Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-01910-1 - Conversations on Political Economy
Jane Haldimand Marcet

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE LIBRARY COLLECTION

Books of enduring scholarly value

Women’s Writing

The later twentieth century saw a huge wave of academic interest in women’s
writing, which led to the rediscovery of neglected works from a wide range
of genres, periods and languages. Many books that were immensely popular
and influential in their own day are now studied again, both for their

own sake and for what they reveal about the social, political and cultural
conditions of their time. A pioneering resource in this area is Orlando:
Women’s Writing in the British Isles from the Beginnings to the Present
(http://orlando.cambridge.org), which provides entries on authors’ lives and
writing careers, contextual material, timelines, sets of internal links, and
bibliographies. Its editors have made a major contribution to the selection of
the works reissued in this series within the Cambridge Library Collection,
which focuses on non-fiction publications by women on a wide range of
subjects from astronomy to biography, music to political economy, and
education to prison reform.

Conversations on Political Economy

Published at a pivotal moment in the economic development of Britain,
Conversations on Political Economy (1816) influenced a generation of
economists, politicians and intellectuals. Employing her trademark format
of dialogues between Mrs Bryan and her pupil Caroline, Marcet introduces
readers to theories surrounding property, population, and the ‘condition of
the poor’ Despite a target audience of young women, there is little evidence
of feminine sentimentality, nor does the author’s commitment to female
education prevent her from propounding challenging, often controversial
arguments: an approach which won her admiration. As one of her avid
readers, Anne Romilly, wrote, ‘those, who like me know very little ... are
delighted with the knowledge they have acquired: In fact, the first edition
was so well received that a second was called for before the author had time
to make corrections. Marcet had become, as one of her obituarists later put
it, the ‘instructress of a generation. For more information on this author, see
http://orlando.cambridge.org/public/svPeople?person _id=marcja
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Cambridge University Press has long been a pioneer in the reissuing of
out-of-print titles from its own backlist, producing digital reprints of

books that are still sought after by scholars and students but could not be
reprinted economically using traditional technology. The Cambridge Library
Collection extends this activity to a wider range of books which are still of
importance to researchers and professionals, either for the source material
they contain, or as landmarks in the history of their academic discipline.

Drawing from the world-renowned collections in the Cambridge
University Library, and guided by the advice of experts in each subject area,
Cambridge University Press is using state-of-the-art scanning machines
in its own Printing House to capture the content of each book selected for
inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear, crisp image,
and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the Press
is recognised around the world. The latest print-on-demand technology
ensures that the books will remain available indefinitely, and that orders for
single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection will bring back to life books of enduring
scholarly value (including out-of-copyright works originally issued by other
publishers) across a wide range of disciplines in the humanities and social
sciences and in science and technology.
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PREFACE.

N offering to the Public this small work,

in which it is attempted to bring within
the reach of young persons a science
which no English writer has yet presented
in an easy and familiar form, the author
is far from inferring from the unexpected
success of a former elementary work, on
the subject of Chemistry, that the present
attempt is likely to be received with
equal favor. Political Economy, though
so immediately connected with the happi-
ness and improvement of mankind, and
the object of so much controversy and
speculation among men of knowledge,
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vi PREFACE.

is not yet become a popular science, and
is not generally considered as a study
essential to early education. This work,
therefore, independently of all its defects,
will have to contend against the mnovelty
of the pursuit with young persons of either
sex, for the instruction of whom it is espe-
cially intended. If, however, it should
be found useful, and if, upon the whole,
the doctrines it contains should appear
sound and sufficiently well explained, the
author flatters herself that this attempt
will not be too severely judged. She
hopes it will be remembered that in de-
vising the plan of this work, she was in
a great degree obliged to form the path
she has pursued, and had scarcely any
other guide in this popular mode of viewing
the subject, than the recollection of the
impressions she herself experienced when
she first turned her attention to this study;
though she has subsequently derived great

assistance from the kinduess of a few
11
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PREFACE. vii

friends, who revised her sheets as she ad-
vanced in the undertaking.

As to the principles and materials of
the work, it is so obvious that they have
been obtained from the writings of the
great masters wlo have treated this sub-
ject, and more particularly from those of
Dr. Adam Smith, of Mr. Malthus, M. Say,
and M. Sismondi, that the author has not
thought it necessary to load these pages
with repeated acknowledgments and in-
cessant references.

It will immediately be perceived by
those to whom the subject is not new, that
a few of the most abstruse questions and
controversies in Political Economy have
been euntirely omitted, and that others
have been stated and discussed without
any positive conclusion being deduced.
This is a defect unavoidably attached not
only to the Author’s limited knowledge,
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viii PREFACE.

but also to the real difficulty of the
science. In general, however, when the
soundness of a doctrine has appeared well
established, it has been stated conscien-
tiously, without any excess of caution or
reserve, and with the sole object of dif-
fusing useful truths.

It has often been a matter of doubt
among the author’s literary advisers, whe-
ther the form of dialogues, which was
adopted in the Conversations on Che-
mistry, should be preserved in this Essay.
She has, however, ultimately decided for
the affirmative ; not that she particularly
studied to introduce strict cousistency of
character, or uniformity of intellect, in the
remarks of her pupil, an attempt which
might have often impeded the elucidation
of the subject ; but because it gave her an
opportunity of introducing objections, and
placing in various points of view questions
and answers as they had actually occurred
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PREFACE. ix

to her own mind, a plan which would not
have suited a more didactic composition.
It will be observed accordingly, that the
colloquial form is not here confined to the
mere intersection of the argument by ques-
tions and answers, as in common school-
books : but that the questions are generally
the vehicle of some collateral remarks con-
tributing to illustrate thesubject ; and that
they are in fact such as would be likely to
arise in the mind of an intelligent young
person, fluctuating between the impulse of
her heart and the progress of her reason,
and naturally imbued with all the preju-
dices and popular feelings of uninformed
benevolence.
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