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	This essay examines the emergence of free trade and responsible government as an extension of laissez-faire ideology in Britain. Although both were critical to colonial reform in British North America, neither seemed to be moving in the same direction during the first half of the 19th century. Their convergence, therefore, would require the development of a liberal political platform that could tolerate the notion of self-government.


Under the present system of management, Great Britain derives nothing but loss from the dominion which she assumes over her colonies . . . If [self-autonomy] was adopted, Great Britain would not only be freed from the whole annual expense of the peace establishment of the colonies, but might settle with them such a treaty of commerce as would effectually secure to her a free trade

Adam Smith, 1776


Postulating that wealth could only be accumulated when markets were free of government intervention, Adam Smith signalled a movement towards free trade that was entirely contrary to the mercantilist system which had served as the dominate economic system in Britain and a guiding force in colonial expansion for the preceding two centuries. Whereas his theories called for the elimination of tariffs and other protectionist policies, it was on that very basis that many colonies had become dependent. Although he thought it unlikely that any colony might seek a degree of political autonomy that it would break away entirely from the Empire, the American experience suggested that the economic and political interests of both crown and colony were delicately intertwined.


It is not coincidental that a further call for responsible government, particularly from British North America, should come at a time when free trade was gaining favourable momentum in Britain. Both were born of a laissez-faire ideology that promoted free market economics with minimal state regulation. Buckner argues, however, that the relationship between the two was not as simple as most historians would contend. If free trade found little enthusiasm in the colonies, so too did the idea of responsible government make those in London extremely nervous, yet “neither could have developed without the other.”
 The Wealth of Nations, the Reform Act, the Durham Report, the repeal of the Corn Laws – all were necessary steps in the inevitable march toward convergence; the real catalyst, however, was a commitment to liberal reform that made the idea of colonial self-government tolerable in the eyes of British parliamentarians.

Laissez-faire, which had grown out of French thinking, advocated for a simplification of governmental intervention in matters of economic policy and helped influence a generation of British economists, including Smith, James Mill and Jeremy Bentham. All were firmly anti-imperialists and staunch defenders of free trade over the anachronisms of the mercantilist system. Neither saw any particular benefit in Britain’s colonies, and believed that colonial monopolies and other protectionist measures only diverted capital from more advantageous foreign investment.
 Hilton goes even further to suggest that Smith himself favoured a “system of natural liberty” wherein “economic growth was best advanced by a minimum state and the free play of competition.”


Although responsible government had been a reality in the metropolis since the Bill of Rights in 1689, in practice, British politics before 1832 still bore the hallmarks of virtual representation wherein the individual was indistinguishable from the interests of the community in which he lived.
 Since agriculture had been the principle economic interest under mercantilism, a form of territorial constitution had developed in which landowners, who were the most affected by economic policy, entrusted themselves to maintaining political policy.
 This largely conservative view was expressed through limitations upon enfranchisement and ran contrary to those liberal reformers who took a more utilitarian view that all men had rights.


Liberal ideology would borrow a great deal from laissez-faire. The idea of a free market economy, minimal taxation and regulations, private ownership and the free circulation of labour would become the political platform for a generation of Whigs and Reformers seeking change. From Manchester to London, the growing influence of these middle-class capitalists reflected the power of industrialization and the idea that conservatism was holding them, and Britain, from greatness. If laissez-faire represented the road from an agrarian to industrial society, liberal reform demanded a complete transformation of the economic and constitutional systems that underpinned both Britain and her colonies.


Of course, state intervention had lay at the heart of mercantilism for centuries, and was the basis for so many of the tariffs and subsidies used to manipulate domestic markets: the Navigation Acts, first established in 1651, restricted the use of foreign shipping in Britain’s trade with its colonies; and the regulation of corn had always been intended to balance the need for an affordable food staple with the desire to maintain the farming class in a comfortable living. In spite of the growing call for their repeal, the renewal of these Corn Laws in 1815 was considered a necessity by the ruling conservatives for the protection of growers, to promote self-sufficiency and to maintain the support of landowners in Parliament.
 That it would hinder the development of free trade was less a concern than maintaining stability during a time of war.

The post-Napoleonic war slump, however, provided a mixture of mercantilist and free trade economics. Although it would result in severe deflation, free traders scored victories with a return to the gold standard and an end to personal income tax. Protectionists, on the other hand, persisted in maintaining the usury laws and the Corn Laws, albeit in a sliding scale after 1828. Insofar as debt was one of the greatest impediments to capitalization after 1815, economist David Ricardo recommended a one-time transfer of wealth from the upper class as an alternative to a regressive tax on goods that would be applied to all.
 Its summary rejection by government simply highlighted the fact that the transition between mercantilism and free trade economics was increasingly a competition between industrial and agrarian interests for capital and labour.

As one voice in the growing movement towards parliamentary reform, the Whig party took an active interest in curbing the control of the aristocracy and advancing the idea of laissez-faire: “The Whigs believed in responsible government in the sense that all institutions of the national government were held to be involved in the process of ensuring that state policies were as responsive to public demands as was consistent with the welfare of the nation.”
 This platform was reinforced by a wave of reform that had swept through much of Western Europe in 1830, and which would finally carry the Whigs to power in 1831 after 25 years of uninterrupted Tory rule.

As the ideological vanguard of free trade, however, successive liberal coalitions under the 2nd Earl Grey and Viscount Melbourne must have come as a great disappointment to those parliamentarians who had expected immediate political and economic reform. A call for the repeal of the Corn Laws was routinely defeated between 1832 and 1840. Even their passing of the Reform Act in 1832 represented only nominal success in achieving both responsible and representative government in Britain: on the one hand, the act did expanded the franchise from approximately 450,000 to 650,000 voters, and shifted representation from the corrupt boroughs to many of the new industrial centers; on the other, it did little to alter the political landscape at Whitehall – whether Tory or Whig, landowners still dominated parliament. If any claim could be made, the wider significance of the Reform Act lay under the surface in reminding landowners that they were vulnerable to the growing power and demands of the industrial class.

If this landowning aristocracy found satisfaction in Melbourne’s defeat in 1841, they too would be disappointed by the new direction Sir Robert Peel was to take their conservative ideology. Branded a liberal-conservative by the Ultra Tories, he correctly sensed the direction that economic policy was moving in Britain. Unhampered by a minority coalition and possessing what Schonhardt calls the ability to gauge popular sentiment, Peel steered a course away from protectionism and towards free trade to widen the social foundations of the Tory party.
 Having accepted the Reform Act as “a final and irrevocable settlement of a great constitutional question,” his Tamworth Manifesto of 1834 embraced reform as the foundation of modern conservatism.


This was not an easy transition to make, given the divide between his party’s inclination to defend British conservative tradition as trustees and the need to advance the changing economic interests of their constituency as delegates.
 That Peel should stay in power long enough to see the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 was a testament to his acumen in bridging these conflicting ideologies. Mindful that neither the merits of free trade nor the Irish potato famine alone would be enough to sway members of his own Tory party, Peel argued that a vote for repeal was a vote for territorial constitution; that is, in order to secure the future of landowners in an industrialized Britain, it would be necessary to appease the growing industrial constituency.

If Peel had been largely responsible for shaping governmental direction towards repeal on the one side, the Anti-Corn Law League under Richard Cobden must be given equal credit for galvanizing public opinion on the other. Employing a two-fold strategy of intensive public relations and voter registration, it was the latter that garnered the most attention by parliamentarians, especially the more conservative elements. Exploiting the property qualifications within the 1832 Reform Act that permitted the enfranchisement of rural residents with a freehold valued in excess of 40 shillings, the League was successful in adding many liberal supporters to the roles of the counties.

To introduce a bill that did not even have the support of the majority of his own party, but was approved by a coalition of the minority, was as apolitical an act as one could make in the cause of economic and political reform and would ultimately lead to the collapse of Peel’s government in 1846. Although these Tory’s would come to fully embrace free trade in opposition only, the liberal-conservative Peelites would continue to support Lord Russell’s Whig minority for its entire term and eventually merge with the Whigs and Radicals to form the modern Liberal party in 1859. Their commitment to reform would now finally set the stage for the convergence of free trade economics and responsible government within the colonies.

British North America continued to be impacted by both preferential and discretionary tariffs, the manipulation of which would become a source of friction within the Legislative Assemblies of Upper and Lower Canada. Both provinces had prospered under the mercantilist system, sending raw timber and wheat to Britain in exchange for much needed finished goods, and were loath to surrender their positions of advantage. As free trade began to take root in the metropolis, however, the reduction or elimination of these protective tariffs would have political consequences that went far beyond the loss of jobs or internal markets. Implicit in the changing economic relationship between Britain and its colonies was a growing anticipation that political institutions would require equivalent transformation: “What they ask is certainly nothing more than what experience has taught us to be a necessary incident of representative institutions everywhere.”


The Canadian rebellions of 1837 had already brought the issue of colonial self-government firmly to the attention of Russell when he headed the Foreign Office. The Durham Report of 1839, framed in large part by his principle secretary Charles Buller, was clear in its intention: “Perfectly aware of the value of our colonial possessions, and strongly impressed with the necessity of maintaining our connexion [sic] with them, I know not in what respect it can be desirable that we should interfere with their internal legislation in matters which do not affect their relations with the mother country.”
 Recommending that Britain should only retain jurisdiction over the form of government, foreign relations and trade, and the disposal of public lands, Durham’s position was immediately rejected by Russell as impractical: “It may happen, therefore, that the Governor receives at once and the same time instructions from the Queen, and advice from the executive council, totally at variance with each other. If he is to obey his instructions from England, the parallel of constitutional responsibility fails; if, on the other hand, he is to follow the advice of his council, he is no longer a subordinate officer, but an independent sovereign.”
 Consequently, the resulting union of Upper and Lower Canada in 1841 was considered the least that Canadians would accept to remain in the British Empire; anything less might lead to their annexation to the United States.


Yet, was the threat of annexation or separation real? Certainly, the American experience had taught Britain not to take matters of colonial control lightly. On the other hand, British North America was hardly in a position to assert itself and was entirely dependent upon the metropolis for its administrative and economic wellbeing. In any case, there were many in London who believed that the colonies were already well-favoured by preferential treatment, and did not deserve more: “We gave them commercial advantages and tax ourselves for the benefit, in order to give them an interest in remaining under our supremacy.”
 Buller himself struggled to find the right balance of control and concession, although he ultimately trusted in the concept of Empire to maintain colonial cohesion while the larger questions of free trade and responsible government unfolded: “We not mean to contend that a general control over the Colonial Executive may not facilitate and quicken the process of separation, when a colony is bent on it. And in this we see no harm. But in speculating on questions of colonial government, we must be allowed to assume that the colony does not desire the severance of its connexion [sic] with Great Britain.”


Largely ignored during the Peel years from 1841 to 1846, the issue of colonial reform had not been forgotten. An ardent Imperialist and free trader, the 3rd Earl Grey believed that it was the obligation of the Whig party to maintain the Empire and to do away with Imperial interference in the internal affairs of the most advanced colonies. As Colonial Secretary within the new Russell government, Grey saw these colonies as a drain on the limited resources of the treasury, especially in matters of defence.
 The question, therefore, was not whether responsible government would be established in British North America – for, under his guidance, momentum was already shifting in that direction – but what limitations London might place upon its practice. The fear, of course, was that Britain’s colonies might overstep their boundaries in proposing bills contrary to the economic and foreign interests of Parliament. While oversight between Canada’s upper and lower houses would be difficult to maintain from a distance, Grey, for one, was insistent that Britain retain control of commercial policy in order to advance the aims of free trade.


Although Grey was not immediately prepared to commit to the form responsible government advocated by the Canadian colonies – he personally believed that a limited form of federalism better suited Britain’s needs – the 1846 election of a reform Assembly in Nova Scotia quickly forced his hand.
 His representative in the province, Governor Sir John Harvey, had been successful is diffusing the various factions at nearby St. John’s only the year before, but found no such conciliation in Halifax when posted there in October. Having seriously underestimated the entrenchment of liberal reformers towards responsible government and the impact the loss of preferential tariffs would have on colonial economy, Russell ordered Grey to concede the principal of self-government and to extend it to the whole of British North America: “the nature of the constitution established in Nova Scotia renders it necessary that the Government should be carried on by an Executive Council supported by a majority of the Assembly i.e. by a party.”


Although convergence brought with it uncertainty, the exigencies of 1848 revolutions would determine the real extent to which liberal reformers in Britain would tolerate colonial self-government.
 Grey himself proved patient in this regard, leaving “it to time and experience to determine how best to approach those situations in which colonial and Imperial interests came into conflict.” The 1849 enactment of the Rebel Losses Bill, for instance, speaks as much towards the desire of the colonial executive under the Governorship of Lord Elgin to propose legislation contrary to the interests of Britain as it does Parliament’s willingness to uphold the principles of laissez-faire during a time of crisis: “The success of responsible government in keeping Canada tranquil during the year of upheaval in Europe quickly made the system something of a panacea.”


Whatever their reservations might have been, the repeal of the Navigation Acts in 1849 and Elgin’s negotiation of reciprocal trade with the United States on behalf of British North America in 1854 illustrated the growing confidence that a maternal Britain would adopt towards colonial self-government and the degree to which free trade policies could be made to serve both of their interests. As its Canadian colonies began to develop self-autonomy, Britain would withdraw further and further from direct involvement in internal matters, allowing the colonial executive even greater liberty in implementing their own economic policy. As Buckner explains, responsible government convinced “the British Government to extricate itself from any involvement in local politics and to justify reductions in Imperial expenditures while retaining indirectly the ability to maintain Imperial interests.”
 In effect, convergence was a win-win situation for both Empire and colony.

It was not enough for Britain to crave free trade yet maintain unrelenting control of its colonies. It was equally unfair that Britain’s colonies should seek responsible government yet desire to maintain protectionist policies that clearly favoured its economic development over that of the metropolis. While moving in seemingly different directions, laissez-faire ideology suggests that synchronicity was possible under the right conditions.

Through the collective vision and political will of liberal reformers Durham and Grey, and to a lesser degree Russell and Elgin, the convergence of free trade economics and responsible government provided a momentary opportunity to duplicate within its colonies the same conditions that had heralded unparalleled industrial expansion in Britain. As an elastic practice that could be varied according to local conditions, this process was repeated in Australia, New Zealand and Cape Colony until a resurgence in conservatism and Imperial expansion finally halted the development of colonial self-government after 1875. And although the possibility of annexation or independence was persistent in each case, throughout the entire process there was an implicit trust that each would remain an integral component of the British Empire.
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