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INTRODUCTION 

THE present book, though its subject-matter forms a 
part of French prc-revolutionary thought, is, doc:
trinally, a sequel to my Early British Economics (1938). 
The two volumes are complementary to one another. 
The various medieval and early modern conceptions 
of trade and commerce are in the present volume more 

"sharply defined, and general economic problems are 
here treated with greater sureness than in the former. 
The reading and re-reading· of Boisguillebert and 
Quesnay, opposed as they are to mercantilist teaching 
and in sympathy with medieval ethics, assisted me in 
arriving at a more intimate understanding of the periods 
in question. On the other hand, my Early British 
Economics is richer in material, and is therefore often 
referted to in the present volume. 

In view of the iaIge number of books that have 
been published on every imporlllllt problem or phase 
of economic theory and life, it is surprising to notice 
that so little has been written by British and American 
economic historians on the subject of physiocracy. 
Apart from H. Higgs's The Physiocrats (1897), there 
exists in English no sep8Iate treatise on the subject. 
His bOok contains six lectures, sketching in an in
structive manner the literary history and views of 
FIan~is Quesnay and his followeIS, but it does not 
go materially beyond Adam Smith's treatment of the . 
"agricultural system" or the "Economists" (Wealth of 
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Nations, book iv, chap. 9). French economic . Iitera
ture dealing with physiocracy is far richer; there are 
severa1large monographs on Quesnay and his School, 
as well as histories of the movement as a whole. None 
of them, however, contains more substance than Adam 
Smith's above-mentioned chapter. 

Our knowledge of physiocracy, then, is still confined 
to the view that the adherents of that doctrine looked 
upon. agriculture as the only source of wealth, and 
upon arts and crafts and manufacrure as unproductive 
(sterile) occupations; further, that Quesnay composed 
a: Tableau Ecunomique which, on account of its obscuri
tiei, has vexed many a keen intellect. We are thus still 
in the dark as to how and why the physiocrats, men 
of great knowledge, wide experience of life, and lucidity 
of thought, could hold such .news and defend them 
against all the arguments and obvious facts adduced by 
their opponents. We ought not to forget that among 
the creators and adherents of that school of political 
economy there were men, such as ..9.'!.esnaYt whom 
AdalI.LSm.it!t~as a profound thinker0md 
Turgot, a statesman of historic impOl1ance, to mention 
only those two. . 

What, then, is the meaning of physiocracy? What 
were its doctrinal sources and the causes of its rise? 
What was its aim and end? 

It is with these questions that the following pages 
will deal, and to which they will attempt to suggest an 
answer. The present book is of small size, all secondary 
matter and non-essential factors and details having 
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been rigorously removed. It could have been increased 
10 double the number of pages with hardly more than 
some physical effort. The increase in length would, 
however, only have enhanced .the published price of 
the book, but by no means its theoretical value. As it is, 
the little volume will take, I believe, longer in reading 
than many a big book. 

The author regards it as one of his most pleasant 
duties 10 thank Professor R H. Tawney fur having 
gone through the typescript; further Dr. James Bonar, 
Dr. Rosenstein Rodan, and the librarian of University 
College, London, for having lent him Quesnay's 
(ErnJTes, Dupont's La Physiocratie (the latter from the 
library and with the autograph of Jeremy Bentham), 
Le Mercier de la Riviere's L'Ordre naturel et essentiel, 
and G. Schelle's Dupont de Nemours. 

Dr. Bonar, in lending me the latter book, wrote 10 

me (September 23, 1938): ''You have an excellent 
subject, and I believe you will make a much better 
book on it than Schelle. May I live 10 read it." These 
words of the aged scholar and author of Philosophy and 
Political Economy have been a great encouragement 10 

me 10 do my best and 10 come up 10 his expectations. 
He is now eighty-eight years of age, and I passed the 
seventy-fifth anniversary of my birthday. in August 
last, on which day I wrote the final chapter of the 
present book. 

M. BEER 
LONDON 

Septemb ... 23, 1939 
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