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Abstract 

 The activities of the Anti-Corn Law League in Great Britain from 1838 to 1846 are to this 

day among the most prominent examples of successful movements for trade liberalization in 

human history. This movement was led and coordinated by Richard Cobden (1804-1865), a 

manufacturer, orator, and economic thinker whose success in repealing the Corn Laws 

inaugurated an era of unprecedented worldwide prosperity and peace that lasted, with minor 

interruptions, until 1914. Here, a brief overview of the Corn Laws, their history, the main figures 

in the movement for repeal, and the activities of the movement itself shall be offered. 

Subsequently, the principal arguments offered by Cobden for repeal shall be examined, and the 

reasons for their effectiveness shall be analyzed. The strategic approaches used by Cobden and 

the Anti-Corn Law League to elicit support from the British populace shall also be explored. 

Cobden’s arguments and methods were animated by the key principle that free trade is beneficial 

to all and can facilitate harmonious and mutually uplifting interactions where strife and conflict 

formerly existed. In his ideas and his conduct alike, Cobden epitomized this principle of 

harmoniousness through peaceful interactions, and an examination of his strategies shall show 

them to be consistent with his intentions to seek the advancement of all and to harm or alienate no 

individual. This analysis concludes with an exploration of some the larger objectives Cobden 

hoped to achieve via the Anti-Corn Law League – including the overall liberalization of trade and 

the increase in worldwide peace through the development of commerce. Finally, a few 

concluding thoughts are offered on how free-trade advocates today might learn from the Anti-

Corn Law League’s efforts and deal a powerful blow to protectionism in our time. 

I. The Corn Laws and Their Repeal 

1. Nature and History of the Corn Laws 

The Corn Laws were in force for a total of 31 years, from 1815 to 1846. The laws were 

put into operation via the Importation Act of 1815, after the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars 

resulted in a precipitous drop in the price of “corn” – verbal shorthand at the time for any grain, 

but particularly wheat.1

                                                           
1 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 

  Prices for grain had been exorbitantly high during the wars, and the laws 

were intended not “to save a tottering sector of the economy, but rather to preserve the 

abnormally high profits of the Napoleonic war-years, and to safeguard farmers from the 
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consequences of their wartime euphoria, when farms had changed hands at the fanciest prices, 

loans and mortgages had been accepted on impossible terms.”2 Simply put, the Corn Laws 

prohibited any foreign corn from being imported into Britain unless domestic corn cost more than 

80 shillings per quarter-hundredweight.3,4 It was Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) who suggested in 

1813 that the price of corn should be fixed at this level by a legislative act; Malthus argued that “it 

would be dangerous for Britain to rely on imported corn - lower prices would reduce labourers' 

wages, and manufacturers would lose out due to the fall in purchasing power of landlords and 

farmers.”5 The Corn Laws and the worsening unemployment and decline in standards of living 

for lower-class and middle-class Englishmen that they brought about were among the causes of 

the agitation and resulting government crackdown during the Peterloo Massacre of 1819, during 

which 15 people were killed and 400 to 700 people were injured.6

Numerous objections to the Corn Laws came from a variety of segments of British society 

even in the early years of the laws’ operation. In 1820, Thomas Tooke wrote the Merchants’ 

Petition, which asked the House of Commons to introduce complete free trade and abolish all 

protective tariffs.

  

7  In 1821, William Huskisson (1770-1830), the future President of the Board of 

Trade, advocated in a Commons Committee report the reinstitution of the “practically free” trade 

that existed prior to the 1815 Corn Laws.8 Huskisson was also famous for reducing a variety of 

duties on manufactured goods9 and the tariff on wool, which was nearly as burdensome to the 

English population as the Corn Laws.10

Surprisingly enough, every single liberalization of the Corn Laws after 1815 occurred 

under Tory or Conservative governments, rather than Whig or Liberal ones; this happened despite 

strong support in Tory and Conservative ranks for the Corn Laws and other protectionist 

measures. In 1828, the government of Prime Minister Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington 

(1769-1852), was influenced by Huskisson to relax the Corn Laws further by setting 73 shillings 

 As shall be examined subsequently, the success of 

Huskisson’s free-trade policies was used by the Anti-Corn Law League to argue that repealing the 

Corn Laws would have similar beneficial consequences.  

                                                           
2 Hobsbawm 1999, p. 175  
3 Bloy 2002 
4 A quarter-hundredweight is approximately 12.7 kilograms. (“Avoirdupois,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia) 
5 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
6 “Peterloo Massacre,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
7 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
8 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
9 “William Huskisson,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
10 Cobden 1844 (Speech of March 12, 1844) 
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(s.) per quarter-hundredweight as the price at which corn could be imported without duties laid on 

it. At prices below 73 s., there was a sliding scale of duties, which increased in accordance with 

the price’s downward departure from 73 s.11 For instance, if the price of corn were at or below 52 

s., then the tariff would be 34 s. and 8 pence – about two-thirds of the corn price. Although this 

revision was a liberalization of the 1815 Corn Laws, it “still did not really help the poor or the 

manufacturers,”12

In 1842, another Conservative administration, that of Prime Minister Robert Peel (1788-

1850), relaxed the Corn Laws further. The Importation Act of 1842 reduced the top duty on corn 

to 20 s. when the corn price fell to or below 51 s.

 as the actual price of corn was below 73 s. for most of that time, and the 

imposition of duties increased food prices to the point where most working-class people found 

their basic sustenance difficult to afford. 

13

 

 As shall be later examined, it was during 

Peel’s term as Prime Minister that the Corn Laws would be repealed. Peel would eventually come 

to support this measure, even though he knew it would cost him the highest political office in 

Britain.  

2. The State of Affairs Prior to Repeal 
 

To illustrate the effects of the Anti-Corn Law League’s efforts at repealing the Corn 

Laws, it is useful to examine the situation that existed before repeal. In 1877, John Bright (1811-

1889) reflected on the web of protectionist measures that ensnared the British economy prior to 

the Corn Laws’ abolition:   

[In 1840 t]he duties upon goods coming into this country were almost beyond counting. I 
believe there were at least 1,200 articles on which, by the law of England, taxes were 
levied... Everything was taxed, and everything was limited and restricted. Even bread, the 
common food of the people, was taxed, almost more highly than anything else.14

Likewise, Bright pointed out that the effect of the Corn Laws was more than merely to raise 

prices; there was a substantial human toll – up to and including mass death by starvation: 

 

up to 1846 corn was in reality prohibited from coming to this country from abroad, until 
our own prices had risen so high by reason of a deficient harvest that people began to 
complain and began to starve, and it was let in at these very high prices in order in some 
degree to mitigate starvation, and to make famine less unsafe.15

                                                           
11 Bloy 2002 

  

12 Bloy 2002 
13 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
14 Bright 1877 
15 Bright 1877 
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Richard Cobden (1804-1865) noted as early as 1842 – three years before the Great Irish Famine 

of 1845-1849 – that  “one-third of the people of Ireland are perishing for want of the common 

necessaries of life.”16 Due to high corn prices, the largely poor Irish population did not have 

substantial access to grain and so was left to depend almost entirely on potatoes for food. When a 

disease called the late blight struck in 1845, it devastated the potato harvest and turned a situation 

already on the brink of disaster into a catastrophe that reduced Ireland’s population by about a 

million people – anywhere from a fifth to a quarter of its total amount.17

Besides the high cost in human lives and suffering, the Corn Laws also had the unintended 

consequence of discouraging British merchants from engaging in commerce for basic food items. 

As Cobden remarked in 1843:  

 

The Corn-law is in such a state that no regular merchant will engage in the corn trade. Ask 
any merchant, and you will find that no man, let his trade be what it will, sends abroad 
orders for corn as he sends abroad orders for sugar and coffee. No merchant dares to 
engage in the corn trade.18

In effect, the Corn Laws shut down an entire sector of the British economy – the grain import 

sector – so Britain was left in a state of de facto autarky with regard to the fundamental 

components of its food supply. This made the inhabitants of the British Isles particularly 

vulnerable to any change in local harvests and domestic economic conditions.  

 

 
3. Key Participants in the Struggle Over Repeal 

3.1. Richard Cobden 

Richard Cobden (1804-1865) was a textile entrepreneur who entered the industry in 1828 

and already owned a factory in 1831 at age 27.19

                                                           
16 Cobden 1842 (Speech of February 24, 1842) 

 Cobden specialized in calico printing, and his 

first exposure to the advantages of free trade was through first-hand experience. John Chodes 

explains that “[a]s [Cobden] assumed ownership of the company, the protective tariff on calicos 

was repealed, making it possible to export them competitively. This opened up vast new markets 

that could not exist before, allowing Cobden to develop a new kind of international selling 

17 “Great Famine (Ireland),” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
18 Cobden 1843 (Speech of February 17, 1843) 
19 “Richard Cobden,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
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strategy.”20 When a particular calico design did not obtain widespread acceptance in the British 

market, Cobden and his partners exported and sold it abroad with considerably greater success.21

A self-educated man in literature, mathematics, history, and economics, Cobden entered 

public discourse in 1835, opposing foreign-policy interventionism with his pamphlet, England, 

Ireland, and America.

  

22 From 1835 to 1838, Cobden “traveled to France, Switzerland, Spain, and 

the United States, observing how all kinds of people cooperate peacefully in markets.”23

Cobden consciously avoided devoting his entire life to his business and instead pursued 

his passion for ideas: “Had Cobden devoted all his energies to the business, he might soon have 

become very wealthy…  However, his life-long habit of learning and inquiry absorbed much of 

his time.”

  

24 However, Cobden still managed to have a sizable income – approximately £8,000 to 

£10,000 a year,25 or approximately £577,019.52 to £721,274.40 a year in 2007 pounds.26 This 

income gave him the financial independence which enabled him to voice his views freely without 

fear of losing his livelihood for it. Cobden was not, however, in a position to personally fund the 

vast public relations and electoral campaigns which he would coordinate from 1839 to 1846, so 

“vigorous fund raising”27 was called for during that time period. As a result, virtually all of 

Cobden’s energies during the Anti-Corn-Law movement were absorbed in the struggle for repeal, 

and his business was largely run by his partners.28

Cobden ran for a seat in Parliament in Stockport in 1837 but was defeated; he tried again 

in 1841 and was elected – whereafter he gave an impressive succession of speeches against the 

Corn Laws both in and out of Parliament.

  

29 Cobden held his seat until 1857, when he was 

defeated in an election due to his opposition to the Crimean War (1853-1856), the Second Opium 

War (1856-1860), and the increasingly interventionist British foreign policy.30

                                                           
20 Chodes 1993 

 Cobden was 

reelected in 1859 and continued until death to act as an unofficial emissary of the British 

government abroad – especially in France, where he enabled the Cobden-Chevalier treaty of 1860, 

21 Chodes 1993 
22 Powell 2000, p. 124 
23 Powell 2000, p. 124 
24 “Richard Cobden,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
25 “Richard Cobden,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
26 This data was obtained using the calculator in Officer 2008. Cobden’s earnings range was expressed in terms of 1831 pounds, 
and an equivalent range was calculated in terms of 2007 pounds.  
27 Powell 2000, p. 125 
28 Powell 2000, p. 125 
29 “Richard Cobden,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
30 Powell 2000, p. 128 
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a major trade liberalization agreement.31 Cobden died in 1865 after catching a chill as he traveled 

to London in order to caution against an enormous planned public works project in Canada; 32

 

 

Cobden’s health had already been precarious, and by choosing to travel in such a vulnerable state, 

Cobden quite literally and regrettably gave his life for economic freedom. 

3.2 John Bright  

John Bright (1811-1889) was born to a Quaker family with a tradition for religious dissent 

and love of liberty. Bright’s father was a cotton spinner, and his formal education did not go 

beyond grammar school. Like Cobden, Bright was self-taught and particularly immersed himself 

in English literature and oratory.33 Bright met Cobden in either 1836 or 1837; Cobden was invited 

by Bright to a meeting to speak on education and was impressed by a speech Bright gave at the 

same meeting.34 Since then, Cobden and Bright collaborated closely on attacking the Corn Laws 

and other protectionist interventions. In 1843, Bright received a seat in Parliament as the member 

for Durham. Despite losing the first general election, Bright was able to get in because a petition 

removed his previously successful rival from office. Bright won the second election and remained 

in Parliament as the representative of various constituencies until his death in 1889.35

Contemporaries noted a powerful complementarily between the skills of the two men: 

“Cobden had the calmness and confidence of the political philosopher, Bright had the passion and 

the fervour of the popular orator. Cobden did the reasoning, Bright supplied the declamation, but 

mingled argument with appeal.”

 

36 Together, the two men convinced the British public to oppose 

the Corn Laws both on an intellectual and on an emotional level. Cobden and Bright were also 

critical to motivating one another. Bright later recalled that when he became dispirited by his 

wife’s death in 1841, Cobden told him that “There are thousands of houses in England at this 

moment where wives, mothers, and children are dying of hunger. Now, when the first paroxysm 

of your grief is past, I would advise you to come with me, and we will never rest till the Corn Law 

is repealed.”37

                                                           
31 “Cobden-Chevalier Treaty,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia  

 Likewise, in 1845, when Cobden had been exhausted from five years of virtually 

non-stop travel and frustrated by his lack of ability to devote time to his family and business, 

32 “Richard Cobden,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
33 Powell 2000, p. 124 
34 “John Bright,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
35 “John Bright,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
36 “John Bright,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
37 John Bright, quoted in Powell 2000, p. 126 
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Bright told him, “Your retirement would be tantamount to a dissolution of the League; its 

mainspring would be gone. I can in no degree take your place. As a second I can fight; but there 

are incapacities about me… which prevent my being more than second in such work as we have 

labored in.”38

 

 Without the reinforcement each of them gave to the other, both Cobden and Bright 

might have prematurely abandoned the struggle to repeal the Corn Laws.  

3.3. Charles Pelham Villiers 

Charles Pelham Villiers (1802-1898) was a lawyer and the longest-serving member of 

Parliament in British history; he held a seat in the House of Commons for 63 years, from 1835 to 

1898.39 Villiers was a member of the Liberal Party until 1885 and a member of the Liberal 

Unionist Party thereafter.40 Villiers was a Benthamite utilitarian philosophically, which 

influenced his strong advocacy of free trade. Prior to Cobden’s election to Parliament, Villiers 

was the strongest advocate there for repealing the Corn Laws.41

Figure 1. Votes on Charles Villiers’s Annual Motion to Repeal the Corn Laws

 Every year from 1842 to 1846, 

Villiers introduced a motion in Parliament for the absolute repeal of the Corn Laws. Figure 1 

illustrates the vote totals for and against repeal during each time the motion was introduced. 

Every year, the vote gap preventing repeal was diminished; the most significant gains in the 

balance of votes were made in 1845 (a gain 72 votes) and in 1846 (a gain of 230 votes).   

42

Year 

 

Votes for Repeal Votes against Repeal Vote Gap  
(votes for – votes against) 

1842 90 393 -303 
1843 125 381 -256 
1844 124 328 -204 
1845 122 254 -132 
1846 
(Robert Peel’s  
Bill of Repeal) 

327 229 98 

 
                                                           
38 John Bright, quoted in Powell 2000, p. 126 
39 “Charles Pelham Villiers,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
40 “Charles Pelham Villiers,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
41 “Charles Pelham Villiers,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
42 The data was obtained for each year from the following sources: 
1842: Preface to Cobden 1842 (Speech of February 24, 1842) 
1843: Preface to Cobden 1843 (Speech of May 15, 1843) 
1844: “ABOLITION OF THE CORN LAWS —ADJOURNED DEBATE.” 26 June 1844. Hansard, the Official Report of 
debates in Parliament.  
1845: “REPEAL OF THE CORN LAWS.” 10 June 1845. Hansard, the Official Report of debates in Parliament.  
1846: “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
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To follow Cobden’s thinking, the progressive and accelerating elimination of the vote gap 

and the ultimate achievement of repeal “only proves, gentlemen, that what is true requires but 

time to establish it in men's minds. Time and truth against all the world. But you must have time; 

and that time which destroys everything else only establishes truth.”43

 

 The persistence of Charles 

Villiers in re-introducing his motion every year despite repeated failures paved the way for 

eventual success – and rather quick success, considering that it took four years for the Corn Laws 

to go from being supported by over 81% of Parliament members to being opposed by almost 59% 

of them – an increase of 40% in favor of repeal.  

3.4. Sir Robert Peel   

Sir Robert Peel, 2nd Baronet (1788-1850) was the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom 

from 1834 to 1835 and again from 1841 to 1846.44 He was first elected to Parliament unopposed 

in 1809 from the “rotten borough” of Cashel, which only had 24 voters.45 During his first term as 

Prime Minister, Peel reorganized the Tory Party into the Conservative Party through his 

Tamworth Manifesto, which turned the previously reactionary Tory Party into a party advocating 

“modest” reforms.46

However, Peel was not one to let party lines cloud his independent judgment; 

philosophically he was a moderate advocate of free trade, and “Peel's support for free trade could 

already be seen in his 1842 and 1845 budgets.”

 Peel’s second ministry began amid an economic recession, but at first Peel 

adhered to the economic protectionism historically characteristic of the Conservative Party.  

47 Peel was well-versed in economics and had read 

the entire works of Adam Smith, David Hume, and David Ricardo. He even said in 1839, “"I have 

read all that has been written by the gravest authorities on political economy on the subject of 

rent, wages, taxes, tithes."48 The Corn Law of 1842 was Peel’s own initiative – a modest and 

incremental step toward free trade, which reduced “the top duty to 20 shillings when the price fell 

to 51 shillings or less.”49

                                                           
43 Cobden 1843 (Speech of October 19, 1843) 

 However, Peel did wish upon entering office to maintain the Corn Laws 

in place and only gradually reduce them. Peel’s mind was changed in favor of total repeal by the 

onset of the Great Irish Famine (1845-1849); “he hoped that ending the Corn Laws would free up 

44 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
45 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
46 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
47 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
48 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
49 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
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more food for the Irish. Though he knew repealing the laws would mean the end of his ministry, 

Peel decided to do so.”50 The power of the Conservative Party was built on the support of the 

large landholders whom Peel’s decision to support repeal angered greatly. Peel finally spoke on 

January 27, 1846, for three hours in favor of abolition of the Corn Laws by February 1, 1849; in 

the interim, the tariff would be gradually reduced.51 On May 15, the Corn Laws were repealed via 

the passage of the Importation Act of 1846 – with Peel’s support. However, the repeal failed to 

gain the support of the majority of Conservatives, and Peel’s next initiative – his Irish Coercion 

Bill – was defeated on the same night.52

the name which ought to be, and which will be associated with the success of these 
measures is the name of a man who, acting, I believe, from pure and disinterested motives, 
has advocated their cause with untiring energy, and by appeals to reason, expressed by an 
eloquence, the more to be admired because it was unaffected and unadorned—the name 
which ought to be and will be associated with the success of these measures is the name of 
Richard Cobden.

 Peel resigned as Prime Minister on June 29. In his 

resignation speech, he credited Cobden with bringing about the Corn Laws’ abolition: 

53

Robert Peel evidently believed that Cobden was the motive force behind repeal and was 

considerably influenced by Cobden’s arguments to change his own mind regarding the Corn 

Laws. However, it cannot be neglected that erudite politicians who are willing to examine major 

issues independently of party lines and who have the courage to defy their own party at the cost of 

their political careers are quite rare creatures. With a less scrupulous and less intellectually honest 

Prime Minister in power, Cobden’s rational arguments for repeal might have fallen on deaf ears.  

 

3.5. Famous Advocates of the Corn Laws 

Numerous famous statesmen of the 1840s opposed the repeal of the Corn Laws to the end. 

Charles Gordon-Lennox, 5th Duke of Richmond (1791-1860) was an Ultra-Tory who refused to 

support the incremental trade liberalization policy of Robert Peel.54 In 1844, Richmond founded 

the Central Agricultural Protection Society (CAPS), which was also nicknamed the Anti-League; 

the purpose of this organization was “to campaign in favour of the Corn Laws.”55

During the debates immediately preceding repeal, Benjamin Disraeli (1804-1881), Lord 

George Bentinck (1802-1848), and Edward Smith-Stanley, 14th Earl of Derby (1799-1869) 

  

                                                           
50 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
51 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
52 “Robert Peel,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
53 Robert Peel, quoted in “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
54 “Charles Gordon-Lennox, 5th Duke of Richmond,”  Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
55 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
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emerged as the most prominent advocates of protectionism.56 After the Corn Laws were repealed, 

these three men broke the majority of the Conservative Party away from Robert Peel’s pro-free-

trade bloc, and thereafter Derby “led the protectionist faction of the Conservative Party.”57  After 

the split, about 100 free-trade Conservatives remained loyal to Peel, while 230 advocates of 

protectionism joined Disraeli, Bentinck, and Derby.58 Both Disraeli and Derby would go on to 

become Conservative Prime Ministers. Disraeli resented Robert Peel’s failure to nominate him 

for a government post in 1841, and had since been sharply critical of any of Peel’s sympathies 

toward free trade.59 As a result of the split in Conservative ranks over the Corn Laws, Disraeli 

“found himself almost the only figure on his side capable of putting up the oratorical display 

essential for a parliamentary leader.”60 Disraeli was also vital in convincing Bentinck to speak for 

the first time during his long career in Parliament; “Until he rose to speak against [the Corn 

Laws’] repeal, he had not spoken a word in eighteen years in Parliament.”61 Bentinck’s support 

for protectionism meant that Cobden and Bright had to face substantial resistance, because the 

majority of the Corn Laws’ advocates were country gentlemen who would not follow the 

leadership of the Jewish-raised Disraeli but had no qualms about rallying behind the son of a 

duke.62 During the 1846 debates, Disraeli and Bentinck argued “that repeal would socially and 

politically weaken the traditional landowners and therefore destroy the ‘territorial constitution’ of 

Britain by empowering commercial interests.”63

To his credit, when he became Prime Minister in 1868, Disraeli did not choose to 

reintroduce protectionist measures, despite his earlier support for the Corn Laws.

 As we will later see, however, Cobden had been 

rebutting this argument for years in and out of Parliament, so it ultimately failed to convince the 

majority of Parliament members and the public.  

64

 

   

4. The Movement for Repeal 

A little more than seven years passed from the beginning of the major anti-corn law 

movement to the achievement of its major object; “the systematic agitation for the repeal of the 

                                                           
56 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
57 “Edward Smith-Stanley, 14th Earl of Derby,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
58 “Lord George Bentinck,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
59 “Benjamin Disraeli,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
60 Robert Blake, quoted in “Benjamin Disraeli,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
61 “Lord George Bentinck,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
62 “Lord George Bentinck,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
63 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
64 “Corn Laws,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
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Corn-laws commenced with a meeting held at King-street, Manchester, on Dec. 20th, 1838.”65 It 

was then that the Anti-Corn Law League was founded as an outgrowth of London’s small Anti-

Corn Law Association, which dated back to 1836 but was not widely popular or well-known.66 

The League’s president was George Wilson, who largely performed administrative functions, 

while Cobden and Bright were the League’s principal advocates and public figures.67

The League began largely as an informational campaign; its “initial goal was to educate the 

public. Lecturers went all around England, giving free trade conferences.”

  

68 However, even these 

modest efforts aroused fierce resistance; “League meetings were disrupted by physical violence. 

The farmers erroneously believed that free trade would bring unemployment and depression.”69

After the initial educational efforts were launched, the League branched out into more 

direct and deliberate political activity: “the lectures were now combined with petition drives for 

Parliament.”

 

Cobden, Bright, and their allies would need to spend years persuading farmers that free trade 

would be in their best interests and would increase their incomes.  

70 Cobden established for the League an ambitious objective: to “prevent the return 

of any candidate at the next election, whatever his political party may be, who supports ... the 

landowner’s bread tax.”71 The Anti-Corn Law League endeavored to “creat[e] in every borough 

an anti-Corn Law party”72

Enthusiasm for repealing the Corn Laws was not always on the rise. According to John 

Chodes, “[s]upport dropped sharply”

 and was able to accomplish this in most boroughs.  

73 after Cobden’s initial speeches in Parliament failed to 

quickly change the minds of a majority of members. In order to maintain public interest and the 

impression of unceasing activity, “Cobden created ‘make-work’ projects like conferences and 

fund-raisers to keep the fervor at high pitch.”74 By 1845, there were substantial electoral gains in 

112 of the 160 boroughs that Cobden deemed it possible to win for free-trade candidates.75

                                                           
65 Cobden 1843 (Preface to Speech of September 28, 1843) 

 

However, “[t]his still wasn’t sufficient to win a Parliamentary vote. League members were now 

66 “Anti Corn-Law League,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
67 “Anti Corn-Law League,” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia 
68 Chodes 1993 
69 Chodes 1993 
70 Chodes 1993 
71 Richard Cobden, quoted in Chodes 1993 
72 Chodes 1993 
73 Chodes 1993 
74 Chodes 1993 
75 Chodes 1993 
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thoroughly demoralized.”76 Chodes argues that Cobden’s success in achieving repeal was enabled 

by the League’s exploitation of a legal technicality: “a little-known law made it possible to vote in 

a county election if one owned a ‘forty-shilling freehold,’ a small piece of property that almost 

anyone could afford. By promoting forty-shilling freeholds as a great real estate investment, the 

number of free-trade voters was greatly expanded.”77 What followed was a wave of concessions 

made to Cobden’s arguments by prior opponents – particularly the admissions “that protectionism 

hindered agricultural modernization and… that subsidies did not stabilize corn prices.”78

Once repeal of the Corn Laws was achieved, the League continued to push for further 

trade liberalization and elimination of protectionist measures. It endeavored “to establish a fully 

free-trade economy in order to decrease the price of basic food products (such as bread and 

agricultural produce), to support the performance of agriculture and industry, and, thus, to weave 

stronger commercial bonds — supposedly the guarantors of peace — with the other nations.”

 As 

Robert Peel and a substantial segment of the Conservative Party quickly recognized the necessity 

of total repeal, the League’s primary objective was promptly accomplished on May 15, 1846.  

79

 

 

II. Arguments for Repeal 

Here, we shall examine some major arguments used by Richard Cobden and the Anti-

Corn Law League to persuade members of Parliament and the general public to support repeal. 

Diverse political, economic, and moral arguments were employed – and some arguments targeted 

specific sections of the British population in order to convince them that supporting repeal was in 

their interest. Cobden did not hesitate to use both principled and pragmatic arguments, provided 

that each argument could be consistent with his overall case. His educational strategy seems to 

have been one of using all the possible tools at his disposal; whenever a true argument had even a 

probability of being persuasive, Cobden would employ it. Of course, his speeches in Parliament 

did not instantaneously persuade the majority of their audience, so Cobden’s arguments cannot be 

taken as intellectual trump cards that will win the debate quickly and under any set of 

circumstances. Rather, they are more typical of Cobden’s “time and truth against the world” 

approach – one of planting the seeds of free-trade thinking in the audience’s mind and, over time, 

letting external conditions influence public opinion toward giving the arguments greater weight.  
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5. Emphasis on the Misery of the Poor 

Perhaps the principal arguments employed by Cobden focused on the Corn Laws’ most 

visible and most emotionally affecting consequences: the misery of the poorer segments of the 

population and the endangerment of the lives of many in the English and Irish working classes. 

Connecting the Corn Laws to this massive and widespread suffering was crucial to getting public 

recognition of and passion regarding the laws’ calamitous effects. Cobden used a simple 

economic argument to establish the connection: “In supporting the present Corn-law, you support 

a law which inflicts scarcity on the people…You cannot enhance the price of corn, or of any other 

article, but by restricting the supply. Are you justified in doing this, for the purpose of raising 

your prices?”80

the condition of the great body of her Majesty's labouring subjects had deteriorated 
wofully within the last ten years, and more especially so within the three years last past; 
and furthermore, that in proportion as the price of the food of the people had increased, 
just so had their comforts been diminished.”

 In addition to the theoretical argument, Cobden invoked empirical evidence:  

81

The Conservatives of the time period liked to posture as advocates of the rights of the working 

class against the alleged usurpations of these rights by industrialists. Cobden emphasized that, 

because of the Corn Laws, “[t]he suffering was amongst the wages class. Misery most abject, a 

permanent condition of starvation… pressed with more and more weight as it came… down to the 

very humblest and very poorest of the people.”

  

82

What are those taxes upon food? They are taxes levied upon the great body of the people, 
and hon. Gentlemen opposite, who show such sympathy for the working classes after they 
have made them paupers, cannot deny my right to claim on their behalf that those taxes 
should be a primary consideration.

 This argument effectively called the 

Conservatives on their claims of being allies of the poor. Cobden asked them: 

83

The Conservatives in Parliament were the primary advocates of the long-existing Poor Laws, 

which provided relief to the unemployed. Cobden argued that a better approach to prevent 

poverty and misery is to abolish policies that bring about unemployment and near-starvation in 

the first place: “While I hear herein strong expressions of sympathy for those who have become 

paupers, I will ask hon. Gentlemen to give some attention to the case of the hard-working man 

before he reaches that state of abject pauperism in which he can only receive sympathy.”

  

84
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 The misery of the poor was not just undesirable per se; Cobden pointed out its adverse 

effects on crime levels and the lower classes’ moral condition. He noted that “as prices were 

rising, as the harvest failed, pauperism throughout the whole of the country… was constantly and 

steadily increasing, and not only that, but that crime, and every kind of crime, was increasing just 

about at the same rate.”85 By pointing out the correspondence between poverty and crime, 

Cobden gave the advocates of law and order in Parliament a reason to support repealing the Corn 

Laws. Not only individual acts of crime, but insurrections and even revolutions were possible if 

the Corn Laws remained: “there never has been violence, tumult, or confusion, except at periods 

when there has been an excessive want of employment, and a scarcity of the necessaries of life.”86 

Cobden warned that “[t]he people suffered so much, they were so discontented, that there would 

before long be a great catastrophe, like a general insurrection or revolution…”87

Furthermore, Cobden recognized that not just levels of crime and public order, but also 

levels of public morality were linked to the prosperity of the populace. He argued: “There are 

7,000,000 or 8,000,000 people without wheaten bread. If the people continue to descend in the 

scale of physical comfort, and to eat potatoes, the hope of moral improvement which the friends 

of humanity indulge must be altogether disappointed.”

 Revolution was 

the worst possible outcome from the Conservatives’ standpoint – particularly since many of them 

had grown up in the 1790s and early 1800s, contemporaneously with the bloody effects of the 

French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars.   

88 Cobden was sufficiently perceptive to 

recognize and point out that people on the threshold of death by starvation have no time to 

cultivate the intellectual and behavioral virtues essential for a civilized society. This decline in 

public morality and increase in crime was also associated with a rise in the rates of death and 

disease. Cobden emphasized “that not only pauperism increased, and crime increased, but 

mortality increased. Strong men and women were stricken down by the law, but the aged and 

little children were its constant and most numerous victims.”89

                                                           
85 Bright 1877 

 He provided poignant anecdotes of 

the devastation caused by the Corn Laws, referring to an acquaintance who “knew of a place 

where a hundred wedding-rings had been pawned in a single week to provide bread; and of 

another place where men and women subsisted on boiled nettles, and dug up the decayed carcass 
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of a cow rather than perish of hunger.”90 Cobden summarized the condition of the people by 

noting that “their distress and misery result in a greater amount of disease, destitution, and crime 

than has ever been witnessed at any former period of the history of this country”91 and pointing 

out that “capital is melting away, pauperism is increasing, trade and manufactures are not 

reviving.”92

6. Exposure of Rent-Seeking 

 Cobden’s combination of intellectual arguments and emotional appeal made the 

miserable condition of ordinary Englishmen apparent to even the supporters of the Corn Laws.  

While the poor people of Great Britain starved and suffered, what did they starve and 

suffer for? Cobden argued that their sacrifice was not for any worthy objective, but rather for the 

satisfaction of the literal rent-seeking desires of the wealthy English landlords. He noted of the 

proponents of the Corn Laws that “[t]hey did not say much about the rents of landlords, because 

the landlords had passed the law, but the landlords’ rents were the first consideration.”93

I am sure there is not an hon. Member in the House who would dare to bring in a bill to 
levy an income-tax on all grades of society upon a scale similar to this, and yet I maintain 
that the bread-tax is such a tax, and is levied not for the purposes of the State, but for the 
benefit of the richest portion of the community.

 

Moreover, Cobden compared the Corn Laws to measures that would have a similar effect but 

would be politically and socially unacceptable in the Britain of his time:   

94

Cobden also posed a fascinating question to the supporters of the Corn Laws: What would an 

impartial spectator think of such statutes? He posited, “Let a copy of the statutes be sent, if it were 

possible, to another planet, without one word of comment, and the inhabitants of that sphere 

would at once say, 'These laws were passed by landlords.'”

  

95

I wish you to have your rents; but… don't come here to raise them by legislative 
enactments. [Y]ou may have as good rents without a Corn-law as with it; but… when you 
come here to raise the price of corn under the pretence of helping the farmer and the farm-

 However much the rent-seekers tried 

to disguise their motivations as being in support of the “general good,” they could not escape 

Cobden’s act of shedding light on the true reasons for the Corn Laws – the increased income of 

the landlords at everyone else’s expense. Cobden did not, however, try to foment class rivalries 

or deprive the landlords of any justly earned rents. He reassured them: 
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labourer, whilst in reality you are only going to help yourselves, then, I say, you are 
neither dealing fairly by the farmer, nor yet by the country at large...96

After chastising political rent-seeking behavior in the landlords, Cobden nevertheless sought their 

alliance by persuading them that they would still prosper without the Corn Laws. He then tried to 

bring them into his coalition by directing their resentment at a narrower special interest – that of 

“the land-valuers and auctioneers—who represent the landlord in his very worst aspect; they are 

persons that have an interest in this system which causes perpetual change and a constant rise in 

rent; for the more changes there are, or the more failures there are, the more valuing there is for 

the valuer, and the more selling there is for the auctioneer.”

 

97

7. The Harms of the Corn Laws to Farmers   

 Cobden’s suggestion – that perhaps 

the landlords had been duped by the land-valuers and auctioneers into thinking that the Corn 

Laws were in their best interest – might have appealed to the pride and dignity of the Tory 

aristocrats and given them a motivation to not be fooled again.  

The English farmers were another powerful constituency that initially supported the Corn 

Laws; their landlords had persuaded the farmers that protectionism was in their best interest, 

because the aim of the Corn Laws was to keep the prices of corn permanently high. Cobden 

pointed out that the farmers were deceived in expecting the Corn Laws to bolster their incomes 

and prosperity: “The farmers have been too long deluded by the mere cry of 'Protection.' We read 

of it now in every meeting—'Protection to the farmers.' … The word should be changed from 

'protection' to 'destruction,' and it would then be more expressive of the effect of the Corn-law on 

the farmers.”98 Why did Cobden call protectionism destructive to the ordinary English farmers? 

He argued that the Corn Laws’ primary benefits accrued to the landowners, not to the people who 

leased or worked the land: “Upon what ground do you raise the price of corn? For the benefit of 

the agricultural interest. You have not, in the whole course of the debate, touched upon the 

farmers' or agricultural labourers' interest in this question.”99

                                                           
96 Cobden 1843 (Speech of May 15, 1843) 

 Cobden then elaborated on how the 

interests of the farmers and agricultural laborers were adversely affected by the Corn Laws: “the 

agricultural labourer, under the influence of this law, was in the most miserable condition of any 

of the various classes of labourers into which the working-class population of the country can be 
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divided.”100 Cobden emphasized the consistent decline in the prosperity of the farmers and 

agricultural laborers as a result of protectionism: “During the whole operation of this law, or 

during that time when prices were highest under this law, the condition of the agricultural 

labourers was at the worst.”101

the farther you travel from the much-maligned region of tall chimneys and smoke, the less 
you find the wages of labourers to be; the more I leave behind me Lancashire and the 
northern parts of England, the worse is the condition of the labourers, and the less is the 
quantity of food they have. Does not this, I will ask, answer the argument that the 
agricultural labourer derives protection from the Corn-laws?

 Farmers and farm laborers were concentrated in southern England 

during this era, while the manufacturing industries were primarily located in northern England. 

Cobden pointed out the disparity in incomes between manufacturing laborers and agricultural 

laborers and thereby illustrated that the Corn Laws did not really help the latter:  

102

Since manufactures were not nearly as heavily regulated or “protected” by legislation as the 

agricultural sector, the manufacturers were able to healthily compete with the rest of the world, 

focus on their comparative advantage, and gradually expand their operations and increase their 

net incomes. Part of this increase benefited the English manufacturing laborers, while no similar 

benefits accrued to the agricultural laborers. Moreover, while agricultural workers did not benefit 

from higher land prices, they did suffer from higher food prices due to the scarcity inflicted by the 

Corn Laws. Cobden pointed out that  “the working class can never be benefited by high prices 

occasioned by scarcity of food, but, that even during your casual high prices, caused by scarcity, 

the agricultural labourers always suffer. Pauperism increases as the price of food rises; and, in 

short, the price of the loaf is in a direct ratio proof of the increase of pauperism.”

 

103

 While protectionism would only inflict destruction on the farmer, what course of action 

would benefit him? Cobden’s fundamental emphasis was on a harmony among the interests of all 

groups in a free economy. He sought to “let the farmer perfectly understand that his prosperity 

depends upon that of his customers—that the insane policy of this House has been to ruin his 

customers, and that Acts of Parliament to keep up prices are mere frauds to put rents into the 

landlord's pockets, and enable him to juggle his tenants.”

 

104

                                                           
100 Bright 1877 

 The endeavor to convince the farmers 

to support the Anti-Corn Law League was one of Cobden’s major public relations efforts. He 
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admitted that he began his political career believing that the farmers supported the Corn Laws 

because of genuine benefits that accrued to them. Over time, however, Cobden changed his mind 

based on his extensive travels, conversations, and studies. He said:  

we required this experience to show the agriculturist that his permanent interest is in the 
prosperity of his customers, and if we have done nothing else in the five years that we 
have been in existence than to show the agriculturists what is their true interest, and to 
show them also what they are capable of doing upon the soil, we should have spent all 
our money and all our labour to very good purpose.”105

Cobden suggested that the true way for farmers and farm laborers to prosper is to emulate the 

manufacturers and to improve the soil just as the manufacturers improved their production 

processes. In striving to create real goods and to benefit their customers, the farmers would thrive 

like they could not under protectionism.  

 

8. Protectionism as Insult 

Cobden drove further the argument that protectionism hurts farmers by stating that the 

Corn Laws added insult to injury: “I cannot imagine anything more demoralizing… than for you 

to tell the farmers that they cannot compete with foreigners.”106

the doings of those who, under the pretence of protecting native industry, are inviting the 
farmer not to depend upon his own energy and skill and capital, but to come here and look 
for the protection of an Act of Parliament… those who are persuading the farmer to prefer 
Acts of Parliament to draining and subsoiling, and to be looking to the laws of this House 
when he should be studying the laws of nature.

 Cobden identified a necessary 

premise in protectionism – that the parties to be “protected” cannot, through their own skills, 

compete against their foreign counterparts. He also pointed out that the Corn Laws fostered the 

farmers’ dependency on the legislature, rather than on their own exertions. He condemned 

107

The protectionist argument that farmers cannot, in effect, take care of themselves and their own 

enterprises was thoroughly attacked by Cobden, who emphasized that it was the government’s 

actions that prevented farmers from actualizing their full potential:  

 

Who makes [the farmers] plod on like their grandfathers? Who makes them put their 
hands behind their backs? Why, the men who go to Lancashire and talk of the danger of 
pouring in of foreign corn from a certain province in Russia… the men who tell the 
farmers to look to this House for protective Acts, instead of their own energies—instead 
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of to those capabilities which, were they properly brought out, would make the English 
farmer equal to—perhaps superior to—any in the world.108

Crucial to Cobden’s success was his refusal to concede the protectionists’ claim that the Corn 

Laws were necessary to assist the farmers at all! It was much more persuasive to claim that the 

Corn Laws stood in the way of the farmers’ prosperity, which could much more effectively be 

obtained through farmers’ own enterprise on the free market. This enabled Cobden to avoid 

alienating the farmers who feared for their livelihoods and to draw them to his side instead.  

 

9. The Harms of the Corn Laws to Capitalists 

Cobden incorporated another economic interest into his coalition – that of the rising 

capitalist manufacturers, of whom Cobden was one. Most manufactures in mid-19th-century 

received few to no legislative favors, and the manufacturers had to rely on their own skills to 

prosper. Cobden noted to them that, by artificially supporting the agricultural sector, the 

protectionists treated the manufacturers inequitably and implicitly presumed that manufactures 

were less vital to Britain’s economic well-being than farming. Cobden claimed that the corn tariff  

is a fraud against every man of capital engaged in any pursuit, and every person of fixed 
income not derived from land... I am a manufacturer of clothing, and I do not know why, 
in this climate, and in the artificial state of society in which we live, the making of clothes 
should not be as honourable—because it is pretty near as useful—a pursuit as the 
manufacture of food. Well, did you ever hear any debates in the House to fix the price of 
my commodities in the market?109

But unlike many of today’s special interests that wish to hop on the protectionist bandwagon and 

seek special favors for themselves when they feel left out, Cobden’s idea of equitable treatment 

was that no sector should have duties imposed to protect it. This suited him and other 

manufacturers, as they were not of the opinion that they needed government aid to function. 

Cobden’s approach suggests that natural allies in the struggle against protectionism can be found 

among economic interests which have not received government favors and have prospered.  

 

10. The Corn Laws’ Failure to Fulfill Their Own Object 

 Aside from the Corn Laws’ harmful side effects, Cobden discussed their failure to fulfill 

the purpose for which they were intended – the fixing of the corn price at 80 s. Cobden asked:  

What was the object of the Corn-law of 1815? Why, to keep up the price of wheat at 80s. 
per quarter. Did it ever produce that effect? No; for in 1822, seven years afterwards, wheat 
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was sold as low as 42s.; and yet your agents and valuers valued to your tenants upon the 
calculation that they would get 80s. per quarter for their wheat… And what was the 
consequence? Why, in 1822, the farmers were ruined by hundreds and thousands.110

To add to the folly of the Corn Laws, they did not even accomplish what their framers wanted 

them to accomplish, even though the premise behind them was still doggedly adhered to by their 

advocates. Because of the continued expectation by the mostly protectionist land valuers that the 

Corn Laws would continue to work, the farmers were hurt even more, since their rents were 

charged in accordance with a price of corn that could never be reached by government fiat.  

  

11. Refuting the Reciprocity Argument 

Cobden refuted the reciprocity argument frequently made in favor of protectionism both 

then and now. He showed as fallacious the claim that Britain ought to impose tariffs on 

agricultural produce simply because other countries do. Cobden demonstrated the absurdity of the 

reciprocity argument even in stating it: “A great many people in this country… think that because 

other countries do not allow us to send our goods into their market free of duty, therefore we 

should not allow them to send their goods to this market free of duty. They think two bad things 

are better than one.”111 Several years later, Frederic Bastiat (1801-1850) would use a similar 

argument to oppose reciprocal tariffs in France. Bastiat compared tariffs between two countries to 

two obstructions: “With reference to the first [obstruction] we are powerless, but the second rests 

with ourselves. Let us, at least, get quit of one, since we cannot rid ourselves of both evils.”112

12. Refuting the Labor Standards Argument 

   

Another common argument made both then and now in favor of protectionist tariffs is the 

labor standards argument – the claim that other countries’ industries have a greater competitive 

advantage over those in one’s own country because of lower wages and lower working standards 

provided for workers. Cobden refuted this claim by noting that, per unit of output, English labor 

was actually less expensive than foreign labor. He remarked: 

I am told that the price of labour in other countries is so low that we must keep up the 
price of bread here, to prevent wages going down to the same level. But I am prepared to 
prove, from documents emanating from this House, that labour is cheaper here than in 
other countries… I would ask those who dissent, do they consider the quality of the 
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labour? By this test, which is the only fair one, it will be proved that the labour of England 
is the cheapest labour in the world.113

Cobden then proceeded to point out using a combination of reasoning and empirical evidence 

what free-market economists have elaborated with greater theoretical precision since: that higher 

wages exist in a country not by virtue of special government protections to the workers, but rather 

due to a higher marginal productivity of labor.  

  

13. Refuting the “Something for Nothing” Argument 

Another common fallacy of the Corn Laws’ advocates was the idea that trade could ever 

be unilateral – that a country can be inundated with imports from abroad, while foreigners will 

refuse to buy any products made within this country. Today’s versions of this argument may 

state, for instance, that the United States receives “too many” imports from China while not 

having “anything” to export. Cobden approached this argument as follows:  

Now, we are met by the monopolists with this objection… If you have a free trade in corn, 
foreigners will send you their wheat… but they will take nothing in return. The argument 
employed, in fact, amounts to this… [t]hat they will give us their corn for nothing.114

Refuting the “something for nothing” argument only requires the recognition that foreign 

businessmen are intelligent and want to make profits, too. They will not bring their goods into a 

country which has absolutely nothing to offer them in return and whose currency would be 

worthless by implication. The facts that foreigners wanted to import corn into Britain and that the 

Corn Laws even existed in the first place as an attempt to prevent such importation indicated that 

Britain could offer goods and services that foreigners demanded.  

 

 
14. Refuting the “Corn Prices Determine Wages” Argument 

A claim often invoked by advocates of the Corn Laws was the alleged direct causal 

relationship between corn prices and wages. The protectionists argued that if the Corn Laws were 

repealed, the price of corn would fall, and this would cause a decrease in wages.  

Cobden attacked this specious argument on several fronts. First, he pointed out that if such 

a causal relationship existed, the workers who were allegedly benefited by it would take care to 

ensure a high price of corn in their labor contracts: “I see a good many working people in this 

assembly, and would ask them whether, in any bargain ever made for labour in London, the 
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question of corn or its price was ever made an element in that agreement?”115 Then Cobden gave 

counterexamples to the alleged causal relationship – instances where cheap corn corresponded to 

high wages and vice versa: “for the last twenty years, whenever corn has been cheap wages have 

been high in Lancashire; and, on the other hand, when bread has been dear wages have been 

greatly reduced.”116

When corn rises, equal food must be given to the labourer to eat, just upon the same 
principle as farmers or others give an equal quantity of corn to their horses in dear years as 
they do in periods of cheapness, in order that they may be maintained in health, and be 
equal to the amount of labour which is wanted of them.

 Finally, Cobden tried to rationally explain what might be happening in 

instances where a connection between corn prices and wages does exist:  

117

Cobden’s explanation for any observed price-wage correlation was not flattering to the 

protectionists. It meant that the agricultural laborers were being paid subsistence wages by their 

landlords – wages that had to rise with the price of corn if the landlords wanted to keep the 

laborers in good health. But this implied that the rise in wages during periods of high corn prices 

was not an indication of greater prosperity; it was just a means to keep the workers alive and 

functioning at the same level as existed during periods of lower corn prices.  

 

 
15. Rising Wages from Free Trade 

Far from being essential to keeping wages for laborers high, the Corn Laws were an 

impediment to those wages’ future increase. Cobden identified how a freer market could help 

English laborers earn more:  

If I know anything, [repeal of the Corn Laws] means increased trade, and the claim of a 
right, besides, to exchange our manufactures for the corn of all other countries, by which 
we should very much increase the extent of our trade. How can this be done, unless by an 
increased amount of labour? How can we call into requisition an increased demand for 
labour without also increasing the rate of wages?118

The greater extent of trade, argued Cobden, will increase demand for labor worldwide and elevate 

the wages of workers everywhere:  

  

The effect of free trade in corn will be this: It would increase the demand for agricultural 
produce in Poland, Germany, and America. That increase in the demand for agricultural 
produce would give rise to an increased demand for labour in those countries, which 
would tend to raise the wages of the agricultural labourers.119
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In turn, England would prosper because it would develop its manufacturing industries in order to 

pay for the corn it would import:  

To pay for that corn, more manufactures would be required from this country; this would 
lead to an increased demand for labour in the manufacturing districts, which would 
necessarily be attended with a rise of wages, in order that the goods might be made for the 
purpose of exchanging for the corn brought from abroad.120

Cobden attempted at length to illustrate the mutually beneficial effects of free trade on all the 

sectors of a country’s economy as well as on the economies of all the participating countries.  

 

16. The Enrichment of Consumers through Free Trade 

 Not only would wages rise due to free trade; Cobden argued that consumers’ real incomes 

would increase due to cost savings from the reduced price of corn. Commenting on a fall in the 

domestic price of corn in 1843, Cobden noted how much better off consumers were as a result:  

All this difference in price was left in the pockets of the people the first six months of the 
present year; which saving, after supplying food and other articles of agricultural produce, 
they were thus able to spend in other ways, in buying articles of linen and cotton 
manufacture, hats, bonnets, and so forth. This accounts for the increased demand we have 
noticed for the labour of those who make linen and cotton goods, hats, bonnets, and so 
forth; and this accounts, too, for the people being able to buy an extra quantity of tea, 
sugar, and other articles in the cheap year, beyond what they consume in dear years, and 
this again accounts for the foreign trade in those articles also improving.121

What kinds of products would British consumers be able to buy with the money saved due to 

reduced corn prices? Cobden vividly described the difference between what the same amount of 

money could buy under free trade and what it could purchase under protectionism: 

 

If we would allow [a hand-loom weaver] to exchange his web for American corn, he 
would then have a considerable surplus of earnings to lay out with us for fresh meat, for 
vegetables, for butter, milk, cheese, and other things. But if we prevent that man 
exchanging his web for the corn of America, we deprive ourselves of him as a customer 
for those articles, and we are obliged to subsist him altogether as a pauper.122

Cobden clearly pointed out that restricting corn imports not only hurt consumers; it also hurt 

businesses that would have had those consumers’ patronage if the price of corn had been lower. 

The owners of such businesses, too, were a natural constituency for Cobden to recruit.  
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17. Free Trade Increases Government Revenue 

 Cobden reassured those who were concerned about possible adverse effects on 

government revenue from repealing the tariff on corn. He argued that any immediate loss in 

income would be more than compensated for by the increase in prosperity due to free trade and 

the consequent growth in the revenue of the state:  

The revenue flourishes when the trading and commercial community are prosperous… 
and, on the other hand, just in proportion as the land-owner feels prosperous on account of 
the starvation of the millions, the revenue of the State falls off.123

Cobden’s argument anticipated the Laffer curve illustration that taxes which are too high or too 

burdensome can actually lead to less government revenue than more moderate levels of taxation. 

 

124

 

 With fewer restraints on trade and taxes on imports, the overall economy would grow, as 

would the absolute size of the government’s share of the wealth produced within the country.   

18. Gains for All 

 Cobden encouraged his audience to transcend class-based thinking and to recognize that 

trade liberalization would benefit all interests in the economy and that “every interest and every 

object, which every part of the community can justly seek, harmonises perfectly with the views of 

the Anti-Corn Law League.”125 He assured his listeners that “in voting for Free Trade, you will 

not be merely promoting your own interest, but the best interests of every class.”126 He also 

reminded them that considerable productivity is only possible for people who enjoy a tolerable 

standard of living: “To have a useful and a prosperous people, we must take care that they are 

well fed.”127

Do you depend for customers on the half-score of gentlemen who are sugar monopolists, 
or on the general passers-by before your doors? How often do you see one of those sugar 
lords in your shop; and when you do, do they give you twice the price for your goods that 
they make you pay for their sugar?

 Moreover, Cobden assured the majority of the British public that it had little to fear 

from those few persons who might have genuinely benefited from protectionism, for they were 

not the people on whom the continued flourishing of the British people depended. Cobden asked:  

128
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Even those who temporarily became less prosperous due to free trade would, however, also 

benefit in the long run. Cobden reassured them, “I admit that some may suffer a temporary loss 

from the abolition of a monopoly, but I venture to say that, in the end, there will be no class that 

will not be permanently benefited by the removal of those unjust laws.”129

 

 While he was ready to 

chastise those who he believed stood in the way of trade liberalization because of rent-seeking 

desires, Cobden was also ready to bring those people into the free-trade movement the moment 

they discovered that their genuine interests accorded with it.  

19. Benefits of Free Trade for Landlords 

Even the rent-seeking landlords, who disguised their own desires for state-guaranteed 

revenue as a pursuit of the farm laborers’ benefit, would ultimately gain from free trade. Cobden 

assured them that they would remain prosperous if only they continually improved their land.  

The landowners have… nothing ultimately… to dread from a free trade in corn. But under 
Free Trade, instead of extorting their rents from the distress of every class in the country, 
they would be thrown back upon their own resources. Now there are riches slumbering in 
the soil—if the owners employ their capital and their intelligence, as other classes are 
forced to do, in other pursuits—there are undeveloped bounties even on the surface of the 
earth, and there are ten times more beneath the surface, which would make them richer, 
happier, and better men, if they would cast aside this monopoly.130

Cobden advised the landlords to enrich themselves through their own industry and ingenuity – not 

through the state. Free trade would cultivate in the landlords a kind of entrepreneurship, 

productivity, and discipline that they did not have under protectionism. John Chodes writes that 

Cobden “appealed to the landlords themselves, showing them that protective tariffs deterred them 

from investing to improve their crops, thus hindering their prosperity. This wider view drew 

many leading Tories to the repeal side and was responsible for Robert Peel receiving a League 

delegation after repeatedly turning them down.”

  

131

these are the men who content themselves with sluggish indolence, and draw from the 
impoverishment of the people; who pick the pockets of the handloom weavers rather than 
by a right application of their intellect and their capital, double the quantity of grain, or 

 

 Cobden’s presentation of free trade as a program of moral transformation for the landlords 

was able to deprive them of any noble pretenses about their protectionism. By pointing out that 

the motivation for protectionism was sheer sloth, Cobden roused the landlords to honest action:  

                                                           
129 Cobden 1843 (Speech of October 13, 1843) 
130 Cobden 1843 (Speech of September 28, 1843) 
131 Chodes 1993 



Lessons from Successful Free-Trade Activism – G. Stolyarov II                               27 
 

butter, or cheese, which the land is capable of providing. And thus, if Free Trade did 
compel them to sell their articles at a less price, it would be the means of enabling the 
people of the country to have a double supply of food. The home market for food would 
be doubled, and the landowner might become an honest politician.132

While Cobden had used the economic depression of the early 1840s as an argument for the Corn 

Laws’ harms, he was able to take similar advantage of the recovery of 1843. Chodes writes that  

 

[b]y 1843… recovery made the League acceptable to the one group most antagonistic to 
repeal: the aristocratic landowners. When times had been bad, high prices and high 
subsidies compensated for the poor yields. But now, prices kept failing with increased 
abundance and the Tories saw that the Corn Laws did not shore up their incomes.133

Changing economic circumstances, clarified and elucidated by Cobden, enabled the landlords to 

see that the sloth-inducing Corn Laws did not even help them earn high incomes consistently. 

Thus, more landlords were convinced to shift to a more reliable method of pursuing wealth: their 

own industry and innovation.    

 

 
20. Free Trade Furthers Progress 

Cobden continually emphasized the manner in which free trade would spur farmers and 

landlords on to making better use of their land and developing technical innovations that would 

increase their output. Cobden pointed out that even the protectionists themselves, when they 

recognized the high likelihood that the Corn Laws would soon be repealed, discussed multiple 

approaches to technically improving agricultural production in order to keep their revenues high:  

There is not one of the Members of Parliament, who sit on the monopolist benches, and 
who has gone amongst his constituents to attend their agricultural dinners, but has carried 
with him some one panacea or other that is to enable farmers to brave the rivalry which 
they now see is inevitable with foreign countries. One says, 'Subsoil your land;' another, 
'Thorough-drain your land;' another, 'Grub up your fences;' another, 'Take care and 
improve the breed of stock;' … Well, it is something, at all events, to find that there is now 
acknowledged to be room for improvement in British agriculture.134

This, Cobden pointed out, was an implicit concession by the protectionists of the argument that 

the Corn Laws allowed them to be less innovative and industrious than they would have needed to 

be under free trade: “Now, gentlemen, this is an important admission—that they have not hitherto 

done as much as they might have done to improve the cultivation; and it is an admission, too, that 
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they are only now stimulated to make by our agitation.”135 To support this argument, Cobden 

referenced claims “by one of the highest authorities in Essex, that the land can produce one-fourth 

more than it has produced” and by “a Mr. Binns, who was one of the judges of stock… that the 

land is capable of producing double as much.”136 Even by following the lower of these estimates, 

had free trade existed during the late 1830s and early 1840s, “[t]hat would have saved us all the 

famine we went through for four years after the beginning of our agitation.” Cobden addressed a 

statement made by the Earl of Derby: “'The farmers must not, now-a-days, stand, as their fathers 

and grandfathers did, with their hands behind their backs, fast asleep.' But I want to ask [Derby] 

why the farmers' fathers and grandfathers stood fast asleep, with their hands behind their 

backs?”137

 The argument that free trade will bring about agricultural progress simultaneously 

demolished other protectionist claims – such as the allegation that free trade would reduce 

demand for agricultural labor in Britain and would reduce the agricultural land under cultivation. 

Cobden asked, “But what do these very gentlemen admit? That you must increase cultivation, and 

that increased cultivation, as they well know, can only go on by additional employment of labour 

upon the soil.”

 The protectionists’ own attempts to motivate the greater productivity of British 

farmers demonstrated that the Corn Laws had held back productivity increases.  

138 Moreover, he noted, “not only now does it appear that land is not to be thrown 

out of cultivation, but, if we may take the testimony of these gentlemen themselves, all that is 

required is free trade in corn, in order that they may produce one-fourth more than they do 

now.”139 Cobden endeavored to convince even his opponents that the technological path to 

increased income is a much more reliable one than the rent-seeking path: “You do not want Acts 

of Parliament to protect the farmer—you want improvements, outlays, bargains, leases, fresh 

terms.”140 Moreover, Cobden challenged a hitherto widespread mentality of “superstitious 

veneration and that abhorrence of change with which landlords have been taught to regard their 

acres…”141
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and capital, may produce increased returns of wealth.”142

21. Free Trade Brings Sustainable Prosperity 

 Cobden urged the landlords to join the 

Industrial Revolution along with the manufacturers and to see land not as a mere ancestral relic 

but as an economically valuable factor of production.  

To those whose incomes were bolstered by high corn prices, Cobden said that the Corn 

Laws were not a certain path toward achieving lasting prosperity. Even if higher corn prices were 

one’s object, the Corn Laws were unreliable means for achieving such an end. Cobden noted that 

“the price of commodities may spring from two causes—a temporary, fleeting, and retributive 

high price, produced by scarcity; or a permanent and natural high price, produced by 

prosperity.”143 He provided extensive historical evidence for the claim that “in every instance 

where the price has been highest, the English farmer has had the largest competition from foreign 

growers, and that the price was lowest where the competition was least.”144

22. Historical Justifications 

 How could free trade 

and competition result in ultimately higher corn prices, despite greatly increased supply of corn 

and reduced costs of production? Some theoretically viable possibilities might be that free trade 

greatly stimulated worldwide demand for corn, opening greater new foreign markets to English 

corn than the markets in England that were predominated by foreign competitors. Moreover, the 

competitive pressures of free trade might have stimulated farmers to produce corn of higher 

quality, which therefore traded at a higher price. Finally, the relative price of corn to other goods 

might have increased because other commodities were produced even more cheaply and 

efficiently under free trade than corn could be.  

Cobden also supported his case by arguing that the Corn Laws embodied a monopolistic 

premise that had been rejected in the unwritten constitution of British Commonwealth:  

this system of monopoly is analogous in every respect to that which existed 250 years ago 
under the Tudors and the Stuarts, when sovereigns granted monopolies to the creatures of 
their courts for the exclusive sale of wine, leather, salt, and other things, and which system 
our forefathers… utterly extirpated. One by one these monopolies were abolished; and, 
not content with destroying the existing monopolies, they passed a law, which became… a 
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fundamental principle in our Constitution, that no sovereign… should have the power of 
granting a monopoly… for the exclusive sale of any necessary commodity of life.145

Moreover, Cobden noted that the same prognostications of economic doom that were made with 

regard to the repeal of the Corn Laws were made when William Huskisson recommended 

repealing the duties on wool:  

 

Every prediction that is now uttered with regard to corn, was uttered by Gentlemen 
opposite with regard to wool. If hon. Gentlemen visited the British Museum, and explored 
that Herculaneum of buried pamphlets which were written in opposition to Mr. 
Huskisson’s plans for reducing the duty on wool twenty years ago, what arguments would 
they find in the future tense, and what predictions of may, might, could, would, should, 
ought, and shall!146

The repeal of the wool duties was followed by growth in the English manufacturing industry and 

increased overall prosperity. Cobden argued that the abolition of the Corn Laws would likewise 

be accompanied by such improvements in the British people’s well-being.  

 

23. Appeal to Posterity 

Cobden made an extremely powerful rhetorical appeal to his contemporaries, asking what 

posterity would think of those who supported the Corn Laws: “Will it be believed in future ages, 

that in a country periodically on the point of actual famine—at a time when its inhabitants 

subsisted on the lowest food, the very roots of the earth—there was a law in existence which 

virtually prohibited the importation of bread!”147

24. Support of Property Rights 

 Cobden was thus able to appeal to British 

politicians’ concerns for their reputations in the eyes of future generations and historians. He 

convinced them that, by opposing the Corn Laws, they would align themselves with the side that 

would be vindicated by history.  

Cobden was sometimes accused by the aristocratic Tory landowners of undermining those 

landowners’ property rights. He addressed this specious allegation by maintaining that “if 

anybody in the country can say he is the advocate of the rights of property, I am the man. Why, 

my whole labour in public, for the last five years, has been to restore the rights of property to 
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those unjustly deprived of them.”148

The property which every man has in his own labour, as it is the original foundation of all 
other property, so it is the most sacred and inviolable. The patrimony of a poor man lies in 
the strength and dexterity of his hands, and to hinder him from employing this strength 
and dexterity in what manner he thinks proper without injury to his neighbour, is a plain 
violation of the most sacred property. It is a manifest encroachment upon the just liberty 
both of the workman and of those who might be disposed to employ him.

 Essential to Cobden’s claim here is the recognition that 

property rights exist not due to government fiat but rather due to legitimate acquisition by free 

individuals, and that all individuals should be free to use their property in honest production and 

commerce as they see fit. What the Corn Laws did, on the other hand, was deprive many 

individuals of the right to employ their own labor. Cobden cited Adam Smith to make this point: 

149

Importing corn into Britain was a proper, non-coercive use of one’s labor in Smith’s and 

Cobden’s view. By prohibiting such importation, the Corn Laws infringed on the freedom of 

many people to freely use their labor. Moreover, the Corn Laws, by enabling existing agricultural 

enterprises to continue without concern for competition or efficiency in production, created 

artificial barriers to entry into the agricultural industry for many competent entrepreneurs.   

  

 
25. The World is Not Zero-Sum 

 Cobden thoroughly understood that the world is not a zero-sum game – to use today’s 

economic terminology. In order for one party to gain, another need not lose; indeed, those who 

attempt to inflict economic injuries on others also damage themselves as a result. Cobden noted: 

We had at the commencement of our career to encounter the agriculturists, flushed with 
prosperity from high prices; and they believed that their prosperity would be permanent, 
as many of us believed that our adversity would be permanent. But it has been found that 
what then injured us reacted upon those who thought that they had an interest in injuring 
us. There is nothing inconsistent in our position to say that the agriculturists have derived 
no benefit from the injury inflicted upon us.150

Rather, free trade is a positive-sum game – where every party can benefit from the prosperity of 

every other, provided that such prosperity is gained through voluntary association and not 

compulsion. Cobden endeavored to thoroughly demolish the claims of “narrow-minded men in 

the agricultural districts, telling us, 'Oh, if you allow Free Trade, and bring in a quarter of corn 
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from abroad, it is quite clear that you will sell one quarter less in England.'” 151

I would ask, if you can set more people to work at better wages—if you can clear your 
streets of those spectres which are now haunting your thoroughfares begging their daily 
bread—if you can depopulate your workhouses, and clear off the two millions of paupers 
which now exist in the land, and put them to work at productive industry—do you not 
think that they would consume some of the wheat as well as you; and may not they be, as 
we are now, consumers of wheaten bread by millions, instead of existing on their present 
miserable dietary?

  He gave a 

counterexample to this simplistic argument: 

152

The zero-sum mentality relies on overlooking the secondary effects of economic activities on 

people’s incentives, available resources, and preferences. Throughout his arguments, Cobden 

emphasized the interconnectedness of economic fortunes; if one sector or group of people is hurt 

by protectionist restrictions, the damage will reverberate throughout the economy. On the other 

hand, increasing economic freedom for some people will make these people more active 

producers and consumers of others’ products – showering benefits onto virtually everybody.  

  

 
III. Strategies 

 Here, we shall examine some of the key principles and strategic approaches that 

characterized Cobden’s campaign. Abstract arguments alone are insufficient to win a policy 

battle; to achieve victory, they must be combined with proper practical steps. Cobden masterfully 

synthesized theory and practice, and his methods as an activist can be seen as the natural 

complement of his behavior as an argumentator – principled, determined, clever, and gracious.  

26. Refusal to Affiliate With Parties 

Cobden steadfastly refused to get bogged down in partisan politics. His objective was the 

repeal of the Corn Laws, and he would not compromise to ingratiate himself with either of the 

major political parties of his day: “I call myself neither Whig nor Tory; I am a free-trader, and 

such I shall always be ready to avow myself”153

This is not a party move, to serve any existing political organisation; we care nothing for 
political parties. As they at present stand, there is very little indeed to choose between the 

 When Cobden could have support from members 

of either party, he welcomed it, but he refused to give his allegiance to any political group. He 

emphasized that people can benefit from free trade irrespective of their party affiliation:  
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two great parties. Let a statesman of established reputation, of whatever side in politics, 
take the step for perfect freedom of trade, he shall have the support of the League.154

Much like the two major parties in the United States today, the Whigs and Tories of Cobden’s 

time seemed to him to be closer to one another than their rhetoric suggested. Instead of immersing 

himself in partisan antagonisms, Cobden sought to alter the terms of the discussion; he wanted the 

debate on free trade to be issue-based, not party-based and for free trade to be accepted on its 

merits, not as part of a political bargain with possible adverse side effects.  

 

Cobden himself did not seek a political career. He made a genuine investment of his 

personal energies and intellect into achieving liberalization of trade, and he did not care about 

how the success of his goal would reflect on his advancement in Parliament. He characterized 

himself and his colleagues thusly:  “We have no desire to be politicians. I say it, without 

affectation, that there is not a man amongst us who aims at making a political life his 

profession.”155 Cobden’s movement attracted numerous other supporters who were genuinely 

devoted to the free trade issue, and Cobden assured them that “the cause shall never be 

surrendered to any Minister, to promote the purpose of any political party.”156 This meant that the 

free-trade advocates working for Cobden could be sure that their energies would not be co-opted 

for the purpose of playing the standard game of politics. Cobden’s advice to anyone who sought 

genuine policy change was, “Look not to the politicians; look to yourselves.”157

 

 

27. Avoidance of Personality Conflicts  

Cobden was also remarkable in his determination to remain on the plane of arguments and 

his refusal to descend to personal attacks and invectives. Cobden remained focused on 

communicating his ideas even when he was the object of ad hominem arguments:  

On the last day of the debate, Mr Ferrand, Member for Knaresborough, made a violent 
personal attack on Mr. Cobden. In explanation, Mr. Cobden stated, once for all, that he 
intended never to be driven into personal altercation with any Member of the House...158

Engaging in personal conflicts diverts energy from the cause one wishes to promote, and it also 

entrenches the opposition against one’s ideas. Cobden was emphatic in saying, “I attack not 
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individuals, but the system.”159

 

 Any person who supported protectionism was not an enemy in 

Cobden’s view, but rather simply wrong in his ideas. Such people could be and were persuaded to 

support free trade by means of rational intellectual demonstrations; they certainly would not have 

been persuaded through retributive hostility on the part of the free traders.  

28. Holding the Moral High Ground  

As an argumentator, Cobden never descended into insults and personal attacks. Likewise, 

he made a promise never to use force or deception to interfere with his opponents’ respectable 

activism. Even as his free-trade meetings were often heckled and even violently invaded by hired 

ruffians, Cobden insisted that no similar conduct would come from the Anti-Corn Law League:   

I hold it to be unjust in this country, wherever meetings are held avowedly upon one side 
of the question, and to make a demonstration, that anybody should go and interfere with 
such a meeting, or attempt to put counter-resolutions. I say I hope they will deal fairly 
with us, but, judging by their conduct in past times, I do not expect they will. I know that 
monopolist money has been paid for the hire of men to attend and interrupt our meetings 
ever since we began our agitation.160

Cobden knew and expected that there would be disruptions at his meetings; nevertheless, he did 

not retaliate. He simply pointed out the injustice of such interruptions and relied on public 

opinion to punish and deter the perpetrators. Meanwhile, he promised that “[w]e will neither 

intrude into the meetings of others, nor allow intrusion into ours.”

 

161 Cobden’s approach toward 

protectionist misbehavior was purely defensive; he might restore order and evict the disruptors, 

but he never went on the offensive against the protectionists’ meetings. He even invited them to 

come to his events and peacefully debate him, within the parameters of proper procedure: “Now, I 

give notice to the monopolists, that in all my meetings in their counties I invite all comers to 

oppose me; I will consider their doing so no intrusion.”162

 

 True to his intellectual position, 

Cobden advocated a free market of ideas in practice for both himself and his opponents. He was 

confident that, given this intellectual freedom, his ideas would ultimately triumph.  

29. Push for Immediate Repeal 

Cobden was not content with the kind of gradual relaxation of the Corn Laws that 

occurred under Wellington and Peel. He encountered numerous individuals who agreed with free 
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trade in principle but were wary of repealing the Corn Laws too fast and too soon. Cobden 

endeavored to persuade them that immediate repeal was the best possible option:  

if they had had the power of rescinding the Corn-law Bill by their votes in 1815, would 
they then have talked of compensation, or of a nine or ten years' diminishing duty? No, 
they would not. Why then… do they now think that twenty-seven years' unjust enjoyment 
entitles them to an increased benefit in the shape of compensation?163

Cobden emphasized the injustice of deliberately allowing a destructive law to remain in force 

longer simply because it had already been allowed to do its damage for a long time. If a person 

would have been altogether opposed to the Corn Laws when they were first imposed, then it was 

only logical for him to support immediately repealing the Corn Laws at the first opportunity. 

Cobden wished to undo the institutional lock-in that even the worst laws seem to exhibit by 

arguing that the Corn Laws “were put on in 1815 at once, and against the remonstrances of the 

people. Let them, then, abolish the law with as little ceremony.”

 

164

Cobden was able to use the inconsistency of the gradualists’ argument to show the 

desirability of repeal. It so happened that Robert Peel had actually followed Huskisson’s 

recommendation from two decades earlier and completely repealed the tariff on wool. Cobden 

pointed out that no dire consequences followed from this decision, and so there was nothing 

unprecedented or immoderate about immediately abolishing the Corn Laws:  

   

If it is unreasonable to 'totally and immediately' abolish the duty on corn, why has [the 
Conservatives’] own Prime Minister and Government 'totally and immediately' abolished 
the protection on wool? We find encouragement and good argument in favour of our 
principles by every step that is taken, even by our professed opponents.165

In a way, Cobden was able to comfort his opponents into accepting more radical free-trade 

positions by convincing them that they were already acting in accord with the philosophy of 

immediate repeal. What was left was for them to accept the principle and to act consistently.  

 

 
30. Applying Theoretical Truths 

Cobden insisted that there was no gulf between theory and practice – between what was 

right in principle and what was right for the real world. He confronted any arguments of a theory-

practice dichotomy and emphasized that his ultimate goal was real-world change:  

The…Vice-President of the Board of Trade admits the justice of the principles of Free 
Trade. He says that he does not want monopoly; but then he applies these just principles 
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only in the abstract. Now, I do not want abstractions. Every moment that we pass here, 
which is not devoted to providing for the welfare of the community, is lost time.166

Consistency between theory and practice was, for Cobden, a matter of personal integrity. He 

noted that any person who posited that what worked in theory would not “work” if applied either 

misunderstood the nature of free trade or did not have the courage to truly support the principle:  

  

[We] ask you, whether you will take a man for your representative who, acknowledging 
free trade to be just—though I confess I believe he does not know much about it—yet 
refuses to act up to his professions? Will you take him, or a man who, after avowing our 
principles, will go into Parliament pledged and determined to carry them out?167

The “practical” arguments for protectionism seemed to Cobden to be made up ex post to justify 

existing policies. He described the protectionists as engaging in rationalizations for the Corn 

Laws rather than adhering to the original case that was made for the laws when they were passed: 

  

What are the grounds upon which they refuse to carry into practice principles which they 
admit to be true in theory? Why (they say), to start with, that, if you do give up monopoly, 
it will be impossible for you to raise the national revenue… It is a poor compliment to the 
present age that this argument was never discovered until our own day; for when 
monopoly was first established, nobody thought of making use of that argument.168

Even as Cobden refuted the claim that raising government revenue would be impossible under 

free trade, he also pointed out that the claim itself was an epiphenomenon of the existence of the 

Corn Laws and not a genuine justification for them.  

  

 
31. Exposing the Protectionists’ Contradictions 
 

Cobden also sought to expose the contradictions in the claims that his opponents made 

about his movement. If he could simply point out inconsistencies in the protectionists’ arguments 

– particularly when those arguments had a contemptuous character about them – he could defend 

himself without descending into personal attacks. For instance, Cobden noted that he was accused 

of being both supported by “the rabble” and opposed by them: 

[W]hen I have taken the sense of such meetings in favour of Free Trade, what have the 
monopolists said upon the subject? That we have carried our resolutions merely by 'the 
rabble of the towns.' Now, mark this fact: I have observed in every instance that their own 
organs of the press declare that I am indebted to 'the rabble of the town' for carrying my 
resolutions. But, now it is this same 'rabble' which they pretend to tell us is opposed to the 
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Anti-Corn-law League! They throw it in our teeth that we are not supported by this very 
rabble, which they formerly said was our whole support at our open-air meetings.169

Cobden was effective at using logical arguments to expose the absurdities of the attacks made 

against him, but he never made similar attacks against his opponents. An insult can utterly fail 

only when it is defused through argument and shown to be impotent; on the other hand, it is 

successful if it triggers retaliatory insults.  

 

 
32. Mass Enrollment 

Cobden endeavored to enroll hundreds of thousands of members of the general public in 

his free-trade movement. He believed that it was vital to have the support of the public on his side 

before anything would be done in Parliament to repeal the Corn Laws: “I have always found, on 

looking back to the history of past events, that public opinion, when well expressed, could carry 

its end in this country, even when the constituency was not one-hundredth part so favourable to 

the expression of public opinion as it is now.”170

Cobden believed that virtually all British citizens would be attracted to the free-trade issue 

once they recognized their personal stake in the matter – a relief from the impoverishment that the 

Corn Laws inflicted on them. Cobden said of the League that  “before long I hope it will comprise 

every man in the country, unless he either believes that he has an interest in monopoly, or because 

the marks of stupidity are so strongly imprinted on his countenance as to hold out a continual 

running invitation, 'Come rob me.'”

 Cobden’s movement was a refutation by 

example of the oft-made claim that one can either appeal to the few intellectuals and other elites 

in one’s society, or one can engage in low-brow populist rhetoric designed to move the passions 

of the common man. Cobden’s high intellectualism, combined with the best communication 

technology and methods of his time, brought him unprecedented support from the British public.  

171 Cobden endeavored to collect a list of names and addresses 

of people in every borough and county in Britain and then “to bring these registers to a central 

office in London. We then propose to open a correspondence the most extensive that ever was 

contemplated, and that ever, I am sure, was undertaken.”172

to keep the constituencies well informed by means of the penny postage, enclosing the 
useful information connected with the question, and tracts bearing the most recent 

 Cobden proposed  
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illustrations of it together. What could be more desirable than tomorrow to send to those 
300,000 electors copies of the newspapers containing the best reports of this meeting?173

Before the era of radio, television, and the Internet, Cobden was able to reach hundreds of 

thousands of people through a well-coordinated use of tangible mail. In Cobden’s words, the 

League’s mailings provided their addressees with “full acquaintance with all our proceedings; we 

will furnish them with arguments, put them in possession of the latest tactics of the enemy, so that 

they shall have the refutation of the youngest-born fallacy always at their fingers' ends.”

 

174 This 

massive campaign of education aimed to create activists who could carry out the operations of the 

League in their own areas, without the continual presence of Cobden and his direct associates. 

Cobden promised, “We will organise them; we will not go without leaving traces behind us, and 

we will leave an organisation to work after we are gone.”175

 Cobden believed that, given popular support for free trade, the Corn Laws would become 

politically untenable. He argued that “there is no Minister to be found who can maintain office to 

carry on a system of monopolies upon the strength of a mere numerical majority of the House of 

Commons… but from the moment that you are right in the metropolis—and we are right in all the 

large towns—that moment the Corn-laws are repealed!”

  

176

General Briggs, at Exeter, where he nobly did the work for us, found that he could not 
walk the streets of that city without being followed by crowds of non-electors, saying, 'I 
will show you, sir, where there is a man who will give you a vote.' Another would say, 'I 
have been looking after three votes for you.' A third would exclaim, 'I wish I had a 
hundred votes, you should have them all.'

 Indeed it is difficult to imagine 

today’s free-trade movements triggering the level of enthusiasm with which votes were often 

presented to the League by ordinary British citizens. Cobden recounted an instance of this:  

177

Cobden firmly believed that acquiring mass support and enthusiasm would be an indispensable 

component to his victory. He noted: 

 

It is by these means, and not by talking, that the victory will be won. I have over and over 
again told you that I have no faith in talking; it is not by words, but by deeds, by pursuing 
a course such as I have been describing, that when the day of battle comes we shall be 
prepared with a majority on the electoral lists to meet our opponents in that constitutional 
fight in which the question must be decided; and if we are true to our principles, and show 
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but ordinary zeal in their behalf, we shall not have another general election without 
finding a triumphant majority in favour of Free-trade principles.178

It is necessary to have strong ideas and to argue them well, but ultimately – in the realm of 

affecting policy outcomes within a large society – what matters is the ability to tirelessly persuade 

and communicate with as many people as one can reach. Cobden was able to turn the case for free 

trade from an academic position to a popular rallying cry – without diluting or diminishing its 

intellectual strength and sophistication.  

 

 
33. A Single Object 

Focus was important to Cobden’s movement. He selected a major objective – the repeal 

of the Corn Laws – and he adhered steadfastly to it, without being diverted into tangential issues 

or other apparently easier reforms. By confining his movement to the repeal of the Corn Laws, 

Cobden was able to attract people from a diverse spectrum of political ideologies. Cobden 

assured any who were interested in joining the League that “they will run no risk, whatever 

opinions they may have on other subjects than that of Free Trade, of having those opinions in the 

slightest degree offended, or prejudiced in any way, by joining us forthwith in this agitation.”179

Moreover, Cobden did not challenge tariffs that did not endeavor to protect specific 

sectors of the economy. He did not wish to arouse the antagonism of those who considered tariffs 

to be the best means of gathering revenue for the state, and he made clear that only protection-

oriented tariffs were the target of the Anti-Corn Law League. Cobden explained: 

 

Anyone who agreed that repealing the Corn Laws was desirable could join the movement without 

fear of being associated with other ideas he or she may have found disagreeable. 

By Free Trade we mean the abolition of all protective duties. It is very possible that our 
[descendants] may be wise enough to dispense with customhouse duties altogether. They 
may think it prudent and economical to raise their revenues by direct taxation, without 
circumventing their foreign trade. We do not propose to do that.180

As much as possible, Cobden wished to leave peripherally related issues unaffected by the anti-

Corn-Law movement and to have them be resolved at a later time. The fewer changes he would 

have to convince others to accept in order to accomplish his goal, the more likely those others 

would be to come to his support. This offers a useful lesson to advocates of an overall freer 

economy. Instead of attacking every unjust government policy simultaneously, it might be wiser 
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to focus massive energies on defeating a single policy through a combination of popular and 

legislative activism. After the targeted policy has been eliminated, advocates of freedom could set 

a new goal and pursue it with similar focused vigor.  

34. Refusal to Compromise the Object 

While Cobden maintained a single objective for the League, he remained unyielding with 

regard to pursuing it. He refused to compromise on the issue of free trade, even if he could attract 

supporters via a less radical position. He explicitly stated that he only wished people who were 

earnestly convinced regarding the benefits of free trade to contribute their funds to the League:  

We ask no one to give us money unless they are fully convinced that we are in earnest in 
the principles which we advocate. We ask none to contribute unless they believe that the 
characters, personal, private, and public, of the men who shall be hereafter taking the 
responsible part in this agitation, are such as they can approve and trust; and we do not ask 
anybody to join us now who will not be prepared, when the time shall come, to give full 
effect to his opinions and convictions by standing firm to the principles upon which the 
League is founded.181

Unlike many political movements both then and now – which could readily alter their principles 

in order to court new constituencies – the Anti-Corn Law League was the embodiment of a set of 

principles in search of a constituency. Cobden made it clear that the purpose of his movement was 

not to attract donors; rather, the purpose of the donors he attracted was to propel the movement 

toward accomplishing its goal of total repeal of the Corn Laws.  

 

 
35. Creative Approaches to Fighting the Corn Laws 

35.1. Poetry 

Cobden tried to inspire interest in the free trade issue in as many ways as possible. This 

included such creative means of expression as poetry. For instance, Cobden quoted the poetry of 

Ebenezer Elliott, written in opposition to the Corn Laws:  

Bread-taxed weaver, all may see 
What that tax hath done for thee, 
And thy children vilely led, 
Singing hymns for shameful bread, 
Till the stones of every street 
Know their little naked feet.182
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Packaged in rhyme and infused with rhetorical appeal, the League’s arguments attracted both 

literary connoisseurs and laymen who found the verses sufficiently catchy and memorable.  

35.2. Combating Bribery 

 Even while he always operated using honest argumentation and persuasion, Cobden 

recognized that his opponents would not always abide by either the rules of common decency or 

even by the laws of the land. Bribery of electors was a major problem in the 1840s; some 

protectionists would offer voters money in exchange for votes cast in favor of protectionist 

candidates. Cobden realized that he would have to put an end to this corruption before his success 

in the realm of ideas and activism could be translated into votes. Thus, Cobden declared, “we 

intend, as one of the glorious objects of the Anti-Corn Law League, to put down for ever the 

system of bribery in this country.”183 How did Cobden defeat the rampant practice of bribery? 

Like any good economic thinker, he employed the right set of incentives, offering a much higher 

reward for reporting a briber than the amount of the bribe would be.  He notified his listeners: 

“There is a placard now spread throughout London, headed with the Queen's arms, offering a 

reward of 100l. for the evidence that shall go to convict any one who is guilty of either offering or 

taking a bribe.”184 Understanding that many poorer people would have been delighted to cast their 

vote a certain way in exchange for some money to live on, Cobden offered them a much more 

lucrative and legitimate option: “I advise the poor elector, who may get 30s., to keep a sharp look-

out and see if he cannot honestly get 100l.”185

Will a jury of our countrymen find a verdict of guilty against the hapless wretch who 
steals a morsel of bread for his famishing children, and will they not convict those whose 
guilt was of tenfold criminality—who would buy and sell that franchise upon which the 
bread of that poor creature depends? I say, yes.

 Cobden also made a calculated bet against the 

expectations of his contemporaries that no juries would convict corrupt vote-seekers. He asked: 

186

Cobden, in publicizing the problem of electoral corruption and comparing it to more tangible 

infractions, shifted British public opinion toward the belief that eradicating corruption was 

actually feasible. A considerable decline in corruption from 1843 to 1846 gave the free-trade 

movement many more representatives in Parliament and in localities throughout Britain.   
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IV. Larger Objectives 

36. Eliminating Other Restrictions on Trade 

Although the stated objective of the Anti-Corn Law league was the repeal of the Corn 

Laws, Cobden recognized this as a key step in a wider program for trade liberalization. He saw 

the Corn Laws as the primary substantive and symbolic embodiment of protectionism in Britain; 

once these laws were abolished, the abolition of numerous other protectionist tariffs and 

restrictions would follow. Cobden believed that  

[t]he Corn-law is the great tree of Monopoly, under whose baneful shadow every other 
restriction exists. Cut it down by the roots, and it will destroy the others in its fall. The 
sole object of the League is to put an end to and extinguish, at once and for ever, the 
principle of maintaining taxes for the benefit of a particular class.187

Cobden saw the Corn Laws as central to the entire practice of political rent-seeking in Britain: 

“We advocate the abolition of the Corn-law, because we believe that to be the foster-parent of all 

other monopolies; and if we destroy that—the parent, the monster monopoly—it will save us the 

trouble of devouring all the rest.”

 

188

 

 Abolishing the Corn Laws would paralyze protectionism itself. 

37. A Free Market 

What Cobden wanted to accomplish with trade liberalization was not any particular set of 

parameters – such as a certain combination of prices or a specific division of labor. He wanted to 

unshackle the entire system of free, spontaneous human interactions – the system of the market. 

By enabling the market to operate, Cobden wished to give the British people the opportunity to 

reliably obtain their sustenance and to increase their standards of living. He explained: 

We do not want cheap corn merely in order that we may have low money prices. What we 
desire is plenty of corn, and we are utterly careless what its price is, provided we obtain it 
at the natural price. All we ask is this, that corn shall follow the same law which the 
monopolists in food admit that labour must follow; that 'it shall find its natural level in the 
markets of the world.'189

Cobden was confident that the natural, unregulated quantity and price of corn would be more than 

adequate for people in Britain and elsewhere to be sufficiently and comfortably fed. In thinking 

this, Cobden placed an implicit trust in the spontaneous order of human interactions, which did 

not, in his mind, require the conscious interventions of authorities to determine “optimal” prices.  
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38. Peace 
 

Cobden was not simply interested in raising people’s standards of living. In free trade, he 

saw the best solution to incessant wars, suspicions, and hatred among nations. He proclaimed:  

Free Trade! What is it? Why, breaking down the barriers that separate nations… behind 
which nestle the feelings of pride, revenge, hatred, and jealousy, which every now and 
then burst their bounds, and deluge whole countries with blood; those feelings which 
nourish the poison of war and conquest, which assert that without conquest we can have 
no trade, which foster that lust for conquest and dominion which sends forth your warrior 
chiefs to scatter devastation through other lands, and then calls them back that they may 
be enthroned securely in your passions, but only to harass and oppress you at home.190

While warring governments emphasized the differences between various nationalities and sought 

to ascribe sub-human attributes to their enemies, Cobden perceived free trade as having the 

opposite effect – enabling people from various nations and cultures to perceive their similarities 

and shared interests. He expressed his hopes for the future of human societies:  

 

I see in the free trade principle that which will act on the moral world as the principle of 
gravitation in the universe—drawing men together, thrusting aside the antagonisms of 
race, and creeds and language, and uniting us in the bonds of eternal peace.... I believe the 
effect will be to change the face of the world, so as to introduce a system of government 
entirely distinct from that which now prevails. I believe the desire and the motive for large 
and mighty empires and gigantic armies and great navies … will die away .... when man 
becomes one family, and freely exchanges the fruits of his labor with his brother Man.191

In Cobden’s speeches and writings, a clear opposition between free trade and militarism can be 

identified. In Edward Stringham’s words, “Richard Cobden… maintained that the military and 

markets were substitutes: more military entails less market.”

 

192 He was even skeptical of the need 

for military force to protect the activities of commerce – as he believed that people would 

naturally gravitate toward honest exchange whenever they were permitted to do so. Stringham 

encapsulates Cobden’s argument that “[n]ot only does free trade require little military backing, 

but, moreover, markets should substitute for the military. Replacing military relations with 

commercial relations would lead to significant tax savings, as well as to more peace.”193

Cobden even preferred the trade liberalization approach to peace over conventional 

explicit diplomatic negotiations. He remarked that “[t]he progress of freedom depends more upon 
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the maintenance of peace and the spread of commerce and the diffusion of education than upon 

the labour of Cabinets or Foreign Offices.”194

 It was not from a lack of patriotism that Cobden opposed the growth of militaristic 

imperialism in the latter half of the 19th century. Cobden thought that a strict adherence to free 

trade instead of conquest would make Britain much more powerful and influential throughout the 

world. He noted that “[i]t has been through the peaceful victories of mercantile traffic, and not by 

the force of arms, that modern States have yielded to the supremacy of more successful 

nations,”

  

195 and he expected Britain to be widely recognized as an example to the rest of the world 

if free trade became official British policy. By trading instead of fighting, the British would more 

effectively influence the world’s intellectual culture while remaining secure from external threats. 

In Cobden’s words, “besides dictating the disuse of warlike establishments, free trade… arms its 

votaries by its own pacific nature, in that eternal truth—the more any nation traffics abroad upon 

free and honest principles, the less it will be in danger of wars.”196 Moreover, Cobden recognized 

that free trade makes a country more prosperous and improves the productive abilities of its 

people. In Russia (1836), Cobden noted that “[i]t is labor improvements and discoveries that 

confer the greatest strength upon a people. By these alone and not by the sword of the conqueror, 

can nations in modern and all future times hope to rise to power and grandeur.”197

 Once the Corn Laws were repealed, Cobden shifted his focus to a public information 

campaign about the connection between free trade and peace. John Chodes writes that Cobden 

“saw repeal as a beginning, not an end. More than prosperity, it would bring world peace. He 

spent the next fourteen months on a missionary tour of Europe, promoting the social benefits of 

trade without barriers.”

 Cobden saw 

free trade as the best approach toward attaining the desired labor improvements and discoveries.  

198

By reducing intervention in economic affairs, governments reduced the risks that 
economic disputes would escalate into political disputes. There was little economic 
incentive for military conquest, because people on one side of a border could tap 
resources about as easily as could people on the other side of a border. Trade expanded, 

   Cobden was indeed right about free trade contributing to an era of 

unprecedented tranquility in the world. Jim Powell describes the generally calm international 

relations of the latter half of the 19th century: 

                                                           
194 Richard Cobden, quoted in Stringham 2004, p. 105 
195 Richard Cobden, quoted in Stringham 2004, p. 108 
196 Richard Cobden, quoted in Stringham 2004, p. 111 
197 Richard Cobden, quoted in Chodes 1993 
198 Chodes 1993 



Lessons from Successful Free-Trade Activism – G. Stolyarov II                               45 
 

strengthening the stake that nations had in the continued prosperity of one another as 
customers and suppliers. Free trade was never a guarantee of peace, but it reduced the 
danger of war more than any public policy ever had.199

In achieving the repeal of the Corn Laws in Britain, Cobden helped facilitate a period of general 

peace and prosperity that lasted until the outbreak of World War I in 1914. 

 

 
V. Some Concluding Lessons 

Reflecting on the success of Cobden’s movement in 1877, John Bright noted with some 

regret that future generations would likely understate the importance of the Anti-Corn Law 

League and its fruits of free trade, prosperity, and peace. He remarked:  

of all these changes which have saved the nation from anarchy and an English monarchy 
from ruin, history will probably say but little. Blood shines more upon her pages, and the 
grand and noiseless triumphs of peace and of wise and just legislation too often find but 
scanty memorial from her hands.200

It is indeed regrettable that the attention of most historians and layman admirers of history seems 

to be centered on the great deeds of destruction performed by men in the past and not on the much 

more vital efforts of men like Cobden and Bright to facilitate growth, production, and harmony. 

However, learning from the successes of the past is essential for today’s advocates of free trade. 

Hopefully, this examination of the factors that contributed to the success of the Anti-Corn Law 

League will aid contemporary advocates of trade liberalization in developing an effective strategy 

for repealing some of the most damaging and overarching trade restrictions of our time.  

 

 Cobden even left us some advice about the best way to combat a comprehensive 

protectionist system. When Cobden visited France, he was asked by the Emperor Napoleon III 

how free trade might possibly be achieved in France. Cobden responded: 

I would act precisely as I did in England, by dealing first with one article which was the 
keystone of the whole system. In England, that article was corn, in France, it was iron; that 
I should totally abolish and at once the duty on pig iron... [T]his would render it much 
easier to deal with all the other industries, whose general complaint is that they can’t 
compete with England owing to the high price of iron and coal.201

Following Cobden’s recommendation, the task of today’s free-trade activists should be to find the 

law or set of laws that most epitomize protectionism in the country in which trade liberalization is 

being sought. Then, a concerted campaign should be organized, with the sole immediate object of 
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repealing this centerpiece of protectionism. To be true to the spirit of Cobden’s Anti-Corn Law 

League, such a campaign should be ready to present a wide variety of intelligent arguments which 

will inform every major economic interest that repeal of the law would be beneficial to it. Many 

of Cobden’s arguments against the Corn Laws can be used here, with the theoretical substance 

being supported by contemporary examples and data.   

Cobden’s strategic approach also teaches us that words alone are not enough to influence 

policy. Also necessary is a sophisticated system for spreading information to large numbers of 

people. Today’s target audience for free-trade campaigns would need to number in the tens of 

millions rather than the hundreds of thousands if significant electoral gains are sought. New 

communication technologies – including the vast arsenal of tools available on the Internet – are 

today’s equivalent of the penny postage in Cobden’s day. Deliberations need to occur about how 

to best use these technologies in a creative marketing campaign for the ideas of free trade.  

Moreover, the free-trade movement needs to be entirely non-partisan and prepared to field 

its own candidates for various offices, whose sole objective is to repeal the targeted protectionist 

policies. The spirit of any successful free-trade movement needs to be ecumenical and welcoming 

of support from a variety of people, who might hold entirely divergent ideologies in all other 

respects. The conduct of activities associated with the movement should be entirely civil, within 

legal boundaries, and on the plane of ideas, policies, and arguments. No personal hostilities or 

attacks should taint the movement, even if the free-traders are ruthlessly attacked by their 

opponents. Rather, following Cobden, the contradictions and inconsistencies in the protectionists’ 

attacks ought to be calmly and rationally explained, thereby defusing the attacks’ effect.  

It may be necessary for free-traders today to attack certain procedural injustices in the 

current political system in the manner that Cobden sought to eradicate bribery of British electors. 

Whether any systemic tendency within today’s Western democracies results in a bias against free-

trade ideas and policies is a worthy subject for further examination. Such a tendency would be a 

particularly useful target for free-trade advocates if it existed outside the permissible bounds of 

the law and thus could be assailed with the law’s aid.  

In the words of Gary Galles, Richard Cobden “knew that free trade broke down the 

powers of privilege and barriers against people's progress, and replaced them with a system of 

mutually beneficial relations among all those who participated.”202
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how to orchestrate a mass movement that would defeat the most prominent obstacle to free trade 

in 19th-century Britain. As a thinker and as an activist, Cobden should become the foremost role 

model for today’s free-traders. Emulating Cobden today may result in spectacular new successes 

for trade liberalization that would create possibilities for greater prosperity and peace than has 

ever existed in human history.  
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