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Abstract - Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881) is commonly remembered as the archnemesis of
economics, which he notoriously dubbed “the dismal science”” This article, however, sug-
gests that Carlyle’s ideas in fact had a considerable influence among economists during
the decades following his death. Indeed, an array of economists cited Carlyle in criticiz-
ing self-interest, laissez-faire, and materialism, in suggesting that economic science ought
to accord greater importance to moral and ethical factors, and in urging the “Captains of
Industry” and the state to exercise paternal guidance over the working classes. In short,
Carlyle’s writings shaped these economists’ understanding, portrayal, and critique of the
previous generation of so-called “old” economists, as well as their self-understanding as
self-professed “new” economists.
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homas Carlyle (1795-1881) is often remembered for having condemned

economics as “the dismal science.” Conventionally, scholars have inter-
preted Carlyle as a purely literary or “Romantic” figure, who had little to
no knowledge of economics and who dismissed the entire discipline out
of hand.! However, recent scholarship has challenged this interpretation,
demonstrating that Carlyle’s knowledge of political economy was consid-
erably more substantial than previously assumed and that he was reacting
against a particular tendency in contemporary economic thought rather
than against economics as such. In particular, it has been argued that Car-
lyle was in fact opposing the simplified, vulgarized, and dogmatic version
of political economy propounded by the likes of John Ramsay McCulloch
(1789-1864), according to which the free pursuit of individual self-inter-
est, ever-increasing material production, and a thoroughgoing policy of
laissez-faire would naturally result in socially desirable outcomes. In oppo-
sition, Carlyle argued that such doctrines effectively encouraged selfish-
ness, materialism, and exploitation and that they would ultimately result
in mere anarchy and decline. Rather than dismissing political economy out
of hand, he instead incited contemporary economists to subordinate their
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studies to wider social, political, moral, and ethical priorities and to formu-
late an economics that would promote virtue, spiritual flourishing, and a
just and equitable distribution of wealth. Moreover, as this scholarship has
demonstrated, during his own lifetime Carlyle’s proposals obtained consid-
erable resonance among political economists and other social reformers,
not least of whom was John Stuart Mill.? Yet the continuing influence of
Carlyle’s thought among economists following his death in 1881 has re-
mained largely opaque.?

This article examines the broad impact of Carlyle’s intellectual work
through the writings of authors who were influenced by his ideas during
the period from about 1880 to 1920.* With regard to academic economists,
those most influenced by Carlyle were connected to the University of Glas-
gow, the University of Oxford (especially Balliol College), and the Univer-
sity of Cambridge (especially the Moral Sciences Tripos). At Glasgow, the
most important figure was William Smart (1853-1915), the Adam Smith
Professor of Political Economy.> At Oxford, Arnold Toynbee (1852-1883) of
Balliol provided “an important channel through which the extreme, but to
many persuasive, attacks on economics by Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin
reached impressionable audiences,” including William J. Ashley (1860-
1927), Charles S. Devas (1848-1906), and the various contributors to the
Oxford-based Economic Review (est. 1891).° At Cambridge, the most relevant
figures were Alfred Marshall (1842-1924), who served as Lecturer in Moral
Sciences and then Professor of Political Economy, as well as Herbert S. Fox-
well (1849-1936) and Joseph S. Nicholson (1850-1927).” Also important
was the Economic Journal, which was founded by Marshall and Foxwell in
1891. Beyond the work of economists at Glasgow, Oxford, and Cambridge,
this article assesses the writings of John K. Ingram (1823-1907), a professor
at Trinity College Dublin who wrote a great deal on economics and eco-
nomic thought.

In addition, this article analyzes the interventions of several academic
philosophers, all of whom engaged seriously with and commented upon the
economic thought of their era. Once again, those most influenced by Carlyle
were connected with Glasgow, Oxford (especially Balliol), and Cambridge
(especially the Moral Sciences Tripos), mingling with their economist col-
leagues within these institutions. Edward Caird (1835-1908) served as Pro-
fessor of Moral Philosophy at Glasgow, thus exerting considerable influence
over William Smart, before moving to Balliol in 1893.2 This article also takes
into account Henry Jones (1852-1922), who stepped in as Caird’s succes-
sor at Glasgow; John S. Mackenzie (1860-1935), who studied under Caird
at Glasgow before moving to Cambridge, where he studied Moral Sciences
and attended the Cambridge Ethical Society alongside Marshall;® and Wil-
liam R. Sorley (1855-1935), who also studied Moral Sciences at Cambridge
and went on to become Knightsbridge Professor of Philosophy and thus a
colleague of Marshall. Indeed, by analyzing the writings of these academic
philosophers, we can appreciate the fact that many British economists were
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implicated in a broader culture of philosophical Idealism, which itself was
heavily indebted to Carlyle.'® Finally, this article explores the writings of sev-
eral nonacademic commentators on economic thought, some of whom were
graduates of Glasgow, Oxford, and Cambridge. These include James Bonar
(1852-1941), an alumnus of both Glasgow and Balliol, William Cunning-
ham (1849-1919), a graduate of the Moral Sciences Tripos at Cambridge,
John Beattie Crozier (1849-1921), a physician and journalist, John M. Rob-
ertson (1856-1933), a journalist and supporter of the New Liberalism, and
Henry Rose, the editor of the Hull Express."!

What is immediately apparent is that, over a period of decades, many of
these authors made some quite forceful comments regarding the general im-
portance of Carlyle. For instance, in 1879 William Smart referred to Carlyle
as quite simply “the greatest thinker of modern times,” while in 1888 John
K. Ingram argued that the “elevated moral teaching of Carlyle” had paved
the way for a wide-ranging reconstruction of economic thought.'? During
the early 1890s, James Bonar remarked that Carlyle had done great “ser-
vice to economics by his criticisms,” having, “by dint of earnest eloquence,”
convinced the educated public of certain great truths, leaving “other men to
look for the proofs.”!* For his part, Henry Rose numbered Carlyle “amongst
the apostles of the New Political Economy,” while in 1897 one anonymous
author commented that the writings of Carlyle had “affected the economists
more than they were willing to admit.”'* And in 1906, John Beattie Crozier
opined that alongside Auguste Comte, John Ruskin, and Karl Marx, Carlyle
had been one of the most influential thinkers “in breaking down the author-
ity and prestige of the Orthodox Economy.”"”

My argument is that Carlyle influenced British economists in three
broad regards. First, the economists here taken into account largely ac-
cepted Carlyle’s negative criticisms of what they referred to as the “old”
economics, particularly the validation of self-interest, the overriding im-
portance accorded to material production, and the policy of laissez-faire. To
be sure, this often did gross injustice to the previous generation of econ-
omists, many of whom had never held any such beliefs (e.g., Thomas R.
Malthus, John Stuart Mill, and Richard Jones). Nonetheless, it was what
the economists who are studied here believed sincerely. Second, having
rejected these (supposed) assumptions, these economists carried out a re-
assessment of the status of their discipline, largely agreeing with Carlyle
that the science of wealth ought to be subordinate to political, moral, and
ethical considerations. Third, these economists also largely endorsed two of
Carlyle’s main positive proposals—namely, the paternalistic responsibility
of the “Captain of Industry” and limited measures of state intervention as
a means to a more just distribution of wealth. As such, Carlyle’s writings
broadly shaped their understanding and portrayal of what they (perhaps
simplistically and misleadingly) termed the “old” economics as well as their
understanding of their own (ostensible) originality as self-described “new”
economists.'®
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The Construction and Critique of the “Old” Political Economy

In his most important work, Past and Present (1843), Carlyle argued that
many political economists assumed self-interest to be the universal motive
of human affairs. In this regard, they had much in common with the utili-
tarian philosophy of Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), which tended to reduce
human motivation to self-interested considerations of pleasure and pain.!”
As Carlyle put it, their theory of laissez-faire thus amounted to the belief that
everything could be left “to egoism, to ravenous greed of money, of plea-
sure, of applause.”!® In another of his main works, the Latter-Day Pamphlets,
Carlyle pushed this argument even further, claiming that the doctrines of
economists such as “M’Croudy” (i.e., McCulloch) were “clearly fitter for a
reflective pig than for a man.”'” In opposition, Carlyle preached what he re-
ferred to as “the Infinite Nature of Duty,” or what we might otherwise refer
to as altruism.?°

Remarkably, many subsequent British economists followed Carlyle in
criticizing the (supposed) utilitarianism of the “old” political economy and
particularly its (supposed) assumption that “egoism,” “selfishness,” and “self-
interest” were the driving forces of human conduct.?! One early argument
to this effect was put forward in 1878 by John K. Ingram, who inveighed
against “the vicious methods” that had been followed by the previous gener-
ation of political economists. In particular, he argued that “the egoistic spirit”
in which the latter had been “steeped” went a long way to explaining “the
continued protest which Carlyle and Ruskin have, mainly as moral teachers,
maintained against [them].”* In 1891, Henry Rose cited Carlyle’s strictures
on “the dismal science” with approval, commenting that the old political
economy had “to a quite fatal degree left out of account the glorious possi-
bilities of changed conditions of human will” and particularly “the dynamic
force of the social affection.”?* The same year, Alfred Marshall added a note
to the new edition of his Principles of Economics, in which he rejected the
view that economic man was a purely selfish creature, arguing that econo-
mists ought also to take account of altruistic motives. Continuing, Marshall
claimed that, if the previous generation of political economists had done
this, then

the splendid teachings of Carlyle and Ruskin as to the right aims of human
endeavor and the right uses of wealth, would not then have been marred by
bitter attacks on economics, based on the mistaken belief that that science
had no concern with any motive except the selfish desire for wealth, or
even that it inculcated a policy of sordid selfishness.?*

Around the same time, James Bonar stressed that Carlyle’s hostility to polit-
ical economy had been largely a reaction against its utilitarian assumptions,
particularly as expressed by Benthamite economists such as McCulloch. As
Carlyle had “quite rightly protested,” Bonar wrote, “human interests” were
“not rightly or fully described in terms of pleasure and pain.”** A few years

Jordan « The Influence of Thomas Carlyle among Economists in Britain, ¢. 1880-1920 53



later, in 1897, Charles Devas also condemned the erstwhile alliance between
political economy and Benthamism, particularly regarding the centrality of
self-interest. In this regard, Devas remarked that the “strictures of Mr Ruskin
and Carlyle” on “the older economists were not so unfounded as some mod-
ern apologists would have us believe.”¢

By 1906, the British Idealist philosopher William R. Sorley was able to
express his relief that “no one, any longer, has to fall back upon the lan-
guage of Ruskin or of Carlyle in discussing economic doctrine.” However,
Sorley explained that the reason why Carlyle’s and Ruskin’s “denunciations
of political economy are not repeated now must be sought in the attitude of
the economists themselves.” In particular, contemporary economists, most
notably Marshall, had “recognized that, even in matters of industry and
commerce, a man’s motives may be complex and not simply of the kind
conveniently or inconveniently called economic.” To the contrary, Sorley re-
marked, economists had now recognized that “ties of kin, custom, and duty,
as well as regard for the law of the land, have some effect upon everyone.”*

In Past and Present (1843), Carlyle had also castigated his contemporar-
ies” obsession with the accumulation of material wealth, stressing that this
would not automatically make people better or more moral. As he famously
wrote at the outset of Past and Present:

This successtul industry of England, with its plethoric wealth, has as yet
made nobody rich . .. We can spend thousands where we once spent hun-
dreds; but can purchase nothing good with them. In Poor and Rich, instead
of noble thrift and plenty, there is idle luxury alternating with mean scarcity
and inability . . . To whom, then, is this wealth of England wealth? Who is it
that it blesses; makes happier, wiser, beautifuller, in any way better? . .. As
yet no one. We have more riches than any Nation ever had before; we have
less good of them than any Nation ever had before.?®

According to Carlyle, the doctrines of political economy reflected this delusion.
Indeed, the “world, with its Wealth of Nations, Supply-and-demand and such
like,” had “been rushing on with such fiery animation to get work and ever
more work done,” that it had “had no time to think of dividing the wages.”*®

Interestingly, many British economists believed that Carlyle had been
right to criticize their predecessors for having attached too much importance
to the production of material wealth. For instance, in 1890 James Bonar
asserted that Carlyle’s “preaching has left at least one plain effect on political
economists,” namely, that “they can never any more be tempted to identify
wealth with all happiness.”*® Nevertheless, three years later, in 1893, an au-
thor in the Economic Review still felt moved to protest:

We have reached prosperity, and Carlyle tells us, with insight, if not without
exaggeration, that it is charmed, doing good to no one . .. If there be one
particular tendency which lies at the root of the evil more than another, it
is the desire of raising the standard of life which infects all classes, which
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often promotes vulgar materialism in the wealthy, which grinds to pieces
the middle and professional classes with anxiety and overwork and sows
chronic discontent among the laborers.’!

More optimistically, William Cunningham claimed in 1911 that many “En-
glish economists in the present day” had already learned Carlyle’s lesson
and had thus “fundamentally altered their treatment of the science, with
the view of proving that they do not over-rate the importance of mate-
rial wealth.”*> In 1916, the British Idealist philosopher Henry Jones testified
to this tendency among political economists while warning that more still
needed to be done. According to Jones:

The truth is that the very conceptions which rule our economic thought
stand in need of being further transformed. Ruskin and Carlyle began it,
but their work has to be continued . . . No business must be called prosper-
ous, and no nation economically sound and progressive, unless, by means
of what it produces and in the very process of production, men, women,
and children, instead of being worn and wasted, are endowed with greater
wealth of soul and health of body.*

Thus, as John S. Mackenzie observed in 1928, “the somewhat violent el-
oquence of Carlyle and Ruskin” had paved the way for the “patient re-
searches” of economists “such as J. S. Mill, Alfred Marshall and William
Smart,” all of whom had “given strong support to the tendency to place
Welfare before Wealth.”**

In Past and Present, Carlyle had also denounced “this Mammon-Gospel
of Supply-and-demand, Competition, Laissez-faire, and Devil take the hind-
most,” which he considered to be “one of the shabbiest Gospels ever preached
on Earth.”** According to Carlyle, in addition to being morally and ethically
degenerative, the doctrine of laissez-faire was also responsible for recurrent
crises of “Over-production,” which in turn led to chronic precarity and mass
unemployment among the working classes (what Carlyle famously termed
the “Condition of England Question”).*® Furthermore, political economists
constantly invoked the doctrine of laissez-faire in order to veto attempts at
legislative intervention, thus reducing “the duty of human governors to that
of letting men alone.”*”

Again, many subsequent British economists followed Carlyle in dis-
avowing laissez-faire as a general maxim. For instance, William Smart wrote
in 1888 of how “the Condition of England” described by Carlyle in Past and
Present was still “substantially the condition of England to-day,” particularly
with regard to low wages, irregular employment, and recurrent crises of
overproduction.’® In 1890, John S. Mackenzie wrote of how Carlyle’s an-
imosity toward political economists had been provoked by their tendency
to credit “economic laws” with an “iron necessity,” which ruled out “every
hope of permanent improvement in the condition of the people.”* How-
ever, Mackenzie claimed that contemporary economists had recognized the
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need for a more proactive response to “the social problem” as was “evi-
denced by the popularity of the opinions of Carlyle and Ruskin.”* In his
New Political Economy (1891), Henry Rose included an approving chapter on
Carlyle’s polemic against “Mammonism” and “Laissez-Faire.”*' For his part,
Charles Devas referred in 1893 to “the England of the fifties,” in which “the
poorer classes” had been “sunk in a state of misery and degradation the like
of which had never been seen since the days of Pagan slavery in the Roman
Empire,” adding:

And what even Paganism had not witnessed was a so-called science teach-
ing loudly that these infamies were part of the nature of things, and stig-
matizing as fools and fanatics those who sought for a remedy. It required
heroic courage in those days to attack that political economy which was
then a demigod, though now a broken idol; and three men of great literary
powers risked their good name in the attack, namely, Carlyle, Kingsley, and
a little later Mr Ruskin.*

At around the same time, James Bonar praised Carlyle for having shown
that “extreme laissez-faire may mean disintegration of society and simple an-
archy” and, in particular, “the ‘nomadic servitude’ of the working classes.”
In this regard, Bonar added, economists had learned a great deal from “his
protests against abstract Ricardian political economy and its tendency to re-
duce the State to ‘anarchy plus the street constable’ (Latter-Day Pamphlets).”*

Shortly after the turn of the century, Alfred Marshall argued that, while
many forms of competition were beneficial, “great preachers” such as Car-
lyle had been right to denounce its “base forms.” For their part, both Joseph
S. Nicholson and William J. Ashley lamented the fact that Adam Smith’s suc-
cessors had debased his system of “natural liberty” into “the popular dogma
of laisser-faire,” a fact that had largely justified the “popular attacks made on
political economy formerly by Carlyle and Ruskin.”** Several years later, in
his Wheel of Wealth (1906), John B. Crozier wrote:

When Carlyle first wrote his “Past and Present” and his “Latter Day Pam-
phlets” about the middle of the last century, the Orthodox Economists had
already succeeded in persuading the Politicians, much to their relief, that
the low wages, poverty and periodical destitution of the working classes
were an economic necessity, a piece of pure fate, as inexorable as death.

As such, Crozier continued, it was greatly to Carlyle’s credit that he had
highlighted the problems of overproduction and mass unemployment, thus
impressing upon his contemporaries the need to effect a better distribution
of wealth.* Similarly, in 1912 the author of an encyclopedia entry on “Eco-
nomics” argued that, during the early nineteenth century,

Economics, too, had come to be traditionally regarded as concerned with
the increase of riches, and there was some warrant for the complaints of
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Carlyle and Ruskin that, while abundant attention was devoted to the pro-
duction of wealth, too little thought was given to its distribution in such
ways as to improve the condition of the poorer classes.*®

Several years later, in 1917, Herbert S. Foxwell quoted Carlyle’s condemna-
tion of competition in Sartor Resartus, commenting that, while some forms
of competition were “a genuine attempt to give work or good service,” oth-
ers were “essentially unmoral and anarchical,” subordinating “efficiency” to
“profit,” and as such ought simply to be banned by “the State.”*’

In sum, as the foregoing section has demonstrated, many British econ-
omists displayed considerable sympathy with Carlyle’s negative criticisms
of self-interest, materialism, and /aissez-faire. As we shall now see, they also
followed Carlyle in believing that the time had come to rethink the character
and status of economics as a discipline.

Reconceptualizing the Science of Wealth

In the Latter-Day Pamphlets (1850), Carlyle had contested political econo-
my'’s claims to authority, arguing that it was merely a subordinate branch
of the science of the legislator and that its claims, while valid up to a point,
were ultimately subordinate to larger moral, ethical, and spiritual concerns.
Addressing himself to the “Respectable Professors of the Dismal Science,”
Carlyle declared that the “Laws of the Shop-till are indisputable to me; and
practically useful in certain departments of the Universe, as the multiplica-
tion-table itself.” However, Carlyle continued, they were certainly not “the
Supreme Rule of Statesmanship, since “this Universe is not wholly a Shop.”
Thus, Carlyle sought to deprive political economy of the prescriptive leg-
islative authority arrogated to it by some of its proponents. However, he
also hoped that, having come to terms with their subordinate position, they
would still play an advisory role in the grander forms of social reform that
he envisaged. As the above passage continued: “Soft you a little. Do not in-
terrupt me, but try to understand and help me!”4®

Indeed, many subsequent British economists accepted that there was now
an urgent need to rethink the relationship between economics and the wider
human sciences. In this regard, they frequently invoked Carlyle as one of the
most powerful advocates of the principle that economic questions ought to be
subordinate to political, moral, and ethical considerations, and that political
economy ought to be understood as a subordinate branch of the larger “sci-
ence of the legislator” or “science of society.” Furthermore, such economists
often bracketed Carlyle together with the French sociologist Auguste Comte
and the German historical school, both of whom, they argued, had held sub-
stantially the same basic position regarding the role of economics.

For example, in the course of a public lecture delivered in 1880, Arnold
Toynbee emphasized that “economists are no longer animated by the old
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narrow spirit of confident dogmatism; through the intellectual criticisms of
Mr Cliffe Leslie, the English disciples of Comte, and the German economists
of the historical school, their minds have at last been open to the justice of
the moral denunciations of Ruskin and Carlyle.”*® For his part, in 1886, the
New Liberal journalist J. M. Robertson contended that the economist was
“none the less an economist because he shows himself to be in sympathy
with the best ethical and political assumptions of his time.” “We have,” Rob-
ertson explained,

grown more keenly alive to the vital questions of human well-being which
underlie the questions of commercial theory; economics in this respect sim-
ply obeying the predominant tendency of thought in our time. All over the
world men’s faces are set in the same way; and a dozen schools of earnest
thought here curiously coincide. Carlyle and Ruskin do but passionately and
empirically proclaim the doctrine that comes to us, more philosophically,
if not always less passionately, from humanists in general—from German
thinkers, cosmopolitan Socialists, and American land-nationalizers—that
“the question is, in the last resort, not about wealth, but about men.”*°

Two years later, John K. Ingram argued that Carlyle, Ruskin, and Comte
had all played a crucial role in “sapping the foundations of the old system”
of political economy, promoting the recognition that economics ought to be
subservient to ethics and the larger science of sociology.’! For his part, in
1891 William Smart cited from Carlyle in claiming that there was a press-
ing need for a “New Political Economy” that would reintegrate economics,
morality, and ethics within “the larger science of Social Philosophy,” which
would be understood not as “the science of Wealth” but as “the science of
Man in relation to Wealth.”*? At around the same time, James Bonar argued
that Carlyle had been right to envisage a “national economy” that incorpo-
rated moral and political considerations, while Charles Devas praised Carlyle
and Ruskin for having prepared the way for the reintegration of economics
into “the domain of moral philosophy.”*> Somewhat later, in 1912, the au-
thor of an encyclopedia entry on “Economics” associated Carlyle with the
resurgence of the Aristotelian view that economics ought to be akin to the
art of household management.>*

Such attempts by economists to redefine the aims and scope of their sci-
ence were often commented upon by the British Idealists, who also pointed
out the crucial influence of Carlyle. For instance, in his “Carlyle and St.
Simon” (1888), Edward Caird called for a reconciliation between liberal ideas
of individual liberty and Carlyle’s doctrines of duty and authority, including
within the science of political economy. While maintaining what was true
in the doctrine of laissez-faire, Caird argued, contemporary economists ought
to take greater account of duty and ethics, and thus lay the ground for the
“social science of the future.”>® During the 1890s, one of Caird’s pupils, John
S. Mackenzie, repeatedly argued against the possibility of drawing any sharp
distinction between economics and ethics. Fortunately, he explained, there
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was now not only “a tendency to subordinate the study of Economics to the
larger science of Sociology,” but also “a demand—Ilargely through the influ-
ence of such writers as Carlyle and Ruskin—for a more distinct recognition
of the bearing of ethical considerations on the economic aspects of life.”>®
Indeed, as Mackenzie argued in a paper read before the Economic Section
of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, economics was
increasingly advancing from mere “abstraction” to “the concrete whole,”
as evidenced by the works of both “the Historical School” and “the Ethical
School, stimulated by Carlyle and Ruskin.”*” Several years later, in 1906,
another British Idealist, William R. Sorley, made a similar point, writing:

No one, any longer, has to fall back upon the language of Ruskin or of Car-
lyle in discussing economic doctrine . .. [However] the reason why their
denunciations of political economy are not repeated now must be sought
in the attitude of the economists themselves . .. [There has been] a grad-
ual change in the views of the economists as to the scope, boundaries, and
methods of their science. This change has been hastened by the criticisms
of the historical school, by the concrete study of industrial relations and
their development, and by the systematic application of statistical methods
to economic questions . . . In this way not only does the old controversy of
economics and ethics disappear, but the subject-matters of the two sciences
are made to approximate and run into one another.>®

Thus, both economists and philosophers concurred that Carlyle had played
an important role in bringing about a rapprochement between economics and
ethics, the latter now taking precedence over the former.

Solutions: The “Captains of Industry” and the State

As John M. Robertson wrote in 1886, Carlyle had thus helped to convince
economists that “the question is, in the last resort, not about wealth, but about
men.” However, Robertson explained that this shift in emphasis meant that
“we are now in the position of having to prescribe something to do, rather
than of having to recommend the leaving of something undone.” In partic-
ular, he argued that economists ought now to advance beyond the policy
of laissez-faire and make positive proposals as to how best to “save industry
from its curse of chronic paralysis” and “reconcile the production of wealth
with the elevation of the producers.”*® Similarly, having referred to “the Ethi-
cal School, stimulated by Carlyle and Ruskin,” John S. Mackenzie opined that
“from an ethical point of view, we must insist further that the study of ten-
dencies must be accompanied by the question whether they are tendencies
towards good or towards evil; and if they are towards evil, whether wholly
or partially, there must be some effort to ascertain the remedies.”*® And, for
his part, William Cunningham argued that Carlyle’s “disdain” for the “Clas-
sical Economists” had been largely due to their commitment to “laissez-faire”
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and their corresponding reluctance “to give positive advice as to what ought
to be done.”®" This section argues that many British economists substan-
tially endorsed two of Carlyle’s positive proposals—namely, the paternalistic
responsibility of employers and experimental measures of state regulation.

With regard to the first proposal, Carlyle had placed considerable faith in
what he called the “Captains of Industry.” In keeping with his strong antip-
athy toward self-interest and rigorous commitment to duty, Carlyle believed
that, rather than simply exploiting their workers, employers might instead
organize and paternally care for them. As he famously put it in Past and
Present:

The Leaders of Industry, if Industry is ever to be led, are virtually the Cap-
tains of the World; if there be no nobleness in them, there will never be an
Aristocracy more . . . No Working World, any more than a Fighting World,
can be led on without a noble Chivalry of Work . . . Your gallant battle-hosts
and work-hosts, as the others did, will need to be made loyally yours; they
must and will be regulated, methodically secured in their just share of con-
quest under you;—joined with you in veritable brotherhood, sonhood, by
quite other and deeper ties than those of temporary day’s wages!

According to Carlyle, this would even involve employers granting their
workers permanent contracts and a share in the profits of the enterprise.®

Remarkably, several subsequent British economists were particularly
enthusiastic about Carlyle’s vision in this regard. For instance, in 1878 Jo-
seph S. Nicholson stressed the need for a “higher development of morality”
in the workplace. According to Nicholson, Britain could already “boast of
many merchants who are fully alive to the social requirements of the day.”
However, he continued:

There is . . . still room for the moral necessities of the age to be impressed
upon our capitalists, whether by the calm historical method of Brentano or
the passionate vehemence of Carlyle. “The leaders of industry, if industry is
ever to be led, are virtually the captains of the world; if there be no noble-
ness in them there will never be an aristocracy more” (Past and Present).**

For his part, in 1881 John K. Ingram cited Carlyle in support of his claim that
the true “Captain of Industry” ought to treat each worker “not as a semi-
slave selling himself for purely private ends, but as a free man cooperating
according to his ability in the service of humanity, under the guidance of
an associate in the same service, who differs from him only as captain from
private soldier.” In particular, Ingram argued, the employer ought to dedi-
cate himself to the health, comfort, morality, and intellectual development
of his workers, in return for which he could reasonably expect them to do
their work to the best of their ability.** That same year, Arnold Toynbee
put forward a similar argument, insisting that Carlyle had been “right in
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proclaiming that isolation is not the permanent condition of human life.”
Although Carlyle had no doubt been right to stress the need for greater
solidarity within the workplace, Toynbee argued, some of his proposed solu-
tions had been overly paternalistic.®> As a compromise, Toynbee advocated
the establishment of “permanent councils of employers and workmen” who
would take joint responsibility for planning industry and treat each other
as fellow citizens in a shared social enterprise.®® Several years later, in his
New Political Economy (1891), Henry Rose included a chapter on Carlyle’s
proposals regarding the Captains of Industry and the need for cooperation
within the workplace.®” In 1903, James Bonar delivered a presidential ad-
dress to the Labor Co-Partnership Association, in which he stated: “We want
precisely what Thomas Carlyle wanted when he wrote Past and Present.”*®
For his part, Alfred Marshall contrasted “harsh employers and politicians,
defending exclusive class privileges early in the last century,” with the “bril-
liant and ennobling poetic visions” of Carlyle and Ruskin.®® In particular,
Marshall argued that economists ought to actively promote “chivalry in
business,” especially among the “Captains of Industry.””°

By far the greatest enthusiast for such projects was William Smart, who
had himself been a managing partner of the Mile-End Thread Works in
Glasgow before becoming a professor of political economy. Throughout his
long career, Smart argued that Carlyle’s “Captain of Industry” was the ideal
to which every industrialist should aspire. According to Smart, whereas Karl
Marx had assumed that every capitalist was a mere exploiter,

Carlyle pointed out the [right] way long ago, in his stirring words to the
Captains of Industry. They, he said, were now the only aristocracy, and to
them the people must look for leading and organizing. Work must be regi-
mented, chivalried; masters and men bound together, not by cash payment
only, but by honor and loyalty, with due share of the varying reward se-
cured to all the workers.”

Elsewhere, Smart argued that Carlyle had been right to envisage the indus-
trialist as an “organizer and leader of working men,” comparable to a cap-
tain in a regiment, and responsible for providing his employees with steady
work, healthy conditions, and sufficient wages, including through schemes
of profit-sharing.”> Moreover, in addition to regimenting his own factory,
Smart argued, the true Captain of Industry ought also to contribute to the
wider struggle against overproduction, participating in efforts to plan pro-
duction and to bring about a more just and more rational distribution of
wealth.”

For their part, both the Economic Review and the Economic Journal pro-
vided enthusiastic reports on practical endeavors to this effect. For instance,
in 1893 the Economic Review praised the activities of Thomas W. Bushill, an
employer and author of Profit-Sharing and the Labor Question (1893), com-
menting that “teachings like those of Carlyle and Ruskin, scouted twenty
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years ago as mere noise and wind, are being adopted as working principles
by industrial leaders to-day.””* For its part, in 1913 the Economic Journal pub-
lished a laudatory article on the activities of Ernst Abbe, the proprietor of the
Zeiss Optical Works in Jena. As the author of the article explained, Abbe had
provided his workers with permanent contracts, good wages, healthcare, ed-
ucation, and other opportunities for intellectual development. Moreover, he
had also instituted a system of profit-sharing, not as a matter of charity, but
rather of justice. As such, the author opined, Abbe’s work represented not
only “the fulfilment of Carlyle’s faint hopes” regarding “the divine mission
which the ‘Captains of Industry’ might fulfil in their sphere of work among
the ‘disinherited” of the world,” but also a striking “exhibition of political
economy in its widest sense.””®

Alongside his vision of the “Captains of Industry,” Carlyle had also ar-
gued that laissez-faire ought to be abandoned and that the state ought to do
far more to regulate the economy. For example, in Past and Present Carlyle
had argued in favor of “Factory-Bills” and “Sanitary Regulations,” stressing
that “Legislative interference, and interferences not a few are indispensable;
that as a lawless anarchy of supply-and-demand, on market-wages alone,
this province of things cannot longer be left.”” In the Latter-Day Pamphlets,
Carlyle had thus envisioned “private Captains of Industry” cooperating with
“the State and its public Captains; they regimenting in their way, the State
in its way, with ever-widening field; till their fields meet (so to speak) and
coalesce.”””

Again, many subsequent British economists followed Carlyle in their
cautious optimism regarding state intervention. For instance, in his New Po-
litical Economy (1891) Henry Rose included a sympathetic exposition of Car-
lyle’s ideas regarding the “Organization of Labor,” the right to work, and the
redistribution of wealth via government activity.”® The same year, William
Smart recommended that economic policy be “directed to one single point,”
namely, the making of the good citizen. In addition to the passing existing
“Factory Acts,” Smart argued, the state ought also to place the individual
worker in the position in which he could best develop his own talents and
best serve the rest of the community. Above all, this would imply “what
Carlyle calls, the ‘first condition of all fruitfulness in the ways of men—
permanence.””” Several years later, Smart published his Studies in Econom-
ics (1895), several chapters of which began with quotations from Carlyle,
these serving as inspiration for the economic analyses that followed. In his
first chapter, Smart began by citing Carlyle on the need to “pay every man
accurately what he has worked for; and what he has earned and done and
deserved,” while the following chapter opened with Carlyle’s declaration
that “the everlasting right of man” was “a fair day’s wage for a fair day’s
work.” Smart then proceeded to set out the case for a minimum living wage
guaranteed by the state. Moreover, Smart also cited Carlyle on the need to
resolve the question of overproduction and to redistribute the wealth of idle
rentiers to the laboring classes.?°
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Shortly after the turn of the century, William J. Ashley identified Carlyle
and Ruskin with the rejection of the “school of natural liberty” and the rise
of “a noble idealism which regards the nation as an indispensable instru-
ment for the ultimate well-being of humanity,” which includes notions of
social and national economy.®! Several years later, in 1916, Ashley stressed
the inadequacy of what “Carlyle” had called “the cash nexus,” arguing that
there were cases in which the state ought to step into the void and assume
“responsibility” for the “welfare” of employees. Indeed, as a result of war-
time regulations, Ashley argued, “the Nation as a whole has become, in a
very real sense, the ultimate Employer.”®* As late as 1924, Ashley once again
associated Carlyle with the rejection of the dogmatic laissez-faire, which was
propounded by the likes of McCulloch, and the rise of “a renewed appreci-
ation of the Greek view of the State” (a probable reference to British Ideal-
ism). Indeed, Ashley argued that “the High-State doctrine” had already been
“confirmed by the visible efficacy of much positive State action.”®

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that following his death in 1881 Carlyle con-
tinued to exert an important influence over British economists well into
the twentieth century. Indeed, this was particularly true of those clustered
around the University of Glasgow, the University of Oxford (especially Bal-
liol College), and the University of Cambridge (especially the Moral Sciences
Tripos). In doing so, Carlyle’s writings made a significant contribution not
only to how these economists conceived of what they called the “old” eco-
nomics of the previous generation, but also to how they perceived their own
originality as self-professed “new” economists. First of all, Carlyle’s writings
acted as a stimulus in the negative reaction against self-interest, the priority
of material production, and laissez-faire. Second, alongside the works of Au-
guste Comte and the German historical school, Carlyle’s writings also played
a role in convincing economists to conceive of their science as a subordinate
branch of moral and ethical philosophy. Third, Carlyle’s positive proposals
regarding the responsibilities of the “Captains of Industry” and the possibil-
ities of state intervention were also taken up and advocated by economists
during these years. In all of these regards, British economists partook in
a general culture of philosophical and political Idealism, which was itself
heavily indebted to the writings of Carlyle.
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