The Corn Laws: An Overview
The Manchester School of Economics and the Anti-Corn-Law League were the end product of 60 years of evolution of the idea of free trade. Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, first advocated the principle of free trade as the basis for the development of a nation's 'natural economy', especially an industrial nation. Pitt the Younger made initial moves towards free trade in the 1780s and 1790s, mainly to combat smuggling and hence the loss of Customs and Excise revenue. The Vergennes Treaty of 1786 is, perhaps, the best example of this.

The war years 1793-1815 arrested economic developments in free trade. Much marginal land was enclosed to produce grain for the home market and to supply Britain's allies: 1,934 Enclosure Acts were passed in this period. The legal machinery for enclosure was simplified in an attempt to speed up the process with the 1801 with the General Enclosure Act. This Act saw the peak of the Agricultural Revolution.

Napoleon introduced the Continental System by the Berlin Decrees in 1806 and the Milan Decrees in 1807. This gave British farmers a virtual monopoly of domestic markets because all trade with Europe was ended. The result of this artificial scarcity of foodstuffs, together with a series of bad harvests in Britain, was a rapid rise in prices accompanied by fluctuations in the trade cycle.

At the end of the French Wars, corn prices almost halved, causing panic among the farmers - many of whom were also voters. Consequently, the government of Lord Liverpool government introduced the Corn Laws in 1815. Various men justified the legislation in parliament. Lord Binning spoke for the landowners and farmers:

In the depressed state of agriculture for the last twelve months, some relief was absolutely necessary. Numbers of persons had been turned out of employment and the pressure of the poor rates was become intolerable... Most enormous losses had been suffered in the last year; and if some speedy remedy was not administered by the wisdom and firmness of the legislature, the agricultural interest of the country might soon be completely ruined. (Parliamentary Debates, 1st Series, vol.29, (l8l5) Col. 984)

Another MP. said that 

Nothing could be more obvious than that the reduction of the price of corn was attributable to the importation of foreign grain. (ibid, col.1222)

Samuel Whitbread, a Radical Whig and member of the brewing family, agreed, saying 

The proposition was not that rents were too high, but that corn was too low, and that it ought to be raised to such a price as to enable the farmer to cultivate his land with advantage, without reducing the landlord to the necessity of lowering his rents. (ibid., col.1240)

F.J. Robinson spoke as a member of the Government, saying that

He was of the opinion, on the whole, not only that our security would be greater, but even that the price of corn might in the end be cheaper, by home cultivation, than by depending on foreign countries. (ibid., col.802) 

These laws were intended to stabilise wheat prices at 80/- per quarter. No foreign grain could be imported until domestic grain reached that price. The laws protected the expanded grain farms and failed to solve the problem of high prices: what they did do was to subject food prices to violent fluctuations at high levels and encouraged the hoarding of corn. This in turn had an averse effect on domestic industry and foreign markets and really only served the interests of the landowners. The Lancashire cotton industry was particularly badly hit as it relied on raw imports and on the export market for its finished goods. However, parliament was unreformed and represented only landowners; all MPs had to be landowners to sit in parliament.

The high price caused the cost of food to increase and consequently depressed the domestic market for manufactured goods because people spent the bulk of their earnings on food rather than commodities. The Corn Laws also caused great distress among the working classes in the towns. These people were unable to grow their own food and had to pay the high prices in order to stay alive. Since the vast majority of voters and Members of Parliament were landowners, the government was unwilling to reconsider the new legislation in order to help the economy, the poor or the manufacturers who laid off workers in times of restricted trade.

There were MPs who opposed the passing of the Corn Laws. For example, G. Philips said

The committee are invited to adopt measures intended expressly to raise the price of corn, and in his judgement to raise it permanently... If you raise the price of provisions without proportionably raising that of labour, to what privations and evils must you necessarily expose the labourer! ,.. The labourer must go to the parish, or turn to some more profitable employment, if by chance any can be found, or he must emigrate, or work himself out by overstrained exertion.

If we artificially raise the price of provisions, we shall raise the price of labour, and in the same proportion we shall assist our rivals against ourselves. Is it possible to suppose, that the richest nation in the world . . . is to be starved, if it does not provide a sufficiency of corn for its subsistence; because, forsooth, other nations, wanting its commodities, and having more corn than they can consume, will refuse to relieve its deficiency out of their own superfluity?. . . An importation of corn cannot take place without a corresponding export of commodities on which British industry has been employed. That export will increase your natural wealth, that wealth will increase your population, and that increased population will provide an increased demand for your agricultural produce. (ibid., cols. 811-817)

William Cobbett wrote (Political Register, 21 May 1814)

I deny that it is in the power of even a body of men, who have been called omnipotent, to cause the farmer to have a high price; the price depending on the crop, and not upon any law or any regulation... I am no advocate for law that is now pending. I know that the thing will, and must, regulate itself.

There were popular agitations against the Corn Laws, including a radical meeting in Manchester in January 1819. At this meeting, which preceded the meeting at St Peter's Field in August 1819, the following Declaration was drawn up:

The conduct of the late Parliament in passing the Corn Bill, which was obtained under false pretensions and passed at the point of the bayonet, in defiance of the united groans and supplications of the People, was oppressive in its design and cruel in its operation; being neither more nor less than a vile conspiracy between the great Landholders and the Ministers, to extort from the industrious labourer and mechanic, through the very bread they eat, an immense portion of Taxes for the support of the Borough system, and to enrich themselves and their pensioned minions, by the sweat of the poor man's brow.

In 1815 there was a series of riots against the Corn Laws: the Annual Register (vol. 57, 1815, p. 6), commented on the results of the legislation: 

The consequences of this measure were by no means such as were expected either by its promoters or opposers. The effects either of former importations, or, more probably, of two plentiful harvests, and a greatly extended culture of grain, were to produce a gradual steady reduction of price, so that, instead of approaching the limits fixed for importation, it sunk to a level below that of several years past. The farmers, who were labouring under exorbitant rents, in addition to other increased expenses, were general sufferers; and the landlords found it necessary in many instances to make great abatements in their dues. In the result, many leases have been voided, and farms have been left without tenants. 

In 1828 the Corn Laws were revised by the Duke of Wellington's government. Huskisson introduced a sliding scale which allowed foreign corn to be imported duty-free when the domestic price rose to 73/- per quarter. When he considered the effects of the legislation passed in 1815, 

… he lamented, from the bottom of his soul, the mass of evil and miseries and destruction of capital which that Jaw, in the course of its twelve years' operation, had produced. And he did believe that ... the effect of the bill, as far as regarded the agriculturists themselves, had been to keep the prices of produce lower, for those twelve years, than they would have been, even if the corn trade had been entirely open. 

The more the price of domestic grain fell below that figure, the higher the duty became. The sliding scale still did not really help the poor or the manufacturers. sliding scale which was a partial improvement on the situation.

	Foreign imports prohibited
	64/-
	Imports by regulated degrees
	73/-
	Free entry of foreign grain


The 1820s also saw the growth of the 'Manchester School' of free traders. The Manchester Times and the Manchester Guardian (a free trade journal) were established to spread the economic doctrine of the new middle class industrialists. Free trade ideas were strong in Manchester because of the cotton industry's reliance on imports and exports.

The 1832 Reform Act came as a result of much political activity from the Political Unions and enfranchised much of the middle class. This, and the Catholic Association, provided models and a lever with which to pressurise parliament. In 1832 Reform Act gave the vote to a sizeable proportion of the industrial middle classes and meant that the manufacturers now had more importance in the governance of Britain, so some notice had to be taken of their opinions. The Whig government seemed to have little idea about economics: however, it did set up a Select Committee to investigate 'the Several DUTIES levied on imports into the United Kingdom'. Sir Robert Peel asked on 18 May 1841: 

"Can there be a more lamentable picture than that of a Chancellor of the Exchequer [Sir Francis Baring] seated on an empty chest, by the pool of bottomless deficiency, fishing for a budget?". 

The 1830s was also a time of economic depression which gave an edge to the free traders' arguments, especially since it followed an upturn in the economy in the period 1822-28. The 1830s saw the start of the railways: the pride of the middle classes, and the start of the second industrial revolution. The potential of the railways was strangled by tariff impositions which in many ways restricted productivity. An increased volume of industry meant that there was a greater need for free trade to create the incentive for people to put capital into the railways and to use the railways as a means of transport. There was a need also for greater sales both at home and abroad. 

The Anti-Corn-Law League was a plea for more political power and a criticism of the landed, aristocratic parliament. The Corn Laws were the king-pin of protectionism and free trade had been a "stop-go" policy since the days of Pitt. Free trade would only work if a nation was economically supreme or holding a specialist monopoly - or both, as Britain did.

After 1835, the new Conservative Party sought an alliance of land and industry in a planned programme of socio-economic reform, as opposed to constitutional Whiggery. Peel was from a cotton background and in his Tamworth Manifesto of 1834 he said , "Our object will be ... the just and impartial consideration of what is due to all interests - agriculture, manufacturing and commercial". This was a fundamental break with high Toryism and served to encourage middle-class agitation.

The Whig governments of 1830-4 and 1835-41 were challenged by many different groups of agitators including the Chartists, the Anti-Poor Law movement, the Ten Hour Movement, and the Anti-Corn-Law League.

The Anti-Corn Law Association was set up in London in 1836 but had little success there; it was re-formed in 1838 in Manchester and in 1839 was re-named the Anti-Corn-Law League (ACLL). The members of this movement were mainly middle-class manufacturers, merchants, bankers and traders and included Richard Cobden and John Bright. They wanted the Corn Laws to be repealed so that they could sell more goods both in Britain and overseas. The keystone of the protectionist system was thought to be the Corn Laws: once they were repealed, the ACLL thought that free trade would follow. The ACLL headed a nation-wide campaign for the repeal of the Corn Laws which ended in success in 1846 when the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Peel repealed the legislation.

Notes:
It is difficult to identify what exactly "a quarter" was.  Much depended on the port of entry for the grain.

	In LIVERPOOL 
	a quarter weighed
	 480 lbs

	In LONDON
	a quarter weighed
	 496 lbs

	At all other ports
	a quarter weighed
	 504 lbs


 A quarter was not a quarter of a ton: that is 560 lbs.

Continental System

The Continental System caused great hardship in Britain . 

· in 1806, British exports were worth £40.8 million; in 1808 they were worth only £35.2 million 

· Liverpool imported 143,000 sacks of raw cotton in 1807. In 1808 only 23,000 sacks were imported 

· in 1808, grain imports fell to 5% of their 1807 level 

· corn prices rose from 66 shillings a quarter in 1807 to 94 shillings a quarter in 1808 (in today's currency, that is from £3.30 to £4.70) 

· reduced demand for manufactures led to low wages and short time working - or unemployment - in the manufacturing sector 

In Britain in 1810, five companies went bankrupt and there was a spate of business failures and strikes throughout the country. In 1811,

· British exports to Europe fell to 20% of the 1810 level 

· gold payments to Europe doubled between 1808 and 1811 

· there were three bad harvests in a row: 1809, 1810, 1811. This meant hardship and starvation for many 

· there was depreciation of the ?and also inflation 

· a three-day week was introduced in Lancashire 

· Luddism increased in the stocking-making and textile areas. 

Napoleon failed to take advantage of Britain's partial collapse and even allowed European grain to be sold in Britain in return for gold, which he needed desperately. Trade restrictions were lifted and Britain reaped the benefits because smuggling began again.

However bad the Continental System was for Britain, it was disastrous for Napoleon because it backfired on him. French custom' revenue fell and European nations were starved of British colonial goods: coffee, sugar, tobacco, cocoa, and cotton textiles. Apart from cotton, the imported goods were addictive luxuries and people resented the French depriving them of these commodities. Replacement items such as sugar beet and linen were not tolerated. The British blockade of European ports and the scarcity of goods created a rise in European nationalism.
Development of the Corn law

The Corn Laws that have been held responsible for the economic downturn in the British economy after 1815 had a long history. This table traces the changes and proposed changes to the legislation between 1773 and 1815.

	
	
	Foreign wheat per quarter 
	North American colonial wheat per quarter

	1773 Corn Law
	Export
	prohibited at or above 44/-
5/- bounty under 44/- 
	

	
	Import
	6d duty at or above 48/-
22/- duty at and under 44/-
	

	1804 Corn Law
	Export
	prohibited about 54/-
free at 49/- to 54/-
	

	
	Import
	7½d. duty at or above 66/-
3/1½ d. duty at 63/- to 65/-
30/3¾d. duty under 63/- 
	7½d. duty at or above 56/-
3/1½d. duty at 53/- to 55/-.
30/3¾d. duty under 53/- 

	This Act rarely operated until after the bumper harvest of 1813 

	
	
	
	

	1806
	Anglo-Irish corn trade made free

	
	

	1813 Parliamentary select committee (Parnell's proposals)
	Export
	prohibited above 90/2d
free at or below 90/2d
	

	
	Import
	6d duty above 135/2d
2/6d duty at 105/2d to 135/2d
24/3 duty below 105/2d
	The preference on colonial grain to cease and the same duties to apply.

	Price levels at which these duties would operate were to be reviewed annually, with reference to averages over the previous twenty years

	
	
	
	

	May 1814 (Parnell's proposal)
	Import
	6d duty above 87s.
2/6d duty at 84/- to 87/- 
24/3d duty below 84/-
	6d duty above 77/-
2/6d duty at 74/- to 77/-
24/3d duty below 74/-

	May 1814 Corn Bill (based on Huskisson's proposal
	Import
	1/- duty at or above 87/-
	6d duty at or above 86/-

	
	Duty to fall by 1/- for every 1/- rise in price 

	
	
	24/- duty at or below 64/-
	12/- duty at or below 64/-

	All corn to be admitted freely to warehouses
	

	
	

	1814
	all bounties and restrictions on export were repealed.

	
	
	

	January 1815
	Vansittart (the Chancellor of the Exchequer) proposed a fixed 8/- duty on imports

	
	

	1815 Corn Laws
	Import
	free at or above 80/-
prohibited below 80/- 
	free at or above 67/-
prohibited below 67/-

	All corn to be admitted freely to warehouses
	

	(Appropriate duties were fixed for rye, barley and oats for each of the above proposals)


Causes of the Discontent and Distress, 1812-22

During the period 1812-22, it could be said that England suffered more, economically, socially and politically, than during the French Wars. Consequently there were a number of manifestations of discontent and distress, in the shape of riots and disaffection, which epitomised the 'Condition of England Question'. In 1819, Shelley wrote verses describing the country in a very unflattering light. In the same year, he also wrote the Masque of Anarchy.

POLITICAL
Parliament did not represent the nation. Seat redistribution had not occurred; bribery and corruption were rife; the Eighteenth Century constitution remained intact, despite changes in population shift and redistribution of wealth.

FINANCIAL
In 1815, the national debt stood at £834 million. Interest on this was a heavy burden to taxpayers. In 1816, Income Tax was repealed, keeping Pitt’s promise. This was unfair because the burden shifted to indirect taxation which fell proportionately more heavily on the poor. These taxes were used to pay off the interest on the national debt, effectively going into pockets of the rich who had loaned money to government, and who were not hit now by income tax either. Concurrently, Britain was still off the Gold Standard and a dangerous amount of paper credit existed, causing inflation. The gold standard was restored by parliament, after hearing the findings of the Bullion Committee, on 1 May 1821.

INDUSTRIAL AND AGRICULTURAL PROBLEMS 

Bad harvests between 1816 and 1819 affected agriculture and industry, prices, wages and markets. The price of manufactured goods began to fall with the ending of the wars because there was no need for war manufactures. The government cancelled its contracts, leaving industry to find its own salvation. In 1814, prices were twice their 1793 level but after 1814 prices fell constantly. By 1816 prices were about 1⅓  times their 1793 level.

Industry was affected by falling prices and expansion was checked because of the slump in domestic and foreign sales. Paper currency and inflation discouraged borrowing of capital for further expansion. Agriculture also was affected by a collapse in prices once foreign grain could enter Britain. In 1812, wheat cost 126s. 6d. per quarter but this price had fallen to 65s. 6d. in 1815. Marginal land that had been profitable during the war years became unprofitable. During the French Wars, much land had been enclosed at great cost and the number of enclosures had increased dramatically, reflecting the profits that were to be made from farming. 

	Decade
	Enclosures

	1780-90
	287

	1790-1800
	506

	1800-1810
	906


As grain prices fell landowners reduced workers’ wages, at a time when unemployment was high and when bread prices increased. Wages also began to fall, but not as fast as prices: some evidence indicates that real wages improved. Falling wages reflected the agricultural and industrial slump, and were exacerbated by:

· the Speenhamland system in southern England’s agricultural zones, set up in 1795, which kept wages down. 

· an influx of Irish labour who worked cheaply. There were about100,000 Irish in the Liverpool area by 1835 

· the demobilisation of 300,000 soldiers and sailors all at once, looking for work but finding work hard to get because of slump and introduction of factory machinery and use of child and female labour. 

· an increase in population: there was a 50% increase between 1801 and 1831. 

Both domestic and foreign markets shrank because of a lack of money, which caused more unemployment.

COMMERCIAL
During the wars, Britain’s export and re-export trade increased: Britain carried the world’s trade and also captured French colonies which further increased Britain’s trade potential. After 1815 this virtual monopoly ended, and trade declined between 1815 and 1820 because continental markets were impoverished by wars and also manufacturers abroad were re-establishing themselves. The British government’s economic policies, for example the Corn Laws, encouraged an adverse balance of trade.

GOVERNMENT ATTITUDE
Liverpool’s government - and parliament generally - was reactionary, with a heavy agrarian bias. There was a fear of the democratic ideas of the French Revolution spreading. Government justified its policy by the victory at Waterloo. There was a lasting fear of popular movements, which reflected the fear of revolution. There was a determination to protect and defend the landed interest - the basis of the government’s political power. There was little appreciation of the needs of industry among MPs, all of whom were landowners. There was a general dislike of an organised police-force, but the consequent heavy reliance on the military meant that in any confrontation, violence a strong possibility. The country had a very severe penal code, with capital punishment prescribed for over two hundred crimes and transportation or imprisonment for minor crimes. The government kept the Combination Acts on Statute Books until 1824, which suppressed all reform movements. Thus government was by the landed few for the landed few. This may be proved by two major pieces of legislation:

1. The Corn Laws 1815-46
Wheat prices fell to 65/6d per quarter at the end of the French Wars, due to an influx of foreign grain. This worried farmers who had enclosed marginal lands between 1793 and 1815. This was the period of greatest enclosure when over 2,000 Acts passed. Farmers had invested a great deal of money into the land. The Corn Laws said that no foreign wheat could be imported until British wheat reached 80/- per quarter.

The legislation did not really benefit farmers because the high war time prices never returned and what little profit benefit the Corn Laws did give was rarely passed down to labourers in increased wages. Their wages were held down by Speenhamland system. The Corn Laws did keep the price of food high. Wheat did not fall below 70/- a quarter until 1820. Because bread prices were so high, people had little left to spend on industrial goods, so there was an adverse effect on the home market for manufacturers - causing unemployment in towns. The Corn Laws also created an adverse balance of trade.
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Because Britain was unwilling to import Europe’s grain, European countries were unable to buy British manufactures. Hence trade suffered badly at a time when Britain was already in a period of natural depression. The Corn Laws were a retrogressive economic doctrine: Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations had been written 39 years earlier, Pitt had tried out the idea with some success, but still the government reverted to protectionist ideas. This was the high point of mercantilism.

2. The Game Laws of 1816 limited the hunting of game to landowners: pheasant, partridge, hares and rabbits. The penalty for poaching - or even being found in possession of a net at night - was transportation for 7 years. The enclosure movement had enabled landowners to extend their parks and warrens, but had deprived villagers of common land from which to net/trap extra meat, to supplement poor diet they could afford on low wages. Landowners began to protect estates with spring-guns and mantraps - which also injured gamekeepers. Casualties among game-keepers increased from attacks by poachers too. If a poacher was about to be caught by a gamekeeper and only the two of them were around, it was probably in the poacher's best interests to kill the gamekeeper to avoid transportation. 

However, this must be seen in perspective. Undoubtedly, there were reasons for the discontent and its various manifestations but the maintenance of law and order was very primitive:

At the head of the system [of government], was the Home Office... It was both understaffed and undistinguished. In the year 1812, when it was taken over by Lord Sidmouth, The Times described it as 'the sink of all the imbecility attached to every ministry for the last thirty years'... The Home Office had correspondents but no servants or agents in the provinces. The peace-keeping machinery of the country in 1812 was almost precisely what it had been in 1588. There was a small, quasi-official police-force in London. Outside London, all that existed was amateur, voluntary and unpaid... Without the willing and able activity of the Lord Lieutenant, the Justice of the Peace, and the self-organised and self-ordered citizens of the towns, the Home Office - and the Government as a whole - would have been either paralysed or compelled to resort to military rule... The remarkable fact is not that England of the Regency experienced considerable disorder, but that she did not experience a great deal more of it. [R.J. White, Waterloo to Peterloo (Penguin, 1968), pp.115-117]
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