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Abstract

Edmund Burke's argument for laissez-faire policies in the Thoughts and Details on
Scarcity has been regarded as evidence that he advocated an individualistic economic system,
or free market capitalism. This paper shows that the interpretation above is inaccurate. His
objection against government intervention in the labour market was intended to preserve the
English traditional, inherited social order of subordination of ranks, including ‘the chain of
subordination’ between farmers and labourers. He insisted that all matters relating to labour
should be left to the ‘conventions' between farmers and labourers on the labour market
because the market without government intervention did strengthen rather than weaken the
chain of subordination. Burke maintained that the advocates of ‘rights of man’ aiming to level
al ranks would destroy the chain by government intervention, which might put England on
the road to a Jacobin despotism, to which France was aready making a journey. Therefore we
should read the Thoughts and Details on Scarcity as one of his anti-Jacobinism writings.
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