ON THE PRINCIPLES OF THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY
delivered by Benjamin Disraeli, on April 3, 1872

Gentlemen:

The Chairman has correctly reminded you that this is not the first time that my
voice has been heard in this hall. But that was an occasion very different from that
which now assembles us together -- was nearly thirty years ago, when | endeavored
to support and stimulate the flagging energies of an institution in which I thought
there were the germs of future refinement and intellectual advantages to the rising
generation of Manchester, and since | have been here on this occasion | have
learned with much gratification that it is now counted among your most flourishing
institutions. There was also another and more recent occasion when the gracious
office fell to me to distribute among the members of the Mechanics' Institution
those prizes which they had gained through their study in letters and in science.
Gentlemen, these were pleasing offices, and if life consisted only of such offices you
would not have to complain of it. But life has its masculine duties, and we are
assembled here to fulfill some of the most important of these, when, as citizens of a
free country, we are assembled together to declare our determination to maintain,
to uphold the constitution to which we are debtors, in our opinion, for our freedom
and our welfare.

Gentlemen, there seems at first something incongruous that one should be
addressing the population of so influential and intelligent a county as Lancashire
who is not locally connected with them, and, gentlemen, | will frankly admit that
this circumstance did for a long time make me hesitate in accepting your cordial
and generous invitation. But, gentlemen, after what occurred yesterday, after
receiving more than two hundred addresses from every part of this great county,
after the welcome which then greeted me, | feel that | should not be doing justice to
your feelings, | should not do my duty to myself, if I any longer considered my
presence here tonight to be an act of presumption. Gentlemen, though it may not
be an act of presumption, it still is, I am told, an act of great difficulty. Our
opponents assure us that the Conservative party has no political programme; and,
therefore, they must look with much satisfaction to one whom you honor tonight by
considering him the leader and representative of your opinions when he comes
forward, at your invitation, to express to you what that programme is. The
Conservative party are accused of having no programme of policy. If by a
programme is meant a plan to despoil churches and plunder landlords, | admit we
have no programme. If by a programme is meant a policy which assails or menaces
every institution and every interest, every class and every calling in the country, I
admit we have no programme. But if to have a policy with distinct ends, and these
such as most deeply interest the great body of the nation, be a becoming
programme for a political party, then I contend we have an adequate programme,



and one which, here or elsewhere, | shall always be prepared to assert and to
vindicate.

Gentlemen, the programme of the Conservative party is to maintain the
constitution of the country. | have not come down to Manchester to deliver an
essay on the English constitution; but when the banner of Republicanism is
unfurled -- when the fundamental principles of our institutions are contrverted -- |
think, perhaps, it may not be inconvenient that | should make some few practical
remarks upon the character of our constitution -- upon that monarchy limited by
the co-ordinate authority of the estate of the realm, which, under the title of Queen,
Lords, and Commons, had contributed so greatly to the prosperity of this country,
and with the maintenance of which I believe that prosperity is bound up.

Gentlemen, since the settlement of that constitution, now nearly two centuries ago,
England has never experienced a revolution, though there is no country in which
there has been so continuous and such considerable change. How is this? Because
the wisdom of your forefathers placed the prize of supreme power without the
sphere of human passions. Whatever the struggle of parties, whatever the strife of
factions, whatever the excitement and exaltation of the public mind, there has
always been somthing in this country round which all classes and parties could
rally, representing the majesty of the law, the administration of justice, and
involving, at the same time, the security for every man's rights and the fountain of
honor. Now, gentlemen, it is well clearly to comprehend what is meant by a
country not having a revolution for two centuries. It means, for that space, the
unbroken exercise and enjoyment of the ingenuity of man. It means for that space
the continuous application of the discoveries of science to his comfort and
convenience. It means the accumulation of capital, the elevation of labor, the
establishment of those admirable factories which cover your district; the unwearied
improvement of the cultivation of the land, which has extracted from a somewhat
churlish soil harvests more exuberant than those furnished by lands nearer to the
sun. It means the continuous order which is the only parent of personal liberty and
political right. And you owe all these, gentlemen, to the Throne.

There is another powerful and most beneficial influence which is also exercised by
the crown. Gentlemen, | am a party man. | believe that, without party,
parliamentary government is impossible. | look upon parliamentary government
as the noblest government in the world, and certainly the one most suited to
England. But without the discipline of political connection, animated by the
principle of private honor, I feel certain that a popular assembly would sink before
the power or the corruption of a minister. Yet, gentlemen, I am not blind to the
faults of party government. It has one great defect. Party has a tendency to warp
the intelligence, and there is no minister, however resolved he may be in treating a
great public question, who does not find some difficulty in emancipating himself
from the traditionary prejudice on which he has long acted. It is, therefore, a great



merit in our constitution, that before a minister introduces a measure to
Parliament, he must submit it to an intelligence superior to all party, and entirely
free from influences of that character.

I know it will be said, gentlemen, that, however beautiful in theory, the personal
influence of the sovereign is now absorbed in the responsibility of the minister.
Gentlemen, | think you will find there is great fallacy in this view. The principles of
the English constitution do not contemplate the absence of personal influence on
the part of the sovereign; and if they did, the principles of human nature would
prevent the fulfilment of such a theory. Gentlemen, I need not tell you that | am
now making on this subject abstract observations of general application to our
institutions and our history. But take the case of a sovereign of England who
accedes to his throne at the earliest age the law permits and who enjoys a long reign,
-- take an instance like that of George Ill. From the earliest moment of his
accession that sovereign is placed in constant communication with the most able
statesmen of the period, and of all parties. Even with average ability it is
impossible not to perceive that such a sovereign must soon attain a great mass of
political information and political experience. Information and experience,
gentlemen, whether they are possessed by a sovereign or by the humblest of his
subjects, are irresistible in life. No man with the vast responsibility that devolves
upon an English minister can afford to treat with indifference a suggestion that has
not occurred to him, or information with which he had not been previously
supplied. But, gentlemen pursue this view of the subject. The longer the reign, the
influence of that sovereign must proportionately increase. All the illustrious
statesmen who served his youth disappear. A new generation of public servants
rises up, there is a critical conjuncture in affairs -- a moment of perplexity and peril.
Then it is that the sovereign can appeal to a similar state of affairs that occurred
perhaps thirty years before. When all are in doubt among his servants, he can
quote the advice that was given by the illustrious men of his early years, and though
he may maintain himself within the strictest limits of the constitution, who can
suppose when such information and such suggestions are made by the most exalted
person in the country that they can be without effect? No, gentlemen; a minister
who could venture to treat such influence with indifference would not be a
constitutional minister, but an arrogant idiot.

Gentlemen, | trust 1 have now made some suggestions to you respecting the
monarchy of England which at least may be so far serviceable that when we are
separated they may not be altogether without advantage; and now, gentlemen, I
would say something on the subject of the House of Lords. It is not merely the
authority of the throne that is now disputed, but the character and influence of the
House of Lords that are held up by some to public disregard. Gentlemen, | shall
not stop for a moment to offer you any proofs of the advantage of a second
chamber; and for this reason. That subject has been discussed now for a century,
ever since the establishment of the government of the United States, and all great



authorities, American, German, French, Italian, have agreed in this, that a
representative government is impossible without a second chamber. And it has
been, especially of late, maintained by great political writers in all countries, that
the repeated failure of what is called the French republic is mainly to be ascribed to
its not having a second chamber.

But, gentlemen, however anxious foreign countries have been to enjoy this
advantage, that anxiety has only been equalled by the difficulty which they have
found in fulfilling their object. How is second chamber to be constituted? By
nominees of the sovereign power? What influence can be exercised by a chamber
of nominees? Are they to be bound by popular election? In what manner are they
to be elected? If by the same constituency as the popular body, what claim have
they, under such circumstances, to criticise or to control the decisions of that body?
If they are to be elected by a more select body, qualified by a higher franchise, there
immediately occurs the objection, why should the majority be governed by the
minority? The United States of America were fortunate in finding a solution of this
difficulty; but the United States of America had elements to deal with which never
occurred before, and never probably will occur again, because they formed their
illustrious Senate from materials that were offered them by the thirty-seven States.
We, gentlemen,. have the House of Lords, an assembly which has historically
developed and periodically adapted itself to the wants and necessities of the times.

What, gentlemen, is the first quality which is required in a second chamber?
Without doubt, independence. What is the best foundation of independence?
Without doubt, property. The Prime-Minister of England has only recently told
you, and | believe he spoke quite accurately, that the average income of the
members of the House of Lords is 20,000 L. per annum. Of course there are some
who have more, and some who have less; but the influence of a public assembly, so
far as property is concerned, depends upon its aggregate property, which, in the
present case, is a revenue of 9,000,000 L. a year. But gentlemen, you must look to
the nature of this property. It is visible property, and therefore it is responsible
property, which every rate-payer in the room knows to his cost. But, gentlemen, it
is not only visible property; it is, generally speaking, territorial property; and one of
the elements of territorial property is, that is representative. Now, for illustration,
suppose -- which God forbid -- there was no House of Commons, and any
Englishman -- | will take him from either end of the island -- a Cumberland, or a
Cornish man, finds himself aggrieved, the Cumbrian says: "This conduct I
experience is most unjust. 1 know a Cumberland man in the House of Lords, the
Earl of Carlisle or the Earl of Lonsdale; I will go to him; he will never see a
Cumberland man ill-treated.” The Cornish man will say: "I will go to the Lord of
Port Eliot; his family have sacrificed themselves before this for the liberties of
Englishmen, and he will get justice done me."



But, gentlemen, the charge against the House of Lords is that the dignities are
hereditary, and we are told that if we have a House of Peers they should be peers
for life. There are great authorities in favor of this, and even my noble friend near
me [Lord Derby], the other day, gave in his adhesion to limited application of this
principle. Now, gentlemen, in the first place, let me observe that every peer is peer
for life, as he cannot be a peer after his death; but some peers for life are succeeded
in their dignities by their children. The question arises, who is most responsible --
a peer for life whose dignities are not descendible, or a peer for life whose dignities
are hereditary? Now, gentlemen, a peer for life is in a very strong position. He
says: "Here I am; | have got power and | will exercise it." | have no doubt that, on
the whole, a peer for life would exercise it for what he deemed was the public good.
Let us hope that. But, after all, he might and could exercise it according to his own
will. Nobody can call him to account; he is independent of everybody. But a peer
for life whose dignities descend is in a very different position. He has every
inducement to study public opinion, and, when he believes it just, to yield; because
he naturally feels that if the order to which he belongs is in constant collision with
public opinion, the chances are that his dignities will not descend to his posterity.

Therefore, gentlemen, | am not prepared myself to believe that a solution of any
difficulties in the public mind on this subject is to be found by creating peers for life.
I know there are some philosophers who believe that the best substitute for the
House of Lords would be an assembly formed of ex-governors of colonies. | have
not sufficient experience on that subject to give a decided opinion upon it. When
the Muse of Comedy threw her frolic grace over society, a retired governor was
generally one of the characters in every comedy; and the last of our great actors --
who, by the by, was a great favorite at Manchester -- Mr. Farren, was celebrated for
his delineation of the character in question. Whether it be the recollection of that
performance or not, | confess I am inclined to believe that an English gentleman --
born to business, managing his own estate, administering the affairs of his county,
mixing with all classes of his fellow-men, now in the hunting-field, now in the
railway direction, unaffected, unostentatious, proud of his ancestors, if they have
contributed to the greatness of our common country -- is, on the whole, more likely
to form a senator agreeable to English opinion and English taste than any
substitute that has yet been produced.

Gentlemen, let me make one observation more, on the subject of the House of
Lords, before |1 conclude. There is some advantage in political experience. |
remember the time when there was a similar outcry against the House of Lords, but
much more intense and powerful; and, gentlemen, it arose from the same cause. A
Liberal government had been installed in office, with an immense Liberal majority.
They proposed some violent measures. The House of Lords modified some,
delayed others, and some they threw out. Instantly there was a cry to abolish or to
reform the House of Lords, and the greatest popular orator (Daniel O'Connell) that



probably ever existed was sent on a pilgrimage over England to excite the people in
favor of this opinion. What happened? That happened, gentlemen, which may
happen tomorrow. There was a dissolution of Parliament. The great Liberal
majority vanished. The balance of parties was restored. It was discovered that the
House of Lords had behind them at least half of the English people. We heard no
more cries for their abolition or their reform, and before two years more passed
England was really governed by the House of Lords, under the wise influence of the
Duke of Wellington and the commanding eloquence of Lyndhurst; and such was
the enthusiasm of the nation in favor of the second chamber that at every public
meeting its health was drunk, with the additional sentiment, for which we are
indebted to one of the most distinguished members that ever represented the
House of Commons: "Thank God, there is the House of Lords."

Gentlemen, you will perhaps not be surprised that, having made some remarks
upon the monarchy and the House of Lords | should say something respecting that
House in which | have literally passed the greater part of my life, and to which I am
devotedly attached. It is not likely, therefore, that I should say anything to
depreciate the legitimate position and influence of the House of Commons.
Gentlemen, it is said that the diminished power of the throne and the assailed
authority of the House of Lords are owing to the increased power of the House of
Commons, and the new position which of late years, and especially during the last
forty years, it has assumed in the English constitution. Gentlemen, the main power
of the House of Commons depends upon its command over the public purse, and
its control of the public expenditure; and if that power is possessed by a party
which has a large majority in the House of Commons, the influence of the House of
Commons is proportionately increased, and, under some circumstances, becomes
more predominant. But, gentlemen, this power of the House of Commons is not a
power which has been created by any reform act, from the days of Lord Grey in
1832 to 1867. It is the power which the House of Commons has enjoyed for
centuries, which it has frequently asserted and sometimes even tyrannically
exercised. Gentlemen, the House of Commons represents the constituencies of
England, and I am here to show you that no addition to the elements of that
constituency had placed the House of Commons in a different position with regard
to the throne and the House of Lords from that it has always constitutionally
occupied.

Gentlemen, we speak now on this subject with great advantage. We recently have
had published authentic documents upon this matter which are highly instructive.
We have, for example, just published the census of Great Britain, and we are now in
possession of the last registration of voters for the United Kingdom. Gentlemen, it
appears that by the census the population at this time is about 32,000,000. It is
shown by the last registration that, after making the usual deductions for deaths,
removals, double entries, and so on, the constituency of the United Kingdom may
be placed at 2,200,000. So, gentlemen, it at once appears that there are



30,000,000 people in this country who are as much represented by the House of
Lords as by the House of Commons, and who, for the protection of their rights,
must depend upon them and the majesty of the throne. And now, gentlemen, | will
tell you what was done by the last reform act.

Lord Grey, in his measure of 1832, which was no doubt a statesman-like measure,
committed a great, and for a time it appeared an irretrievable, error. By that
measure he fortified the legitimate influence of the aristocracy; and accorded to the
middle classes great and salutary franchises; but he not only made no provision for
the representation of the working classes in the constitution, but he absolutely
abolished those ancient franchises which the working classes had peculiarly
enjoyed and exercised from time immemorial. Gentlemen, that was the origin of
Chartism, and of that electoral uneasiness which existed in this country more or
less for thirty years.

The Liberal party, I feel it my duty to say, had not acted fairly by this question. In
their adversity they held out hopes to the working classes, but when they had a
strong government they laughed their vows to scorn. In 1848 there was a French
revolution, and a republic was established. No one can have forgotten what the
effect was in this country. | remember the day when not a woman could leave her
house in London, and when cannon were planted on Westminster Bridge. When
Lord Derby become Prime- Minister affairs had arrived at such a point that it was
of the first moment that the question should be sincerely dealt with. He had to
encounter great difficulties, but he accomplished his purpose with the support of a
united party. And, gentlemen, what has been the result? A year ago there was
another revolution in France, and a republic was again established of the most
menacing character. What happened in this country? You could not get half a
dozen men to assemble in a street and grumble. Why? Because the people had got
what they wanted. They were content, and they were grateful.

But, gentlemen, the constitution of England is not merely a constitution in state, it
is a constitution in Church and State. The wisest sovereigns and statesmen have
ever been anxious to connect authority with religion -- some to increase their
power, some, perhaps, to mitigate its exercise. But the same difficulty has been
experienced in effecting this union which has been experienced in forming second
chamber -- either the spiritual power has usurped upon the civil, and established a
sacerdotal society, or the civil power has invaded successfully the rights of the
spiritual, and the ministers of religion have been degraded into stipendiaries of the
state and instruments of the government. In England we accomplish this great
result by an alliance between Church and State, between two originally
independent powers. | will not go into the history of that alliance, which is rather a
qguestion for those archaeological societies which occasionally amuse and instruct
the people of this city. Enough for me that this union was made and has
contributed for centuries to the civilization of this country. Gentlemen, there is the



same assault against the Church of England and the union between the State and
the Church as there is against the monarchy and against the House of Lords. It is
said that the existence of Nonconformity proves that the Church is a failure. I draw
from these premises an exactly contrary conclusion; and | maintain that to have
secured a national profession of faith with the unlimited enjoyment of private
judgment in matters spiritual, is the solution of the most difficult problem, and one
of the triumphs of civilization.

It is said that the existence of parties in the Church also proves its incompetence.
On that matter, too, | entertain a contrary opinion. Parties have always existed in
the Church; and some have appealed to them as arguments in favor of its divine
institution, because, in the services and doctrines of the Church have been found
representatives of every mood in the human mind. Those who are influenced by
ceremonies find consolation in forms which secure to them the beauty of holiness.
Those who are not satisfied except with enthusiasm find in its ministrations the
exaltation they require, while others who believe that the "anchor of faith" can
never be safely moored except in the dry sands of reason find a religion within the
pale of the Church which can boast of its irrefragable logic and its irresistible
evidence.

And now, gentlemen, what is the condition of the great body of the people? In the
first place, gentlemen, they have for centuries been in the full enjoyment of that
which no other country in Europe has ever completely attained -- complete rights
of personal freedom. In the second place, there has been a gradual, and therefore a
wise, distribution on a large scale of political rights. Speaking with reference to the
industries of this great part of the country, | can personally contrast it with the
condition of the working classes forty years ago. In that period they have attained
two results -- the raising of their wages and the diminution of their toil. Increased
means and increased leisure are the two civilizers of man. That the working classes
of Lancashire and Yorkshire have proved not unworthy of these boons may be
easily maintained; but their progress and elevation have been during this interval
wonderfully aided and assisted by three causes, which are not so distinctively
attributable to their own energies. The first is the revolution in locomotion, which
has opened the world to the working man, which has enlarged the horizon of his
experience, increased his knowledge of nature and of art, and added immensely to
the salutary recreation, amusement, and pleasure of his existence. The second
cause is the cheap postage, the moral benefits of which cannot be exaggerated. And
the third is that unshackled press which has furnished him with endless sources of
instruction, information, and amusement.

Gentlemen, if you would permit me, I would now make an observation upon
another class of the laboring population. This is not a civic assembly, although we
meet in a city. That was for convenience, but the invitation which I received was to
meet the county and all the boroughs of Lancashire; and | wish to make a few



observations upon the condition of the agricultural laborer. That is a subject which
now greatly attracts public attention. And, in the first place, to prevent any
misconception, | beg to express my opinion that an agricultural laborer has as
much right to combine for the bettering of his condition as a manufacturing laborer
or a worker in metals. If the causes of his combination are natural -- that is to say,
if they arise from his own feelings and from the necessities of his own condition,
the combination will end in results mutually beneficial to employers and employed.
If, on the other hand, it is factitious and he is acted upon by extraneous influences
and extraneous ideas, the combination will produce, | fear, much loss and misery
both to employers and employed; and after a time he will find himself in a similar,
or in a worse, position.

The relations of England to Europe are not the same as they were in the days of
Lord Chatham or Frederick the Great. The Queen of England has become the
sovereign of the most powerful of Oriental states. On the other side of the globe
there are now establishments belonging to her, teeming with wealth and
population, which will, in due time, exercise their influence over the distribution of
power. The old establishments of this country, now the United States of America,
throw their lengthening shades over the Atlantic, which mix with European waters.
These are vast and novel elements in the distribution of power. | acknowledge that
the policy of England with respect to Europe should be a policy of reserve, of proud
reserve; and in answer to those statesmen -- those mistaken statesmen who have
intimated the decay of the power of England and the decline of its resources, |
express here my confident conviction that there never was moment in our history
when the power of England was so great and her resources so vast and
inexhaustible.

And yet, gentlemen, it is not merely our fleets and armies, our powerful artillery,
our accumulated capital, and our unlimited credit on which I so much depend, and
upon that unbroken spirit of her people, which | believe was never prouder of the
imperial country to which they belong. Gentlemen, it is to that spirit that | above
all things trust. | look upon the people of Lancashire as a fair representative of the
people of England. I think the manner in which they have invited me here, locally a
stranger, to receive the expression of their cordial sympathy, and only because they
recognize some effort on my part to maintain the greatness of their country, is
evidence of the spirit of the land. | must express to you again my deep sense of the
generous manner in which you have welcomed me, and in which you have
permitted me to express to you my views upon public affairs. Proud of your
confidence, and encouraged by your sympathy, | now deliver to you, as my last
words, the cause of the Tory party, the English constitution, and of the British
empire.



