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The Historicization of Political 
Economy? 
KEITH TRIBE 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century Political 
Economy as conceived by Adam Smith, and perpetuated by 
Malthus, Ricardo, and the Mills, began to give way to a new 
economics, whose most prominent English champion was 
Alfred Marshall. Classical Economics, as the older Political 
Economy soon came to be known, had turned upon a theory 
of value for which input costs and the organization of 
production dictated the formation of prices, the distribution 
of incomes, and patterns of consumption. A limited set of 
principles and their consequences were expressed as a finite 
deductive system, a style of argumentation well adapted to 
the demands of the men of affairs who made up the reading 
public for political economy. Hence it was quite possible, 
and plausible, for J. S. Mill to announce in 1848 that there 
remained 'nothing in the laws of Value which remains for 
the present or any future writer to clear up; the theory of the 
subject is complete'. 1 An understanding of political economy 
was accepted as a necessary part of the intellectual armoury 
of the educated citizen, but its principles could for most 
purposes be satisfactorily mastered by reading one or two 
books. 

The new economics, which slowly developed into the 
neoclassical orthodoxy which dominates academic econom-
ics today, did not immediately displace Classical Economics. 
The reason for this was quite straightforward: the new 

The Japanese version of this essay appeared in K. Sumiya and K. Yagi (eds.), Rekishi 
Gakuha No Sekai, Nihon Keizai Hyoron Sha (Tokyo, 1998), 171-g2. 

1 J. S. Mill, Principles of Political Economy, vol. ii of Collected Works of John Stuart 
Mill (in two parts) (London, 1965), 456. 
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doctrine was less directly relevant to those issues of trade, 
commerce, and employment to which the principles of polit-
ical economy were so readily applicable. 'Marginalist' 
economics turned upon consumer preferences and subjec-
tive utilities. The spheres of distribution and production were 
linked together in a consistent manner: incomes were 
received according to the marginal productivity of labour or 
of capital, and the expenditure of these incomes by 
consumers maximizing their subjective utilities determined 
the structure and volume of production. 2 Hence the margin-
alist principle linked the spheres of production and of distri-
bution, assured their optimal arrangement, lent itself to 
mathematical formalization, and generally facilitated a more 
abstract style of analysis. But it was precisely these qualities 
that rendered the new doctrine more academic than practi-
cal in character, and in the absence of widespread specialized 
teaching its impact was for some time strictly circumscribed. 

This turning point in the development of economic 
doctrine has become known as the Marginal Revolution. 
Three key works in the three leading world languages of the 
time overturned the existing system: Jevons's Theory of 
Political Economy (1871), Carl Menger's Grundsätze der 
Volkswirthschaftslehre (1871), and Leon Walras's Elements 
d'economie pure (1874). All wrote in ignorance of the work of 
the others, and strictly speaking their interests diverged. In 
Britain it was Marshall's Principles of Economics (1890) that was 
instrumental in leading the breakthrough; in Austria the 
writings ofMenger's students von Wieser and Bohm-Bawerk; 
while the implications of Walras's system were first properly 
understood and expounded by Vilfredo Pareto.3 

Germany remained for the time being largely resistant to 
this 'modernizing' trend-the respective positions symbol-
ized of course by the controversy over method between 
Schmoller and Menger,4 in which Schmoller upheld the 

2 This stylization of course reflects theoretical developments that were not 
complete until the mid-2oth century at the earliest, quite apart from the diffusion 
of a general understanding of their implications. 

3 See]. Schumpeter, History of Eamomic Analysis (London, 1954), 828-g. 
4 See my Strategies of Economic Order (Cambridge, 1995), 66-79 for a critical 

outline of the Methodenstreit. 
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principles of historical economics in the face of the new 
subjectivist doctrine. As international interest in political 
economy grew, the Historical School became in the later 
nineteenth century perhaps the most widely recognized 
European brand of economic study. The existing eminence 
of German historical, philosophical, and philological schol-
arship made the work of historical economists more accessi-
ble to overseas readers, while foreign students were attracted 
to seminars in Berlin, Heidelberg, Halle, and Breslau. In 
Britain, as elsewhere, this trend prompted a new historical 
approach to economic affairs, denying the universal applica-
bility of the immutable principles of a deductive system and 
arguing instead for the relation of economic analysis to 
historical circumstance. 

Thus a third element was introduced into the transition 
inaugurated by the Marginal Revolution, for the rise of 
neoclassical economics was in Britain consistently chal-
lenged by historical economists such as Ashley and 
Cunningham who were critical both of the 'old' and of the 
'new' economics. Ashley had himself studied briefly in 
Gottingen,5 and Cunningham's own approach to economics 
was compared by John Neville Keynes to those of 'the more 
extreme members of the German historical school'.6 How 
influential, then, was German historicism for critics such as 
Ashley and Cunningham? More precisely, how important to 
them was the work of German historical economists? Why 
were they ultimately unsuccessful in recasting the study of 
economics as a historical, rather than an analytical, enter-
prise, contributing instead to the formation of economic 
history as a substantial subdiscipline of historical, rather 
than economic, studies? 

The intellectual and institutional careers of Ashley and 
Cunningham were very different. William Cunningham was 
a Scot, an arts student of Edinburgh University.7 Graduating 

; Ashley visited Germany in 1880, 1883, and 1884, but he was more directly 
influenced by the lectures of Arnold Toynbee and the essays of Cliffe Leslie-see A. 
Ashley, William James Ashley. A Life (London, 1932), 22-3. 

6 J. N. Keynes, The ScojJe and Method of Political Economy (London, 1891), 167 n. 1. 
7 These details are taken from W.R. Scott, 'William Cunningham 184g-1919', 

Proceedings of the British Academy, 9 (1919-20), 465-74. 
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in 1868, he first went to Tübingen to study German, an expe-
rience which not only left upon him a powerful impression 
of the German state, but also resulted, on his return, in his 
joining the Church of England. In 1869 he began his lifelong 
association with Cambridge by entering Caius College, read-
ing for the Moral Sciences tripos; in 1872 he moved to Trinity 
College, consequent upon his election to a Moral Science 
scholarship, and in the same year was bracketed top in the 
tripos together with Maitland. There followed several years 
as an extension teacher, during which he lived for three 
years in Liverpool, before returning to Cambridge in 1878, 
shortly afterwards taking on the lectures in economic history 
required by the History tripos and examining alongside 
Keynes and Sidgwick on the Moral Sciences tripos. For want 
of a suitable textbook to use in his teaching he wrote The 
Growth of English Industry and Commerce ( 1882), which quickly 
became the standard account of English economic develop-
ment. During the 1890s he was a trenchant and persistent 
critic of Marshall's plans for the development of economics 
and its systematic teaching in Cambridge. Marshall's 
Cambridge campaign, detaching the responsibility for the 
teaching of political economy from both History and Moral 
Sciences triposes, culminated successfully in the establish-
ment of the Economics tripos in 1903. One consequence of 
this was that the teaching of political economy in the History 
tripos, which had lent Cunningham a platform for many 
years, was curtailed; and this also in effect terminated 
Cunningham's crusade against the new economics.8 

Ashley was both a Londoner and an Oxford history grad-
uate. In contrast to Cunningham, he maintained cordial 
relations with Marshall-both Marshall and Cunningham 
were referees for his appointment as Professor of Commerce 
and Public Finance at Birmingham in 1901, but as the 
Principal of the university wrote to Marshall, this was 'chiefly 
owing to the testimony of yourself on the economic side, and 
of Dr. Cunningham on the personal side' .9 He was also 
among the candidates for Marshall's chair in 1908, and if 

8 See A. Kadish, Historillns, Ei:onomists, llnd Economic History (London, 1989), 
214-18. 9 Ashley, WilliamjllmPS Ashley, 94. 
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successful would have had to direct the development of 
Marshall's new tripos. Ashley was a student of Arnold 
Toynbee's and, from 1885, Fellow of Lincoln College, 
Oxford. In 1888 he was appointed to the chair of Political 
Science at Toronto, where he immediately arranged for the 
chair to be renamed 'Political Economy and Constitutional 
History'. His inaugural lecture announced that his chief 
attention in Toronto would be directed to political econ-
omy. 10 The subject, he explained at some length, had fallen 
into disrepute in recent years,11 but the historicist criticisms 
levelled by Ingram, Toynbee, and Cliffe Leslie presented a 
means for the reinvention of the subject. We will see below 
quite what this might have meant, but already five years later 
in his Harvard inaugural, he speaks of these original hopes 
being largely unrealized: 
They [members of the Younger Historical School] looked for a 
complete and rapid transformation of economic science; and it 
needs only a glance at the most widely used textbooks of to-day to 
see that no such complete transformation has taken place. 12 

This was in part explained, he went on, by the fact that the 
historical economists had fallen back on the deductive prin-
ciples of classical economics; but despite this, he suggested 
that the 'Historicist moment' had altered the nature of 
economics-it had led to the general acceptance of the rela-
tionship between economic conclusions and given condi-
tions, and of the fact that economic considerations were not 
the only ones of which account should be taken in judging 
social phenomena. 13 

When in 1907 Ashley was President of Section F of the 

10 W.J. Ashley, What is Political Science (Toronto, 1888), 10. 

11 'Ten or fifteen years ago Political Economy occupied, in English-speaking 
countries, no very dignified or useful position. In England it was represented by two 
very able men, Cairnes and Jevons. Neither of these, however, had any considerable 
influence upon the educated public; and the professorial teaching at Oxford and 
Cambridge was of but small scientific importance. In University and College 
instruction, Political Economy was the convenient stopgap.' Ibid. JO. 

'" W. J. Ashley, 'On the Study of Economic History', originally published in 
Q}larterlyjournal of Economics, 7 (1893), n5-36; here cited as reprinted in his Surveys 
Historic and Economic (London, 1900), 2. Ashley was the first holder of the Harvard 
chair of Economic History. 

13 Ashley, 'On the Study of Economic History', 3-4. 
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British Association, he used the opportunity to reflect once 
more upon the development of economics in the latter part 
of the nineteenth century, unequivocally declaring classical 
economics a 'closed chapter in intellectual history' .14 The 
abstract, deductive Ricardian system had quickly won domi-
nance, thanks to the coincidence of its conclusions with 
manufacturing interests; and John Stuart Mill's essay on 
method from 1833 was further evidence of its totally unhis-
torical character.15 Mill's 1848 textbook, according to Ashley, 
prolonged the life of the classical system for a further twenty 
years, and subsequently Fawcett's Manual of Political Economy 
(1863) remained the textbook for passmen into the 188os.16 

This system remained impervious to foreign influences, 
although, suggests Ashley, 'I suppose the victories of 1870 did 
more to make us learn German than any spontaneous 
enlargement of interests'. 17 A number of factors combined 
in the 1870s to seal the fate of classical economics, among 
them the publication of Jevons's Principles, Cliffe Leslie's 
essay on the German Historical School, and in 1881-2 Arnold 
Toynbee's Oxford lectures. 

It has already been suggested that Jevons's general influ-
ence was limited, and in fact Ashley's citation of Leslie's essay 
on the German Historical School is misleading, since that 
essay is nothing more than a partial summary of the struc-
ture of Roscher's Geschichte der National-Oekonomik in 
Deutschland (1874). 18 More relevant is Cliffe Leslie's deter-
minedly historicist treatment of political and economic 

1~ W.J. Ashley, 'The Present Position of Political Economy', Economic]m,rnal, 17 
(1907), 467. The article was republished with slight alternations the following year 
in Schmoller's Festschrift as 'The Present Position of Political Economy in 
England', in Die Entwicklung der deutschen Volkswirtschaftslehre im neunzehnten 
Jahrhundert, i (Leipzig, 1908), pp. xv, 1-26. 

15 ]. S. Mill, 'On the Definition of Political Economy; and on the Method of 
Philosophical Investigation in that Science', drafted in 1831, revised in 1833, and 
published in 1836; see Collected Works of John Stuart Mill, iv (London, 1967), 3og-39. 

16 On Fawcett see P. Deane, 'Henry Fawcett: The Plain Man's Political 
Economist', in L. Goldman (ed.), The Blind Victorian: Henry Fawcett and British 
Liberalism (Cambridge, 1989), 93-110. 

17 Ashley, 'The Present Position of Political Economy', 474. 
18 Leslie's essay 'The History of German Political Economy' was first published 

in the Fortnightly Review in 1875 and republished in T. E. C. Leslie, Essays in Political 
and Moral Philosophy (Dublin, 1879), 167-78. 
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phenomena and his opposition to Natural Law conceptions. 
His more substantial essay on the work of Adam Smith 
displays the potential of historicism as a form of criticism, 
distinguishing between the historical, inductive framework 
deployed in Wealth of Nations and the Natural Law basis of 
the principle of natural liberty-concluding that 'the philos-
ophy of Adam Smith, though combining an inductive inves-
tigation of the real order of things, is pervaded throughout 
by this theory of Nature, in a form given to it by theology, by 
political history, and by the cast of his own mind'. 19 

In fact Cliffe Leslie's historicist project had little to do 
with his reading ofRoscher, but was based on the work of his 
teacher, Henry Maine, whose own historicism derived prin-
cipally from the work of Savigny and the German Historical 
School of Law. 20 Thus Cliffe Leslie states in his preface that 
the conception ... is followed throughout that every branch of 
philosophy of society, morals and political economy not excepted, 
needs investigation and development by historical induction; and 
that not only the moral and economic condition of society, but its 
moral and economic theories and ideas, are the results of the 
course of national history and the state of national culture.21 

This is, therefore, a historicism which emphasizes the 
interdependence of culture and ideas within a given 
national context. Though in some respects compatible with 
Savigny's historicism, it is emphatically not congruent with 
that of Roscher, for the latter's project was to identify 
common developmental laws through the study of the diver-
sity of historical development-Roscher's invocation of 
Savigny in 1843 is more cosmetic than anything else.22 

Historicism was for Roscher a means of identifying general 
developmental laws, and not simply a form of relativism to 
be deployed against Natural Law doctrine. 

Ashley's suggestion that Leslie in some way 'introduced' 
English readers to the German Historical School of 

19 Leslie, 'The Political Economy of Adam Smith', Essays, 152. 
20 See for a discussion of Maine's early influences J. Burrow, Evolution and 

Society (Cambridge, 1966), 142-5. 21 Leslie, Essays, p. v. 
22 W. Roscher, Grundrifl zu Vorlesungen uber die Staatswirthscliaft: Nach 

geschichtlicl1er Methode (Gottingen, 1843), 2. See for a general discussion of the prob-
lems of Roscher's historicism my Strategies of Economic Order, 68-71. 
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Economics is deceptive; it would be more defensible to 
suggest that Leslie translated Maine's comparative jurispru-
dence into a comparative economics, which is of course anal-
ogous to the claims with respect to the German Historical 
School of Law made by Roscher in 1843. His statement that 
it was Toynbee's lectures of 1881-2 which showed 'how the 
historical method could be applied to the interpretation of 
actual conditions' 2 3 also requires qualification. These 
lectures, to Indian Civil Service candidates and Balliol 
history students,24 sought to provide a survey of English 
economic history since 1760 by linking three distinct epochs 
to the work of their most representative economist. Hence 
Smith is used to characterize England on the eve of the 
Industrial Revolution, Malthus for the period of the revolu-
tion, and Ricardo for the post-Napoleonic period. In this 
way, argued Toynbee, he would demonstrate that 'economic 
laws and precepts are relative'.25 This did not however mean 
that he rejected classical economics and its deductive 
method. Indeed, in his first lecture he drew freely upon 
Mill's essay on method, the very same source that Ashley 
condemned in 1907 for 'its totally unhistorical character'.26 

Furthermore, in commending the historical approach to his 
listeners Toynbee suggested that 
in studying the past, we could always bear in mind the problems of 
the present, and go to that past to seek large views of what is oflast-
ing importance to the human race ... You must pursue facts for 
their own sake, but penetrate with a vivid sense of the problems of 
your own time.27 

As Alon Kadish points out, this idea becomes more 
marked in his later lectures, as Toynbee sought to fit his 
preoccupation with current problems into the narrative.28 

23 Ashley, 'The Present Position of Political Economy', 475. 
'4 Ashley attended the lectures and his notes, together with those of Bolton 

King, formed the basis for their published form as Lectures on the Industrial 
Revolution of the Eightl',enth Century in England (London, 1884). 

25 Ibid. 5. 
26 Ashley, 'The Present Position of Political Economy', 472. 
2i Toynbee, Lectures, 5-6. 
28 A. Kadish, Apostk Arnold: The Life and Death of Arnold Toynbee, 1852-1883 

(Durham, NC, 1986), 125, 128, 147 f. 
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Little consistency of argument or method can be detected in 
Toynbee's writing. He was certainly indebted to contempo-
rary historians such as Seeley and Freeman, who were in 
turn of course influenced by German historical research. 2 9 
Toynbee's, and by extension Ashley's, intellectual debt to 
German historicism originated in the relationship that 
prevailed in the 1870s and 1880s between the study of history, 
politics, and political economy. As Cunningham was later to 
observe, German historical economics played very little part 
in the development of English economics.3° This was not 
because its English adepts failed as proselytizers; it was, 
primarily, because there were no adepts.31 Toynbee's rela-
tionship to the writings of classical economics was even more 
of a muddle; at once a proponent of laissezfaire and a land 
reformer, his treatment of Smith, for example, lacked the 
rigour that Cliffe Leslie demonstrates. 

It is perhaps unsurprising then that Ashley noted that 
such work had not brought about a 'substantial reconstruc-
tion among English-speaking economists on historical lines', 
and that by the early 1900s the new Marginalist economics 
was in the ascendant. Ashley certainly grasped the main prin-
ciples of the new economics-not something one could say 
with confidence about Cunningham-but his reaction was 
to distance himself from the enterprise. It was all true, he 
conceded, 'so far as it goes'; but 
instead of leading us to the very heart of the problem, the 
doctrine of marginal value seems to me to remain entirely on the 
surface: it is not much more than a verbal description of the 
superficial facts at a particular point in time. The intensity of 
demand varies inversely, more or less rapidly, with the extent to 

29 See J. Burrow, A Liberal Descent: Victorian Historiam and the English Past 
(Cambridge, 1981), n9 ff. 

3° W. Cunningham, 'Why Had Roscher so Little Influence in England?', Annals 
of the American Academy of Political and Soci<1l Science, 5 (Nov. 1894), 317-34; character-
istically Cunningham fails to answer his rhetorical question. Ashley published a 
translation of the 'Preface' and 'Introduction' in the Q:µarterly journal of Ec.onomics, 
8 (1894), reprinted in his Surveys Historic <1nd Economic, 31-7. 

31 This contrasts, for example, with the reception of Austrian economics in 
Britain: William Smart, first Lecturer then Professor of Political Economy at 
Glasgow from 18g2 to 1915, both translated and wrote outlines of their work: see for 
example his 'The New Theory oflnterest', Economic journal, 1 (1891), 675-87.James 
Bonar and Edgeworth were also active in reviewing Austrian work. 
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which it is satisfied; for different commodities there are different 
scales of intensity; under certain conditions one demand will be 
substituted for another. True, doubtless. But why do people 
demand just those things? On what does the rapidity of satiation 
depend? Have their desires always been the same; or the possibil-
ities of production in order to meet them? How are desires related 
to one another? What are they likely to become? What are the 
limits to demand set by the economic situation of the demanders? 
These are the things we really want to know. The problem is, in a 
wide sense of the term, an historical one; or, if you prefer the 
phrase, a sociological one, both 'static' and 'dynamic' .32 

This is a curiously detached view of the contemporary devel-
opment of economic science, given that a few months later 
Ashley was to put himself forward as a candidate for 
Marshall's chair in Cambridge. But this passage from his 
British Association presidential address serves to demon-
strate the gap that had, by the early 1900s, opened up 
between historians and economists. The historian was simply 
interested in a different set of questions from those of the 
economist; this was mutually recognized and so the way was 
open for the development of economic history as a related, 
but independent, university discipline. Historical economics 
became, in Britain, economic history because it addressed a 
different domain of problems from those being marked out 
for economic analysis. 

It has been noted in passing above that Cunningham, in 
publishing the first concise textbook of English economic 
history, played an important part in the formation of this 
new discipline. At the time that the book appeared no hard 
and fast division had yet been established between economic 
history and economic science. Such a division became more 
evident during the 1890s, as teaching in universities became 
more specialized, and of course consequent upon the forma-
tion of the British Economic Association together with its 
raison d'etre, the Economic journal-both projects initiated and 
promoted by Marshall. Cunningham remained undeterred 
by the implications of these developments. He continued to 
pronounce confidently upon economic history and econom-

32 Ashley, 'The Present Position of Political Economy', 476-7. 
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ics alike. During the 1890s he tirelessly proclaimed the limi-
tations of economics,33 in 1892 delivering an especially 
provocative address to the Royal Historical Society which 
rehearsed the inadequacies of Marshall as an economic 
historian on the evidence of the first edition of his 
Principles.34 His forays into economic theory were idiosyn-
cratic, to say the least; and it is evident that he saw the devel-
opment of an analytical apparatus as significant merely as a 
means to the creation of a classification of all possible 
economic activity, present and future: 
We require an exhaustive analysis of all possible forms of 
exchange: we might thus discriminate the different kinds of 
bargains that can possibly take place, so that we might at once 
recognise any type when we come across it ... If it were worked out 
as to give us a complete analysis of the process of exchange in all 
its various forms, it would be a boon of the greatest possible advan-
tage to the historian. He would have at once a means of naming 
and discussing phenomena which are no longer actual in the 
present day, and which are therefore very unfamiliar, but which 
may have been the prevailing type in some bygone age. The 
complete analysis of the process of exchange in all its possible 
forms would furnish him with an organon of the first importance 
as an instrument of study and with a most convenient terminology 
for his investigations.35 

Furthermore, this account of the process of exchange was to 
be developed from the standpoint of the seller, an approach 
which, as John Maloney has demonstrated, results in an inco-
herent account of price formation. By leaving the 
consumer's demand schedule out of the account entirely, 
Cunningham is forced into a series of contortions in seeking 
to account for the emergence of a stable level of prices, in 

33 His inaugural lecture as Tooke Professor of Economic Science and Statistics, 
King's College, London, damned contemporary economics with faint praise: 
'Economics may help us to see the extent and nature of the difficulties involved in 
some particular scheme of improvement.' W. Cunningham, 'The Relativity of 
Economic Doctrine', Economicjoorna~ 2 (1892), 15. 

34 W. Cunningham, 'The Perversion of Economic History', Economic jmtrna~ 2 
(1892), 491-506. 

35 W. Cunningham, 'A Plea for Pure Theory', Economic Review, 2 ( 1892), 28, 29. 
It is not clear whether his use of organon in this context, a term that Marshall used 
to describe the instrumentaria of the trained economist, is meant ironically. 
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which it is the seller alone who determines the final level of 
prices.36 

This is an economic theory of sorts, however, even if an 
untenable one; and it already characterizes the framework 
within which Cunningham's Growth of English Industry and 
Commerce is written. Book I consists of three chapters, on 
property, collective industry, and exchange. The economic 
system is introduced from the first as an organism, rather 
than a machine, for 
a machine only produces, but each part of an organism needs to 
be constantly nourished, and the means by which the various parts 
are sustained is a most important part of animal economy .... A 
great nation is not a mere machine for producing the greatest 
amount of wealth with the greatest amount of speed, it is an organ-
ism which cannot be healthy unless the conditions of distribution 
are satisfactory as well as those of production. Indeed, when the 
distribution of wealth is thoroughly unsatisfactory there can 
neither be really good production nor true national progress.37 

The nature of this interdependence is then elaborated 
metaphorically through the following pages, but the inter-
dependence envisaged is constantly one between produc-
tion and distribution, the latter treated as a means for the 
continuation of production; consumption, the third pillar of 
the classical system as first outlined by Say, plays no part 
here. 

As far as the history of economic systems themselves goes, 
the shift from 'ancient' to 'modern' is conceptualized by 
Cunningham via the emergence of competition as the prin-
cipal agent of change, a concept which has a key role in 
Cunningham's treatment of modernity. The degree of equal-
ity and fairness inhering in the 'modern' system is related to 
the number of agents engaging in economic activity; 
although when dealing with the medieval idea of the 'just' 
price Cunningham writes of the number of buyers, not of 

36 J. Maloney, Marshall, Orthodoxy and the Professionalisation of Economics 
(Cambridge, 1985), 93-4. 

37 W. Cunningham, The Growth of English Industry and Commerc;1 (London, 1882), 
3. 
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sellers, as being decisive.38 Furthermore, by dealing with 
'modern times' as ruled by the principle of competition 
Cunningham denies that modern economic theory has any 
analytical purchase upon older economic forms.39 The 
history of industry and commerce, Cunningham states, 'is 
only the story of the various ways in which these human 
resources have been applied so as to satisfy constantly devel-
oping human wants' .40 Wants, Cunningham implies, develop 
autonomously, they are not primarily historically given; the 
objective of historical understanding is the changing charac-
ter of the resources embodied in the spheres of production 
and distribution. 

On this point Cunningham was perfectly consistent: in his 
critique of free trade he argued that 
the Free Trader insists that he looks at economic life from the 
point of view of the consumer ... He argues that by Free Trade 
and the competition of nation with nation, every country will 
receive from the total of the world's stock an equivalent for the 
contribution which that nation has made to the world's stock ... 
This is an inadequate view of economic life. Consumption is 
certainly the object in view in manufacturing or transporting 
goods, and it is a necessary phase in utilising them at all. As we 
have seen, the question as to what persons shall have a claim to 
share in consuming is of supreme importance; but apart from this, 
consumption does not call for much consideration: after all, it is a 
form of destruction, and can be left to take care of itself.41 

But, argues Cunningham, the future of national prosper-
ity cannot be left to itself with such equanimity: this must be 
the object of constant vigilance, with the government formu-
lating national aims based upon forecasts of future condi-
tions: 'The maintenance of prosperity depends on calling 
forth the active principles of energy and enterprise which 

38 Ibid. 244-7. Although Cunningham does discuss the issue of consumers" util-
ities here in the formation of prices, he also refers to sellers' utilities. The treatment 
of exchange and the price mechanism is extremely confused, and gets no better in 
later work. 

39 'Unless the free competition which they take for granted existed to some 
considerable extent, modern economic principles only confuse our study of the 
actual industrial development of any period of the past.' Ibid. 8. 

40 Ibid. 12. 
41 W. Cunningham, The Case against Free Trade (London, 1911), 42-3. 
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shape the materials furnished by nature, so that they may 
serve human purposes to better advantage.'42 

Historical economics is rendered, therefore, as supply-
side economics, pointing up its lack of congruity with tlie 
new economics for which resources are made scarce and 
allocated according to the subjective utilities, wants, and 
needs of consumers. Hence also Marshall's frustration with 
Cunningham's criticisms: far from subscribing to the view 
that the same motives have been at work through the ages, 
producing similar results and hence demonstrating the 
constancy of economic laws, Marshall described his Principles 
as follows: 'The whole volume is indeed occupied mainly in 
showing how similar causes acting on people under dissimi-
lar conditions produce more or less divergent effects. The 
leading motive of its argument is the opposite of that which 
Dr. Cunningham ascribes to it.'43 

Cunningham's history, in its first edition, ended its 
account in the late eighteenth century, as the production and 
distribution of wealth become part of an autonomous sphere, 
and thus susceptible to analysis 'as though they were almost 
isolated from other social phenomena' .44 History ceases 
here, and modern political economy takes over-the entire 
nineteenth century is an undifferentiated present not suscep-
tible to historicizing interpretation.45 Here there was indeed 
some complementarity with Marshall, whose new Cambridge 
curriculum gave an important role to economic history, 
where the 'student of economics is invited to give his main 
attention to recent history, that is chiefly the history of the 
nineteenth century, with some reference to earlier times'.46 

As has already been noted, the first edition of Marshall's 
Principles had begun with a lengthy treatment of the growth 
both of industry and commerce on the one hand, and 
economic science on the other. From the opening passage of 

4" Cunningham, 77ze Case against Free Trade, 43. 
43 A. Marshall, 'A Reply', Economic journal, 2 (1892), 508. 
44 Cunningham, Growth, 387. 
4j This was modified in later editions, but only through the extension of the 

period of study into the early 19th century. The 3rd edn., published in three 
secti?ns between 1896 and 1907, brings the account up to the 1840s in its later pages. 

46 A. Marshall, The New Cambridge Curriculum in Economics (London, 1903), 27. 
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the first chapter, however, there is a clarity of purpose quite 
absent from Cunningham's accounts of the nature and 
purpose of economics: 

§1. POLITICAL ECONOMY, or ECONOMICS, is a study of man's actions in 
the ordinary business of life; it inquires how he gets his income 
and how he uses it. Thus it is on the one side a study of wealth and 
on the other, a more important side, a part of the study of man.47 

The history which Marshall unfolds from this starting point 
is one of dynamic development, formed in the conflict 
between human interests, with the Darwinian principle of 
natural selection playing a major role. Hence industry and 
enterprise are part of an evolutionary system; a system, that 
is, undergoing progressive adaptation and change. 
These were the conditions under which the modern industrial life 
of England was developed: the desire for material comforts tends 
towards a ceaseless straining to extract from every week the great-
est amount of work that can be got out if it. The firm resolution to 
submit every action to the deliberate judgement of the reason 
tends to make every one constantly ask himself whether he could 
not improve his position by changing his business, or by changing 
his method of doing it. And, lastly, complete political freedom and 
security enables every one to adjust his conduct as he has decided 
that it is his interest to do, and fearlessly to commit his person and 
his property to new and distant undertakings.48 

None the less, Marshall did not harness this evolutionary 
history to an unalloyed belief in progress. Already in the first 
chapter of Principles the hope had been expressed that 
poverty might be eradicated, while the wretchedness of 
those millions living in near-poverty was also recognized.49 
Although this might be a worthy ethical aim, evolutionary 
change would not automatically rectify the plight of the 
poor. Marshall recognized that the Darwinian principle of 
'natural selection' (his quotation marks) stated that those 
organisms tended to survive which were best fitted to bene-
fit from the environment for their own purposes-not those 
which most benefited the environment.5° In an after-dinner 

47 A. Marshall, Princij,les of Economics, i (London, 1890), 1. 

48 Ibid. 36-7. 49 Ibid. 3-4. 5° Ibid. 302. 
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speech to the Royal Economic Society in 1907 he extended 
this thought to include the importance of urban planning 
for the welfare of future generations, and thence reversed 
the customary meaning of laissezfaire to 'let the State be up 
and doing' .51 It was, of course, Pigou, Marshall's successor, 
who developed these thoughts into a welfare economics 
circumscribing the role and functions of the state, in which 
government activity at most facilitated and directed those 
forces already at work in the economy. 

The role of government is here analytically circumscribed 
in a way not to be found in Cunningham, for whom the state 
played a pre-eminent role. This was certainly influenced by 
the political and economic preconceptions of German 
historicists, although only serving further to underline the 
differences between Cunningham's and Marshall's under-
standing of economics. First of all, Marshall conceived 
economic analysis as a science of human action, more gener-
ally as a science of man. The historical projects of the 
German economists-among them, for example, Conrad, 
Brentano, and Schmoller-emphasized not this moulding of 
human life, but rather the creation of differing modes of 
political and economic organization. Secondly, there was in 
this no evolutionary development in the sense envisaged by 
Marshall. Schmoller's conception of state formation was 
relentlessly teleological, turning on the imperatives called 
forth by the creation of a new imperial Germany in 1871.52 

Darwinism was itself very popular in Germany in the same 
period, but closely associated with the idea of progress, 
representing a scientific, secular demonstration that 
outmoded institutions would in time give way to more 
modern, democratic ones. A belief in evolution and the 
power of natural selection was more often than not a scien-
tistic inflection of a political liberalism baulked by the events 
of 1848.53 The idea that evolutionary development might 

5' A. Marshall, 'The Social Possibilities of Economic Chivalry', Economic]mtrna~ 
17 (1907)' 19. 

52 I have argued this at length elsewhere. See my 'Mercantilism and the 
Economics of State Formation', in Lars Magnusson (ed.), Mermntilism (Boston, 
1993), 175-86. 

53 A. Kelly, The Descent of Darwin: The Pofrnlrtrization of Darwin in Germany, 
1860-1914 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1981), 22. 
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turn out badly for the future of a particular group of society 
is not part of this perspective; that 'natural selection' could 
turn out beings fitted to a given environment, but unfitted to 
promote the general welfare of society as a whole, is not 
envisaged. 

As we have seen above, Ashley approached economic 
phenomena with a set of questions different from those of 
Marshall and his like-minded peers. Ultimately the 
economic histories which Ashley and Cunningham 
produced were indebted to the principles of the very classi-
cal economics which they are so often thought to have 
supplanted. This in turn undermined their position when 
disputing the authority of the newly emergent marginalist 
economics. Cunningham understood its principles poorly, 
and his forays into economic analysis are confused and 
contradictory. He did nevertheless provide a substantial 
basis for the teaching of economic history in his Growth of 
English Industry and Commerce. Ashley understood these prin-
ciples rather better, but found them uninspiring; he was, 
shortly before his death, instrumental in the formation of 
the Economic History Society which secured the institu-
tional place of economic history in much the same way that 
the foundation of the British Economic Association had 
inaugurated that for economics.54 Each of these writers had 
embraced historical economics at a time when political 
economy required no licence for its practice. By the early 
1900s this was no longer so-economics had become embed-
ded in the curricula of a modernizing university system and 
its practitioners were increasingly specialized academics. In 
Britain, historical economics did not survive this transition 
as a form of economics; it became instead economic history. 

The high standing of German historicism at this time has 
led many to assume that it must have somehow exerted an 
influence during this brief period in which historical 
economics appeared to offer a viable alternative to the new 
economics. There is some truth in this, but the influence is 
indirect-German writing on history and law had some 

54 T. C. Barker, 'The Beginnings of the Economic History Society', Economic 
History Review, 2nd Series, 30 (1977), 5. 
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impact on British historians, and they in turn upon writers 
such as Ashley and Cunningham; but the German Historical 
School of Economics remained in Britain for the most part 
a brieflist of names that was then, and has been since, rarely 
extended beyond the canonical invocation of Roscher, 
Hildebrand, and Knies ( the Older School), or Schmoller 
and Wagner (the Younger School).55 

55 As evidenced even by Ashley's own account, 'Historical School of 
Economists', in Pa/grave's Dictionary of Political Economy, ed. H. Higgs (London, 
1926), ii. 3rn-14. 




