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@he RNational Bebt: its Brigin and
Polutical Signafrcance,

THE expenditure of a nation is necessarily greater in time
of war than during peace. This tempokary burden is
naturally met by a temporary increase of taxation. But
as this special pressure falls on the pation at the very time
when its resources are least able to bear such a sudden
strain, statesmen heve conceived the idea of distributing
the pressure over several years, by borrowing sums which
are to be repaid gradually, when the return of peace has
lessened the national expenditure, and at the same time
incressed its revenue. Thus, instead of providing before-
band for a rainy day, they adroitly contrive to enjoy the full
fruits of provision during the season of storm, anticipating
a period of sunshing when they shall justify their enjoy-
ment. It is not two centuries since this policy was first
ndopted in England to any serious extent ; yet already, thanks
to the great facilities which this plan presents for meeting
emergencies, and the large amount of eapital lying ready
for investment, the National Debt hns swelled to a sum
which cannot be discharged for years, perhaps for genera-
tions, and the interest onm which, so long ago as 1827,
formed no less than half of our yearly expenditure®.  Bat,
strange to eay, and in spite of the adverse predictions of
some of our most eminent political economists, the country
has whally refused to be swamped by this enormous burden ;
wenlth and prosperity have inereased in proportion to the
incrense of our debt ; so that, finally, very general credence
bas been obtained for the paradoxical-seeming proposition
that the National Debt, sv far from being an encumbraoce
and a sign of approaching dissolution, is actually one of the
chief sources of our national greatness,

The possibility of creating these enormous loans speaks
volumes for the confidence reposed in Government, Before
the Revolution of 1688, no such confidence existed, no such
pecuniary transactions were possible. Insurrections were

* " Edinburgh Review,” vol. xlvi. p. 397, (October, 1827).
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easily stirred up, for th? cost the country at large but
little; and no one would lend money to the Red Rose,
when next week the White might be on the throne. Nor
wns there the same nmeuimof horrowing. In those pri-
mitive times, the revenue derived from the Crown lands,
together with the special pavments due on certain oeceasions
from fendal vassals, sufficed for the ordinary expenditure
of royalty. The king waa but one of the great lords; like
them, he had his income, and, like them, his chief ex-

nee was the maintenance of his household. When the

renking out of war entailed on him unusual expenditure,

it was provided for by a special and temporary addition to
the Exchequer, The form which these supplies took was
either a voluntary loan on the part of individuals, or a grant
by Parliament of certain taxes, which were to be levied for
that year only.

This inability of the Crown to levy taxes, without express
'Pnrlinmanta\? anthority, is one of the most remarkable
features of all early European governments. The voluntary
character of the *benevolences” contributed by private
munificence is sufficiently established by the name, thongh
Macanlay ohserves that our Plantapenet monarchs some-
times “ begged in a tone not easily to be distinguished from
that of command, and borrowed with small thought of
repaying %" The sole power of taxing was always vested
in a legislative mssembly, known variously as Parliament,
Cortes, Estates, &c. It is easy to prove that this waa
the case in England, however often ambitious monarchs
may have assumed the right. The famous statute of Ed-
ward L.° laid down the principle clearly, and it is frequently
appealed to in subsequent Acts, ss in one of Charles L9,
‘lrphich beging: “ Forasmuch as it i and hath been the
encient right of the subjects of this realm that no subsidy,
custom, impost, or other charge whatsoever ought or may
be lsid or imposed upon any merchandise, exported or im-
ported h.jr subjects, denizens, or aliens, without common
consent in Parlinment.” In the words of Blackstone, “it
is the antient, indisputable privilege and right of the House
of Commons, that all grants of subsidies or Parliamentary
aids do begin in their house, and are first bestowed by
them®” And many other passages might be adduced &

It is not, of course, meant that this privilege of Parlia-

& Mapa s Hi , vol. L n. LB, )

*HE;&:’L ﬂﬁhﬂﬂxﬂ“ﬂﬂlﬁm da Tallagio non Concedendo.™

2 16 Car, L, cap. 8.

* Comm., bl i, cap. 1.
*Ithiuﬁdm&dhyﬂlwﬂmthnuﬁhﬁmuﬂtﬂmihmighh
the weakness of the Lancsstrinn wvereigns, ( Hist., chap. zix. end).




&

ment wss invariably respected, In trnth, its infringement
hronght on the great battle between Crown and Commons,
which eculminated in the overthrow of the Stuarts. Still
such was the law of the land; and there are numerous in-
stances on record, where a too open want of regard for it
excited resistance and rebellion®. And during the French
wrrs, our kings fonnd Parliament so ready with their sap-
plies, that they never thought of looking eleewhere ; hence
what was already possesred of legal right assumed the yet
more inviolable sanctity of custom,

As yet, however, these taxes were only temporary. The
necessity for levying them permanently arose from the same
canse which predisposed the people to their permanent
contribution. As the feudal system declined, the military
service which it demanded became distasteful to the smaller
vassals—hence the necessity for a standing army—and a
habit became general of commuting that service for money
—hence the means of maintaining & standing army. In
France, it was not long before this payment, which was
known as the Taille, hecame annuzal instead of occasional,
and was extended from landholders to tenants of houses.
As the superior vassals continned to serve, while ecclesiastica
had always been exempt, the tax fell exclusively on the
commons ®. It was the province of the * Estates,” upon
emergencies, to extend it for a time to the other two orders,

In England, fortunately, the neecessity of a standing army
was not felt until the example of our continental neighbours
bad opened our eyes to its danger. To peutralise the ncces-
sion of power which the Crown received from the possession
of an army, Parliament insisted that the taxes necessitated
by that possession should be peid te them. This, though so
far a change, was unquestionably the proper aud constitu-
ticnal developement of the old principle that taxes, sanc-
tioned by Parliament, be paid to the Crown; and its final
trinmph secured the victory of mixed over absolute monarchy
in England. Our sovereigns were well aware of the import-
ance of this movement, and resisted it strennously !, From
the time of Elizabeth, when the defeat of the Spanish
Armada left England free to turn its attention to home
reforms, through well-nigh three generntions the contest
was carried on, *“ bequenthed from sire to son.” The lead-

L4 E.g-. Mead's Letters, vol. £l p. 382: “Oo Monday the judgpes sab in
Westminster Hall to persunde the people to pay subsidies; but Arose
& great tomoltuons ghont smengst them, ' A parllament, & parlisment, ¢lso no
mubsidies I'"  This wea in Charles the Firt's time, bot the same feeling
lpEeuu during the reigne of the most abeolnte monarchs,

“France under Richelieu and Colbert,” by J. H. Pri P78, The
Twills bocame annual and permanent ahout the Fear 4D, 1445,
! De Lolme * On the Covstitation of England,” book i. chap, i
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ing positions in that great camprign, from 1601 to 1688, are
known to all, The limitation of Monopoliea; the firm posi-
tion which the weakness of James I, encouraged the Com-
mons to take up; the femous Petition of Right; the yet
more famous struzgle ngainst Bhip-money ; the interval from
1640 to 1660, when England was rirtually ruled, first by sn
oligarchy, then by an absolute monarch; the retorn to the
old Government, and renewal of the struggle between (rown
and Commons; the French alliance, by which the last two
Btuart kings avoided meeting Parliament ; led up, at length,
to the expulsion of the Stuarts, and the presentation of the
Crown by Parliament to the Prince of Orange. Parliament
bad gained the victory, and remeined unchallenged masters
of the field. The right of taxation, the right of originating
financial measures, was, from heneeforth, theirs alone. Buc-
ceeding sovereigns, awing the seeptre virtually to their
election, were little disposed to remew the struggle; and
from that time there has never been any danger of the fune-
tions legally vested in the two Houses being over-ridden by
exercise of the royal prerogative.

Parlinment has gained the vicfory, But the resources of
the country had been severely tried; and the war against
the deposed monarch demanded fresh exertions. The cus-
toms’ and excise duties were bringing in but half of what
they had done before the Revolution : the land-tax had to
be raised to four shillings in the poundi All was inade-
quate to meet the extraordinary eums which Parliament
voted for the maintenance of the army with which William
was supporting the Confederacy, Nearly £4,000,000 had
been assigned between srmy and navy; the largest war-vote
then on record. Montague and Godolphin exhausted every
expedient in the endenvour to defray these sums from the
yearly revenue, but the country was etiil too nnscttled to
stand a heavier taxation. At length they resclved to have
recourse to an expedient which had been long in use on
the Continent, and was not wholly unfamiliar to English
statesmen. o early as a.p. 1334, the Goovernment of Flo-
rence had set the example of borrowing money in time of
distress, and repaying it when their troubles had ceased.
“ This Government,” says Blackstone, *then owed about

£60,000 sterling ; and, being unsble to ga;r it, formed the.

principal into an aggregate sum, called, metaphorically,
8 mount, or bank, the shares whereof were transferable, like
our stock®"” The Banks of 8t, George at Genos, of Yenice,

J “An Essay upon Ways and Means,” (Francie Davenant 7) pp. 85, 86,
iiviampmﬁwa tables.
* Commentaries, bk. 1. chap, 8.

-1
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and of Amaterdam, were instances of the same practicel, The
Popes had snbsequently adopted a similar financial method in
their sale of offices, receiving a net aum, and paying an annual
galary ™. In France it hag lataly been introduced, against
the earnest advice of Colbert®; and seversl Earopean na-
tions had adopted it. o long ago as the time of Heury IV.
the English Government had been compelled to anticipate
its resources®; and James IT, had left behind him a debt of
between six and seven hundred thousand pounds®. But
this was n mere casual encumbrance, not reduced to any
regular form. The financiers of 1693 determined to follow
out the precedent systematically,

The expediency of thia step has heen often questioned by
writers who regarded the National Debt sas an unmixed evil
and danger. The original scheme was ascribed to men of
revolutionary character. Old-fashioned Tories used to credit
Bishop Burnet with its invention ; Swift and Bolinghroke
inveighed against it as a bribe to the moneved interest;
while the Facobites did not fail to assert that William ITL
had purposely created our pecuniary difficulties. But this
is the injustice of men who judge by results. There was no
choice left at the time he Jacobites, watching eageriy
for every means of arousing national discontent, would have
made good use of the opportunity which any increase of an
nlready burdensome taxation eould not have failed to affords.
The country had to be bumoured and kept quiet; while at
the same time the expenditure hed inereased fourfuld in the
course of a few years. INot ooly was there ample precedent
in English history, and encouragement in Continental, for
the measure, but the facilities for carrying it out arose
simultaneously with the necessity. Individuals were wealthy,
though the country was in need. While the landed intereat
was sorely burdened, and the people taxed as high as they
would bear, money was actually lying idle for want of a safe
investment, or being squandered on chimerical projects,
Under such circumstances, to have neglected the oppor-
tunity would not only have been foolish, it would have been
suicidal. So far from the creation of our National Debt
being hazardous and reprehensible, it was the imperative
duty of William’s ministers to create it.

! Hallam's Middle Ages, ¢hup, ix. part if,; Macaulay™ History, chap, xx,
p. BB " Ranke's History of the Popes, i, 4, 3,
" Bridges, p. 86, o Huma, vol, 18, chyp. xxi, end,

? Hainilton “ On the Wational Debt," ded edition, p. 82, This debt, known
ngﬂhm * Banker's Debt," wae incorpovated with the others io 1716, Ihid,,
p- 66.

% The most absolute monarchs are cantiows how they irritate their sub-
jeots by incresse of taxatim. Even the Sultans seldom levy tnxes. Hume,
" Eesay on Taxes ;" Broughsm, ** Political Philescphy,” part i. chep. iii.



