Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations in comparison to Quesnay’s Tableau économique, and in context of modern historiographical thought

	The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith created the framework for all modern economics. Analysing Smith’s main arguments in relation to their historical context and historiographical interpretations, provides evidence to suggest inconsistencies in Smith’s methodology coupled with a rational analysis of the 18th century world. By comparing his ideas to that of the Physiocrats (especially Quesnay’s Tableau économique) we see similar traits. Here discrepancies in the formation of economy stand prevalently in juxtaposition with similarities in scientific method. Providing an account of the authors and audiences of both the primary and secondary sources included here, further denotes why and how each was written. By also analysing all of the contextual and historiographical factors of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations in light of both the Tableau économique and modern historiography, we see consistencies in scientific approach overshadowed by inconsistencies in the conclusions Smith makes. 

	Smith’s indulgence in the Scottish enlightenment pushed his ideas to the realm of philosophy. Here Adam associated his idea of free markets with natural rights, based on Hobbesian and Lockeian philosophy. The first discrepancy is shown when referring to the masters of workplaces; Adam stating in that ‘in disputes with their workmen, masters must generally have the advantage’.[footnoteRef:1] Of course, this implies a logical gap as it cannot directly link with enlightened ideals of natural rights, as surely workers must share individual rights with their masters. However, in light of the popularised ‘social contract theory’ of the late 18th century, we can attribute this to the idea that the populace was willing to surrender their natural rights for societal protection. This failure of Smith to provide an accurate account of natural rights is pronounced further with Adam acknowledging ‘Masters too enter into particular combinations to sink wages of labour’. If masters ‘must’ have the advantage over workers, this cannot resemble free trade. A profound realism is evident when Smith discusses commercial self-sustenance in his free trade argument, a factor possibly even equating to Smith’s modern-day legacy. Poetically Smith states ‘When high roads, bridges, canals, c are… made and supported by the commerce which is carried on by means of them, they can be made only where that commerce requires them’. This is a logical cause and effect argument. By Smith’s time this would have been evident throughout Britain, with constant mercantilist trades setting up new trade routes, something he would be exposed to regularly. Finally, cementing Smith’s free trade self-sustenance argument, he acknowledges the necessity for workers, giving them eventual true power over economics; the bread and butter of productivity and economy. In this way Smith’s free trade argument begins to represent true freedom in any marketplace. This consistency is jeopardised however, by Smith’s continual lack of inclusion of natural rights as, of course, free trade requires free people. Consistencies in scientific method hold Smith’s The Wealth of Nations to its influential legacy, but these consistencies become overshadowed by his failure to account for natural rights within his economic model.   [1:  Alasdair Clayre, Nature and Industrialisation (Oxford University Press: Open University Press, 1977)] 


	Adams free trade ‘was not indeed based on industrial production as many have speculated’.[footnoteRef:2] Studying social philosophy at both Oxford and Glasgow universities (two dominantly rural areas in the 18th century) coupled with a wealthy existence meant spare time was continuously available for Adam and he saw very little of industrial trade. Adam states ‘I have seen a small manufactory of this kind [industrial pin making factory]’ possibly being genuine. However, recent arguments state that this ‘experience’ derived from Adam’s reading of Encyclopédie articles depicting pin factories of a similar kind.[footnoteRef:3] There can be no doubt that Smith at least had some industrial contacts. Namely James Watt; a rich engineer, chemist and the creator of the steam engine.[footnoteRef:4] This would have certainly opened up industrial doors for Smith quite literally, but it doesn’t go far enough to suggest a consistent inclusion of industrial trade within The Wealth of Nations. This notion that Smith’s work was not influenced by his association with Watt is thwarted slightly by Smith’s comment; ‘All the improvements in machinery, however, have by no means been the invention of those who had occasion to use them’. Here Adam states a definite fact about industrial machinery, them being the product of wealthy inventors, suggesting Smith must have acquired some knowledge of machinery and industry from somewhere. Therefore, through the dissection of Adam’s personal life and experiences, we find no reason to believe his arguments are based mainly on industrialisation, as his surroundings were rural and his industrial contacts limited. Industry, however, does influence small elements of Smith’s work, seen by his acknowledgement of the practicalities of invention. [2:  Ramesh Chandra, ‘Adam Smith, Allyn Young and the Division of Labor’ Jounal of Economic Issues, ser. 3, vol. 38 (September 2004) 787-805, p.787 ]  [3:  Robert. M. Will, ‘Economic thought in the Encyclopédie’ Southern Economic Journal, ser. 2, vol. 32 (October 1995) 191-203, p.191]  [4:  Nature and Industrialisation, p.xxix] 


	The 1759 publication of the French Tableau économique by François Quesnay surely inspired Smith’s Thee Wealth of Nations. In comparison, we see both consistencies and discrepancies in economic thought, and these help to distinguish original Physiocratic economics from Smith’s model. In the Tableau, we see sets of pre-determined figures relating to capital gains and expenditures; a scientific economic model.[footnoteRef:5] The Wealth of nations demonstrates similarities via its pin factory example, as both of these are scientific deductions of economy. This over-arching consistency is outweighed by their lack of shared recognition of the necessity of free trade, seen when analysing both source’s arguments in detail. Notably, Smith’s arguments for free trade are not shared in Quesnay’s Tableau, Quesnay arguing for the analysis of one single countries’ economy; France. Of course, Smith’s free trade argument encompasses any countries or person’s trade so here we see a divide between both economists. A puzzling detail is that both models extend from experience of agricultural economies. Adam, however, would certainly have been given ample opportunity to visit factories and industrialised areas, something not readily available to 18th century aristocrats. This alone is a strong reason to assume Adam’s life in pre-industrial Britain influenced his thoughts, albeit subtly, at least when compared to Quesnay. While Adam may have taken initial influence from Quesnay, it cannot be said to have continued indefinitely. Ronald Meek argues ‘the publicity given to the Tableau by Adam Smith was more than counterbalanced by his rather patronising critique of the Physiocratic system as a whole’.[footnoteRef:6] A clear movement away from Physiocratic thought. This is backed up by Smith’s use of industrial processes, next to Quesnay’s Tableau, describing industrial expenditures as ‘sterile’.[footnoteRef:7] It is clear then, that Smith’s The Wealth of Nations and Quesnay’s Tableau économique share little in their specific approaches to economy. However, their scientific and analytical methods show clear consistencies, demonstrating Adam Smith to be largely inspired by the scientific approach of the Physiocrats, but not to the extent of referencing their works.  [5:  Thomas P. Neill, ‘The Physiocrats Concept of Economics’ The Quarterly Journal of economics, ser. 4, vol. 63 (November 1949) 532-553, p.532]  [6:  Ronald L. Meek ‘the Interpretation of the “Tableau Economique”’ Economica, ser. 108, vol. 27 (November 1960) 322-347 p.323]  [7:  Arthur Eli Monroe, ‘François Quesnay – Tableau Economéque’ Early Economic Thought, Trans. by. Steve Palmer (Cambridge: 1923) 336-348 ] 


	Quesnay’s background reveals him as an aristocrat. This was the foundation of scientific approach in the Tableau économique, being apprenticed to a surgeon at only sixteen years old. After qualifying as a master surgeon, Quesnay went on to study economics, quite possibly using medical deduction to attribute causes to effects. In this way, his audience would only consist of the second and first estate in early 18th century France. Catering to such learned people would surely have impacted the nature of his work, and most notably, his use of didactic tone in phrases like ‘which the land restores’ in his Tableau. Smith shares this use of didactic tone regularly, stating the improvement of worker dexterity ‘necessarily increases the quantity of the work’. Of course, in Adam, this is derivative of his philosophical studies and upper-class lifestyle. However, the fact that both an aristocrat and a philosopher share this instructional nature shows a tendency in high society to demand, prove and argue. The main difference between both men, however, is pronounced by what fuelled their academic desires. Quesnay on royal pay checks would focus on agrarian economy entirely, as was the defacto economy of France at the time. In the case of Smith, earning three hundred pounds in yearly pensions alone by 1763, profited heavily from agrarian Britain, but also from its fledgling industry. This difference prevented Quesnay from ever truly understanding the potential of industry, and served to allow Smith’s The Wealth of Nations to impact all of future industrial economics. 

	Most modern economic historians associate Smith’s works intrinsically with industrial economy. This common trait resembles the lack of scholarly research on Adam’s day to day life. Alasdair Clayre’s Nature and Industrialisation provokes the alternative argument that Smith focuses heavily if not solely on agrarian economy. Stating ‘agriculture for him [Smith] was the main source of wealth’ he immediately takes a different line than most scholars. Ramesh Chandra alternatively associates Smith intrinsically with industrial economics, like most. Throughout Chandra’s division of labour, he fails to significantly discuss Smith’s personal lifestyle and upbringing, and therefore neglects Adam’s tendency to write concerning agrarian economics. This shows that Chandra simply applies Adam’s agrarian economics to industrial trades due to their effectiveness; not based on Adam’s own general concepts of economy.[footnoteRef:8] Clayre, goes on to state Smith ‘thought that the repetitious and mechanical trades harmed the mental powers of those subjected to them’. This is certainly true, with Smith arguing for the ‘superior’ state of mind of the common ploughman, over the industrial worker. Writing ‘his understanding [a common ploughman] … being accustomed to consider a greater variety of objects, is generally much superior to that of the others [industrial workers]’ demonstrating Smith’s clear preference to agricultural work, as he suggests farmers minds are more agile than those of industrial workers. It is suggested that Adam’s philosophies gave him this preference for agricultural work via his sympathy for workers in general, with Robert Blecker referring to his economic theory as ‘a discourse of connection and co-operation’.[footnoteRef:9] Clayre argues this is why Smith advocated for mass education of the public i.e. to combat bad mental health from repetitious industrial work. Smith’s sympathy for society was clear and prevalent in his works, arguing that ‘society cannot subsist among those who are at all times ready to hurt and injure’.[footnoteRef:10] It is clear then, that Smith’s philosophies; that of sympathy for society at large, allowed him to observe the tendency for repetitious work to corrupt the mind. This observation gave him preference to agricultural work, leading him to advocate for mass education of the public.  [8:  ‘Adam Smith, Allyn Young and the Division of Labour’ p.787]  [9:  ‘The “Unatural and Retrograde Order”: Adam Smith’s Theories of Trade and Development Reconsidered’ Economica, ser. 255, vol 64 (August 1997) 527-537, p.664]  [10:  Nature and Industrialisation, p.179 ] 


	Deborah Boucoyanis acknowledges the ’intense debate’ surrounding the revision of Smith’s original model for capitalism, with many arguing for Capitalism’s immorality or otherwise. Clayre as a revisionist, states ‘Where poets could bring “relationship and love” the economists seemed to represent much that was hideous in the new industrial system’, suggesting modern historiographical debates centre around the morals of Smith’s economy. Deborah supports this view suggesting Smith’s belief was of ‘necessary’ inequality in workplaces.[footnoteRef:11] In ‘Inequalities in pay’ Smith gives four distinct examples whereby work can become ‘hideous’; the difficulty of said job, inconsistency in employment, probability of losing said job and finally worker manager trust. This is a clear acknowledgement of clear economic inequalities and therefore, surely the topic leans itself to further revision.[footnoteRef:12] G. R. Bassiry and Mark Jones contest that Smith’s model outright changed worldwide economics from an authoritarian stance to one of ‘democracy’.[footnoteRef:13]  However this notion is extinguished by Smith’s The Wealth of Nations in the statement ‘In disputes with their workmen, masters must generally have the advantage’. This is a clear denunciation of economic democracy by Smith himself, as both participants are not even, suggesting little in the way of capitalist equality. Clayre acknowledges the vast capitalist-ethical debate, but argues for the significance of Adam realising the drawbacks of repetitious work. Indirectly this supposes that Clayre recognises the problems Smith found with industrialisation at large, identifying that Smith may indeed have a problem with modern day industrialisation. It is true to say then, that not all capitalist methods of today would be agreed with by Smith, highlighted by his ploughman argument. It is commonly known today that factory work can be beyond repetitive and straining, and this was initially flagged by Smith himself.[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Deborah Boucoyannis ‘The Equalizing Hand: Why Adam Smith Thought the Market Should Produce Wealth Without Steep Inequality’ Perspectives on Politics, ser. 4, vol. 11 (December 2013) 1051-1070, p.1051]  [12:  Thomas Wells and Johan Graafland ‘Adam Smith’s Bourgeois Virtues in Competition’ Buisiness Ethics Quarterly, ser. 2, vol. 22 (April 2012) 319-350 ]  [13:  G. R. Bassiry and Marc Jones ‘Adam Smith and the Ethics of Contemporary Capitalism’ Journal of Buisiness Ethics, ser. 8, vol. 12 (August 1993) 621-627, p. 622 ]  [14:  Maurice D. Kilbridge ‘Turnover, Absence, and Transfer Rates as Indicators of Employee Dissatisfaction with Repetitive Work’ ILR Review, vol. 15 (October 1961) 21-32, p.] 


	Alasdair Clayre’s Nature and Industrialisation is a fair and accurate assessment of the origins and equality of Adam Smith’s The Wealth Of Nations. Born in 1935 Clayre had read Marx’s works, and sought to find the middle ground between two economic giants. This is represented by Clayre’s acknowledgement of the limits of Smith’s work i.e. the ‘depressing mental and moral effects’ of industrial labour, but also Smith’s successes i.e. his creation of the concept of dividing labour. Clayre’s Oxford education and academic background ascertains him the ability as a social historian to analyse critically the viewpoints of 18th century writers. Attributing Malthus’ population growth and Bentham’s views on real labour to both simultaneously be viewed with ‘nothing but aversion’. Of course, it is obvious that Clayre’s background in British economic history turned him away from Marx and communism towards Smith’s capitalist model. This is seen by his defence of Adam Smith’s economic model as agrarian, moving away from the industrial associations commonly held, as this of course backs Adam’s theory away from current-day industrial inequality. The fairness in his assessment comes from his acknowledgments that Smith was not perfect i.e. when noticing the negative effects of repetitive work, Smith failed to attribute them to the ‘weight they were to have’ as problems in the future.[footnoteRef:15] Clayre’s Oxford education and time of birth gave him a window into emerging economic thought. Reading both Smith and Marx prompted him to revise modern economic theory, while assessing the failures of others to moralise economy. While his background at Oxford meant he supported capitalism, he did not blindly follow Smith. These are the reasons Clayre’s Nature and Industrialisation is a fair analysis of Smith’s successes and failures, making it an influential commentary on the history of economics.  [15:  Nature and Industrialisation ] 


	Smith’s main arguments highlight both consistencies and discrepancies in his economic theory. His free trade arguments are consistently logical. However, this is overshadowed by the gap in his logic from free trade, to his ‘necessary inequality’ in economy. Evidence suggests Smith’s economic thoughts were based on agricultural economy. Although he was exposed to industry eventually, it had limited impact on his work. Some logical ideas became clouded due to his apparent lack of sympathy for workers and their rights. Comparing The Wealth of Nations to the Tableau économique demonstrates both of the works’ consistencies in their scientific methodology, but demonstrates their vast differences concerning free trade and industrial economy. As a means to assess industrial economics, Smith’s work was much more influential than the Tableau. Quesnay, by using medical deduction to scientifically assess French economy, inspired Adam to develop a more generalised and open concept of economy. Debates rage on over Smith’s true association with industry, though the analysis of his background de-emphasises any association. Arguments continue over Smith’s democracy, or alternatively, his ‘necessary inequality’ with Clayre acknowledging both Smith’s failures and successes regarding workers’ rights. Smith’s The Wealth of Nations can therefore be seen as a logical framework for capitalism, with notable inconsistencies of thought. An influential piece declaring war between materialism and humanism. 
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