’s view on three programs of poor relief. He considered 
how people could sustain their lives and improve their morals under the connection 
between the improvement of police and economic development without their 
depending on charity. The arguments favouring a country bank and improving 
prisons that Stewart espoused were not presiding main themes in the eighteenth 
century.Stewart’s arguments for a gradual advancement of wages did not represent 
his progressive view of a developed commercial society emerging in the near future. 
He understood that the real wages had increased in eighteenth century Britain and 
considered that as capital accumulation increase the demand for labour would 
expand and steadily raise their wages, and concluded that over time the rate of profit 
will tend to decline. However, Stewart was sceptical about the effects of high wages. 
As he worried about increased crime and moral corruption among the lower classes, 
he could not approve of high wages for them. Stewart did not believe that they could 
improve intellectually merely through economic prosperity that was especially 
connected with high wages. While he stressed frugality and economy among the poor, 

he thought carefully the merit of a gradual advancement in wages. Concluding Concluding Concluding Concluding 
RemarksRemarksRemarksRemarks    
    
We have considered Stewart on corn trade and his system of poor relief. It could be 
said that his view of corn trade did not theoretical and rigorous. But, it is worthy of 
attention that he strived to undertake poor relief in his political economy arose from 
genuine interest in the increase of poverty. Throughout the final decade of eighteenth 
century Britain, the question of poverty became an important social problem. 
Stewart, who confronted the severity of poverty prevailed in Britain after 1790, 
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 On Smith’s high wages concerned with Samuel Whitbread’s proposed minimum wage 
legistration, see Rothschild  2002, pp.61-62. 
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thought that political economy should deal with the question of poverty and stressed 
on educational remedies for the poor. Stewart stressed the provision of poor relief 
and the possibilities of statesmen’s practical acts. He was convinced that the 
government and public opinion would become more enlightened as a commercial 
society developed 15. 
 
On the contrary, it is a natural and obvious consequence of such a conviction, inasmuch 
as the same arguments on which this conviction is founded, prove to us that the progress 
of mankind towards the perfection of the social order, must necessarily in every case be 
gradual, and that it must be diversified in the course it takes, according to the situations 
and characters of nations. To direct, and as far as possible to accelerate this progress, 
ought to be the great aim of the enlightened statesman, and indeed of every man who 
wishes well to his species; ……16. 
 
As we have seen, Stewart’s attitude about political approaches toward poor relief is 
realistic and practical. Nonetheless, it is a difficult question, for at that time the term 
‘poverty’ had multiple meanings, depending on the context of its use. Although there 
is only several decades from the late eighteenth century to the first of Stewart’s 
political economy lectures in 1800, remarkable political, economical and social 
changes transformed the status of poverty and its meaning in the discipline of 
political economy. 
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 This is concerned with Stewart’s moral philosophy. See Haakonssen 1996, ch.7. 
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 Stewart, D. Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind, in The Collected Works, 11 vols. 
(1854‐1860), ed., Sir W. Hamilton, vol.2, Edinburgh, Thomas Constable / London, A. Hamilton ; 
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