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 For my ePortfolio assignment, I read Thomas Sowell's On Classical Economics. The book is 

mostly a collection of essays that were published over the course of four decades, though some 

chapters were written expressly for the book. Thus, the chapters of the book include, “Social 

Philosophy of Classical Economics”, “Classical Macroeconomics”, “Classical Microeconomics”, 

“Classical Methodology”, “Sismondi: A Neglected Pioneer”, “The Enigma of John Stuart Mill”, “The 

Mysteries of Marxian Economics”, and “Thoughts on the History of Economics”. The last three 

chapters were written for the book; the rest were published prior. 

 Commenting on the book itself, I found it at times hard to read and comprehend, particularly the 

chapters on classical micro- and classical macroeconomics. As I'm not extensively familiar with 

Sowell's other works, I am not sure whether this should be attributed to his style of writing, or whether 

it should be attributed to the concepts he was explaining. This book may have needed more of a 

background in economics to understand the concepts he was explaining. However, I did like the book, 

and some chapters, particularly enjoying the chapters on classical methodology and John Stuart Mill. 

Most of the chapters of the book were devoted to explaining the classical ideas, concepts, debates, and 

so forth, and most commentary was saved till the end of the chapter. 

 Regarding the content of On Classical Economics, I find it useful for examining the history of 

economics, and learning from lessons of the past. I feel that some of the classical economists 

mentioned, particularly Adam Smith, still have a place in modern economics. Many of the other authors, 

though, seem to be outdated, and there place in economics is comparable to Freud's place in modern 

psychology; they were trail blazers in a new field, but the end result could only be improved on. Say's 

Law, for example (which in a nutshell proposes that supply creates its own demand), I find hardly an 

economic law, and the Keynesian alternative (that is, demand creates its own supply) is more realistic, 



in my opinion. 

 The chapter on classical methodology I found quite important to understanding the classical 

economists. There was debate as to how a study of economics should be approached at the time of the 

classical economists; on the one hand, being entirely theoretical, and on the other, being entirely 

empirical. The classical economists seem to err on the former, rather than the latter. The Ricardian 

economists seem to be the worst offenders in this case; their economic theories seemed to be based 

purely in a theoretical world, not examining how the real world actually works, and then conclusions 

from the purely theoretical world were prescribed to real-world policy. I believe it's for this reason that 

I found Ricardian economics to make little sense. I can understand how erring on the side of purely 

empirical study could result in one studying economics to come to nothing conclusive and be unable to 

develop a model to describe economic behavior. I found the approach that Adam Smith  was said to 

have taken to be an appropriate approach. In general, I favor the scientific approach to the study of 

economics: a theoretical model (a hypothesis) should at least be checked against empirical data (usually 

natural experiments from history) to see whether the model's conclusions are valid (thus testing the 

hypothesis), and faulty models should then be reexamined, either being thrown out or modified. Had 

this approach been adopted by the classical economists, faulty ideas that work in theory only, with the 

Malthusian population theory being a prime example, would not have survived as long as they did, or 

had as great an impact. This is a lesson that can be taken from the classical economists. 

 I also enjoyed the chapter discussing John Stuart Mill. The mini biography of Mill was very 

important to understanding the man, and only adds to what could be considered somewhat of a tragedy, 

a squandered child prodigy in a field where prodigies are so rare. The failure of Mill was based off of 

one faulty assumption: reading those prominent in the subject is sufficient. This methodology spoiled 

his works, and did not allow Mill to reach an even greater potential and contribute even more not only 

to economics but to whatever Mill touched. I also found Sowell's analysis of On Liberty insightful; I 

have read On Liberty, and was not aware of the subtleties of the work that lead to rather ugly 



conclusions that are actually quite contrary to what people believe Mill said. It seems that Mill did not 

argue for a libertarian paradise; in fact, the work could be used to argue for a technocracy (and while I 

feel that a technocracy is not necessarily a bad idea, it should not go unquestioned, as Mill seems to 

suggest according to Sowell). Thus Sowell's chapter on John Stuart Mill was also one of my favorite 

chapters. 

 In the final chapter of the book, I feel that Sowell comes to appropriate conclusions regarding 

the classical economists; their mistakes are good to learn from. Modern economics has taken more of a 

mathematical approach, a feature not prominent in classical economics save for obscure classical 

economists. I too believe that classical economics is more theories to study for historical purposes, not 

necessarily for modern practical application. I don't believe that classical economics should be ignored 

all together, and there are important contributions to modern economics that classical economics makes. 

But much can be learned from the mistakes from the geniuses of the past, for progress in the future. 


