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Guide to Responding to Unit 2 Reading Questions 
 

1. Describe the position of St. Thomas Aquinas on the ownership of property.  
 
Aquinas argued that private property and resource ownership was superior to 
communal ownership, and he based his argument upon his views on natural law. 
Practically speaking for Aquinas, private ownership was the best guarantee of a 
peaceful and orderly society, providing maximum incentive for the care and efficient use 
of property. Theoretically speaking, private property was a natural consequence of 
man’s earthly existence. Aquinas grounds the right of original acquisition of property on 
two factors: labor and occupation. The right of acquisition belonging to each person 
comes through initial ownership over one’s own self. This God-given self-ownership 
passes through a person’s labor and occupation to land or other resources. This notion 
of individual self-ownership is based on Aquinas’s larger Aristotelian understanding of 
the capacity of man as a rational being capable of shaping his own destiny and 
environment. Aquinas’s position on property would be highly informative to the work of 
John Locke.   
 
2. What historical forces led to the rise of mercantilist thinking, and what was the 
general result?  
 
The rise of the age of exploration, advanced by sponsored maritime expeditions, led to 
an increase in trade and shipping and an influx of gold and silver, or specie, into the 
European continent. A dissipation of religious authority and the rise of nation states out 
of fiefdoms and principalities were based in part on the exploitation of increased trade 
and specie on behalf of sovereign governments. Merchants and guilds began to seek 
favor, or to lobby, particular governments for preferential contracts and favorable terms 
of trade resulting in alliances between merchants and aristocratic rulers and their 
administrators. For governments, the objective was to increase the coffers of the state 
treasury, while for merchants the objective was to gain preferential treatment that would 
result in increased profit.   
 
3. How did Sir William Petty justify mercantilism as the best economic system for 
England? 
 
Petty writes, “The gain which England makes by lead, coals, the freight of shipping, may 
be the same, for aught I see, in both cases. But the gain which is made by 
manufactures will be greater as the manufacture itself is greater and better. For in so 
vast a city manufactures will beget one another, and each manufacture will be divided 
into as many parts as possible, whereby the work of each artisan will be simple and 
easy. As, for example, in the making of a watch, if one man shall make the wheels, 
another the spring, another shall engrave the dial-plate, and another shall make the 
cases, then the watch will be better and cheaper than if the whole work be put upon any 
one man. And we also see that in towns, and in the streets of a great town, where all 
the inhabitants are almost of one trade, the commodity peculiar to those places is made 
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better and cheaper than elsewhere. Moreover, when all sorts of manufactures are made 
in one place, there every ship that goeth forth can suddenly have its loading of so many 
several particulars and species as the port whereunto she is bound can take off. Again, 
when the several manufactures are made in one place, and shipped off in another, the 
carriage, postage, and travelling charges, will enhance the price of such manufacture, 
and lessen the gain upon foreign commerce. And lastly, when the imported goods are 
spent in the port itself, where they are landed, the carriage of the same into other places 
will create no further charge upon such commodity; all which particulars tend to the 
greater gain by foreign commerce.” 
 
In other words, England was like the hub of a giant wheel, with the colonies providing 
raw materials so that manufactured goods could be created in England to maximize the 
wealth of the nation. 
 
4. Who did Adam Smith consider the winners under mercantilism? Who were the 
losers? 
 
Smith writes, “It cannot be very difficult to determine who have been the contrivers of 
this whole mercantile system; not the consumers, we may believe, whose interest has 
been entirely neglected; but the producers, whose interest has been so carefully 
attended to; and among this latter class, our merchants and manufacturers have been 
by far the principal architects. In the mercantile regulations which have been taken 
notice of in this chapter, the interest of our manufacturers has been most peculiarly 
attended to; and the interest, not so much of the consumers, as that of some other sets 
of producers, has been sacrificed to it.” 
 
Consumers were forced to pay high monopoly prices which benefited producers 
(merchants). 
 
5. Compare the views of Smith, Locke, Cantillon, and Turgot on the role of government. 
 
Both Smith and Locke, as exponents of 18th century enlightened philosophy, advocated 
limited government in civilian affairs, but especially in economic affairs, believing a 
properly enlightened individual can make a better decision regarding his economic 
conduct than one directed by the government. Cantillon did not write extensively on 
government itself, but his emphasis on the role of the entrepreneur alludes to a position 
similar to that of Smith and Locke. Turgot was a minister of Louis XVI and in fact 
believed that by putting the ancient regime in sound fiscal order he could save the 
existing French social order from possible disintegration. 
 
6. Identify and describe which economic resource that Smith, Cantillon, and Turgot 
considered most important to the formation of economic value. 
 
Smith was an exponent of what became known as the classical labor theory of value, 
later expanded by Ricardo and Marx. It was human effort that developed ideas 
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necessary to drive economies forward, that turned and shaped materials into usable 
products, and that made products available to others on the market. The main idea here 
being that prices should reflect value, and value is determined by the amount of human 
labor expended to create particular things. Cantillon was a member of the French 
Physiocrat school, which saw all economic value emanating from land and the 
productive use of that land. Turgot is considered by many to be the first capitalist, by 
declaring that capital, as in material inputs and investment, was the key to the creation 
of economic value. 
 


