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ACTIVE CONSERVATISM.

Changes in the Social and Politieal Aspect of the Country sines 1882—National

Ghnr..ute‘pf Conservatism in England—Rooial and Political Principles not jden-
tical—Tnoreased Action of the House of Commons—Neceasity for the Daclars-
tion of a Deflaed Polioy by the Conservative Party—How the Aristocratio
Element might be strengthened—Puosition of ¥ounger Children—Two National
Impulses to be satisfled, thoae springing from the Activity and Intelligence of
the Middle Claswes ard thoss which erise out of the Necesitics of Labour—
Christianity in it relations with Qommerce and Colonization—Neceasity for
more efficiont Imperial Organization—Legislation shonld proceed wpon an Anti-
vipation of fatars Politicsl Exigenosies.
Tue singular absence of all political excitement which has
followed the late brief agitation for Reform, will not be con-
gidered as furnishing any indication of an indifference in the
public mind to popular changes. The special causes which
induce men to forget or lay aside their favourite theories
will pass away, and we may look forward to the day when
Parliament will be again invited to enter on the question of
the reconstruction of its own body by the establishment of
& new hasis of representation. It is not likely that a Liberal
Ministry will so far forget their traditions as to forestall
agitation; but rather following the custom and precedent of
the party, wait until they are impelled by pressure to do
something. Conservatives, however, are sarrounded by no
such exigencies. They can raise themselves to a point where
they may take a calmer and juster view of the ultimate con-
sequences of the proposed measure before the period of
discussion arrives. The question is one which, above all
others, mms{ suggest the most serious thonghts to the minds
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of Conservatives: in no conceivable task of legislation is
greater foresight and wisdom to be expeeted, and in none
could the effects of a political error or o false judgment of
the requirements of the time be more strikingly felt at a
future day; for upon the character and constitution of the
House of Commons, which in these days substantially
possesses the power of modifying everything, depend not only
the guarantees of free government, but the future bias of the
national policy on all Imperial questions. If a» Ministry
ghould so far mistake the signs of the times as to act upon a
temporary pressure instead of calming down public feeling,
and conclude that the country was dissatisfied with the pre-
sent basis of representation becanse not sufficiently demo-
cratic, what future sources of collision might be generated
by such a judgment; how light & word might convert Par-
liament from being the medium for promoting public business
into an arena where a war of classes would be the perpetual
subject of debate?

In estimating the possible results of further lowering the
standard of representation (the basis of which has always
gtrictly been the possession of a respectable status and a
defined amount of property), we are naturally compelled to
note the great change which has talken place in the political
relations of the aristocracy and the pecple during the last
thirty years. '

L

The era of the Reform Bill of 1832 was virtually
an era of revolation; from that period the oligarchical or
aristocratic character of the Constitution may be said to

bhave ceased in form. Practically, however, the action of
the House of Lords did not expire in a day: the old
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system had been too long in action; but it is needless to
say that the political influence and organization exercised by
the upper Honse over the lower has gradually declined from
that time. Any one who walches the action of the House
of Commons now, would hardly believe that the passions
and aspirations of that assembly were only thirty years ago
swayed and moulded by the influence of the upper House.
The steady progress of the Hounse of Commons in power
since that period and the increase of its functions have been
exactly concurrent with the growth of the democratic prin-
ciple without, the influence of the Press, the extension of
education, the supremacy of the trading prineciple, the in-
creased taste for luxury and expense in the middle classes,
the retirement of the higher orders from the antagonism and
exactions of political life, and the decline of the calmer
social enjoyments. The desire of personal elevation and the
fever of competition absorb and harass ‘the public mind.
These are ouly so many features of that great social revelu-
tion which men vagunely foretold thirty years ago as the
inevitable result of the political change which annulled .
the restraining influence of the House of Lords, and its
traditional aunthority as a check upon the growth of the
democratic element in the Constitution. During these thirty
years, therefore; it is not surprizing that a greater number of
meagures of & sweeping character, all tending to democratic
results, have been brought forward and passed through both
Houses than duaring the whole range of their joint legislation
previously. Moreover the House of Commons has virtually
changed its fanetions from a deliberative assembly to one
possessing an executive character, as evidenced in the promp-
titude of its action and pressure opon the Ministry of the
day. Its impatient scrutiny over public business in every
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department has undoubtedly led te a dictation, frequently
of the most impulsive nature, which was not considered
etiquetie thirty years ago, and which a Minister, instead of
meeting with a show of good-natured submission, would have
repelled indignantly as sn obstruction o the due and calm
execution of official duty.

But the House of Commons, after all, has only kept pace
with the changes of opinion which have been in operation in
gociety. Political and secial influences have relatively
reacted on each other and stimulated the movement of the
same ideas, legislation assisting public opinion, and wvice
versd, And so our manners and habits have responded more
to the influence of political excitement than to any other
influence. In short, & complete revolution has taken place
in the social intercourse of the various classes of the com-
munity. We see keener and more antagonistic principles
of action pervade even the same orders in their mutual
dealings. As the Daily Press has grown in power and
influence, the authority of the Pulpit has declined; as the
. higher dignitaries of the Church relax the old ideas of duty
and discipline, the subordinate members assert a new and
eccenfric power of religious interpretation of many hues.
We see the most sacred and enduring of all contracts
degraded, by a parliamentary fiat, to the standard of mere
temporary convenience. We mark each day the decline of
geli-respect and high personal character among the members
of some of our leading professions, and we miss even in the
House of Commons itself the old sense of dignity and
mutual forbearance and courtesy. These, and many more
unnecessary to mention, are nnmistakable evidences of an
important change of convictions, and the progress of a level-
ling principle in the social state which has far exceeded
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the ratio of progress in the political forms of equality yet to
be achieved. If they are not essentially democratic features
due to an ascertained political cause, they are at least evi-
dences of a relaxation of manners which announce dangers
of a nature substantially as serious and menacing as revolu-
tion itself.

But we are consoled with the assurance that in the midst
of these social manifestations a vast material progress has
been effected, and is in increasing operation. If men spent
more time formerly in sociable and friendly infercourse, and
leas in the struggle for existence and even life, they can now
contemplate the marvels of Science and hymn her praise.
The working man is consoled for his isclation from the
sympathy of the other orders, by the reflection that cheap
literatare and high art are brought home to his door. If he
works harder and longer hours, he may qualify himself and
aspire, for political and administrative employmnents are no
longer a monopoly. By such specious paradoxes is the mind
of the working man rendered giddy, and his inferior powers
encouraged in the race of hopeless competition.

And yet in the midst of these results there must be some

misgivings ; for although our national progress is stupendous -

in its aggregate, it i3 still relatively inferior to the ratio
exhibited by many other countries, such as France, Prussia,
and even Spain, since the era of Free Trade. But then it

will be answered that in any case the glory helongs to -

England, in making such relaxation of her old exclusive
principles of commerce as tended to set free and stimulate
the industry of neighbouring nations, and that her mission
in these days is rather to be instructress than the monopo-
list; and so if we enjoy fewer of the calmer and more
humane pleasures which spring from the union and sym-
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pathy of classes, we have enlarged our principles so as to
embrace the idea of Ahumanity rather than that of home.
If our progress is relatively less than thatof our neighbours,
let us hopefully conclude that sooner or later the exercise
of these principles will give us greater command over the
material gratifications of life, the boon returning like bread
cast upon the waters. Hitherto foreign nations have met
these generous advances in the spirit of their necessitiess
and the contact of a poor neighbour with a rich one has
had its proverbial resulf, in being of important henefit to
the former.

It will not be denied that the increasing abstraction of
the aristocracy from pnblic business since the era of 1832,
when they really dictated the policy of the country, has
necessarily led to the prevalence of a new set of political
ideas and views regarding National Progress. Indeed, we
may trace {0 the policy of the upper classes in this country,
the origin and success of all our plans of ascendancy and
the habits of discipline necessary to such a result. Of late,
the middle orders have been the sole ereators, and they have
been embarrassed by no factions opposition from the class
. which has parted with their former power; but that the
country has gained in dignity and elevation by these habits
of sensifive retirement—by this exaggerated modesty on
the part of the aristocracy in these days, cannot be main-
tained. It has tended to encourage the growth of one
exclusive idea—the exaliation of the trading prineciple.
Society is taught to view material pleasures as the pearl of all
price, enjoyment has its spring in selfishness rather than in
sympathy, and every year the national pelicy grows more
narrow and individual in its coneeption by the public men
who profess to be the leaders and apostles of their time.
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The question then arises : Is the Conservative principle
in these days a reality in the convictions of those who inte-
rest themselves in general politics, or even & latent element
in the social creed of Englishmen which is capable of being
evoked, as formerly, under the anspices of the higher orders ?
With them the idea has emanated. It has been one of fre-
quent and careful ineulcation, and the great Conservative
reaction against the principles of the French Revolution of
1789, affords the most memorable example of its pervading
influence over the minds of all classes, who, it is needless to
say, entered heart and soul into the views and sentiment of
the aristocracy, just as twenty years before, with less wisdom,
their sympathies were found in unisen with them against the
Crown in favour of American Independence,

Bince the era of Free Trade it has been the fashion to
consider Conservaiism #s in a state of transition towards
more liberal and progressive views. It is asserted that Con-
servatives can give no explicit account of their opinions in
relation to each other,—that they are not only without &ny
defined policy, but that the spirit of public opinion end the
bias of the age is against them. In short, the opponents of
Conservatiasm characterize it in no better terms than they do
Legitimacy on the Continent, forgetiing that we atill possess
the old machinery and formal guarantees of constitutional
government. But looking at the aspect of our social state
rather than to the dogmas of professional politicians, is there
any term which more apily expresses the favourite hias of
the English people, their peculiar sympathies, and above all
their time-honoured traditions, than the term Conservatiam ?
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