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IT is always an interesting subject of consideration to think 
how largely our English character, constitution, and language, 
are the products of the combination of so many and various 
elements. Physiologically, the living generation of men 
embody and represent the qualities and properties of all past 
generations. Psychologically, the individual mind retains 
and contains the effect of all the influences which have ever 
been brought to bear upon its developement, growth and action. 
The healthy frame the corpus sanus of the mature man, 
represents the training, the sustenance, and the exercise of a 
life. The perfect picture of the master-hand, is the final 
result of the life-long study, practice, and skill of the artist. 
A man may dispose of his books, without loss to himself, 
when he has so read them as to have informed his own mind 
and formed his own character by them : when he has so 
received and digested their contents as to have absorbed them, 
and they have become assimilated with, and form part of, his 
own mental constitution. Our native tongue represents the 
union of almost every language which has ever been written 
or spoken. On the basement of aboriginal speech, has been 
built up, layer upon layer, the languages of Western Europe, 
the classical tongues of ancient Europe, Hebrew and Sanscrit 
from a remoter source ; and even the barbarous nomenclature 
of the Western Indians is not wanting. Now, all the analo 
gies which I have thus pointed out apply with perfect truth,
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and great force, to the constitution of the country in which we 
live. All the multifarious influences, from without and 
'within; the infusion and transfusion of various races; the 
action, re-action, and counteraction of various social, eccle 
siastical, and political forces ; the utilization of material 
products, and the application of scientific discovery; all 
these, with innumerable other agencies, are embodied and 
expressed solidified, I might almost say in the social and 
political institutions of the present hour. It will be very 
interesting, I think, to try to trace some of these influences 
to their source, and to observe generally the phenomena 
which have attended the growth of that wonderful but not 
altogether unsatisfactory conglomerate, which is known as 
the British Constitution. And if ever such a theme was 
interesting, it is surely especially so now. Whether we look 
East or West at home or abroad we see the same signs 
and tokens everywhere. Accomplished or impending change, 
 political and social revolutions of the most rapid and 
sweeping character, subject races and subordinate classes 
raised politically to the level of those who have hitherto been 
above them, the governed becoming the governors nomi 
nally equal, as the sharers in a common franchise, but prac 
tically supreme by reason of the excess of numbers : all this 
(as true, though not avowed, in America as in England) 
conceded by parties who had to be educated up to the point 
of concession to a populace who are not educated to the 
proper use of it. These are the circumstances which give 
great interest to the consideration of such topics as those I 
am about to briug before you : though it is rather to suggest 
than to discuss them, that I enter upon my task.

To compare the institutions of the Present and the Past, 
absolutely, and without reference to date, position and circum 
stances, is, of course, absurd. To try former institutions by 
present exigencies, and then to condemn them because they
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would be miserably inadequate, and grossly unsuitable nou>t 
is neither philosophical nor reasonable.

That which is proper to a state of pupilage must of neces 
sity be cast aside when the man becomes a man, unless he is 
" content to dwell in [childishness] for ever." And the life 
of a Nation has its childhood, youth, and maturity as truly as 
that of the individual man. If therefore we can find that in 
the days of our Forefathers, institutions were founded and 
flourished, which had their purpose and served it well; which 
helped on the progress and the growth of the noble English 
mind and the great English people : if we discover that when 
their function was fulfilled they made way for other agencies 
suitable to the mure advanced stage, which had been reached 
by their means, and that these again were superseded in turn 
by legitimate and adequate successors, we find all that we 
have tiny right to expect: and we have neither right nor reason 
to grudge the admission of their relative, and even of their 
independent, absolute value.

I hope I have outgrown the romanticism which would dwell 
complacently upon all those aspects of the Past which both 
the Poet and the Novelist have so often and so admirably 
invested in unreal charms. I am no indiscriminating Laudator 
Tempoiis acti. I remember well the text, if not much of a 
sermon I once heard from the lips of one of the greatest of 
English Preachers Mr. Melvill. " Say not thou What is 
" the cause that the former days were better than these ? for 
" thou dost not enquire wisely concerning this." (Eccl. vii. 10.)

The comparison of the Present with the Past is always 
interesting : but it will assuredly be both disappointing and 
very unprofitable if, as is sometimes done, even unconsciously, 
we carry with us as the test of merit, and standard of value, 
the present status and condition of society. It may be argued, 
and argued truly, that present institutions are a vast improve 
ment upon those of our forefathers. It is so : and we enjoy 
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the benefit of it. Yet to them, our improved and highly- 
developed institutions would have been no benefit: quite the 
reverse. The greatest advantage which political institutions 
of any age, or date, or country, can possess, is fitness : and 
of this fitness one of the chief elements is that they be ex 
actly opportune. If those of our predecessors were so, that 
is enough. Their measure was proper to their height: our's 
is to our's. It may be a homely illustration, but it is no inapt 
one the man's clothes would be both a disfigurement and 
an incumbrance to the growing stripling : as the boy's would 
be ridiculous on the man. Each, therefore, to his own:  Suum 
cuique. Compare each need with thnt which was meant to 
satisfy it. The boy's clothes will well befit the boy, as the 
man's the man : but any attempt to make an interchange 
would, I fear, too aptly symbolize the confusion which would 
follow from putting political privileges into hands unable, 
because untrained, to wield them. Man is not made in 
sections, and put together like a piece of machinery : he grows, 
and Ids growth is not by leaps, per saltern, but proceeds in 
sensibly. So all healthy political growth must come from the 
expansion of the native energy within : and not to be tacked 
on, or forced on from without.

Our home is not Arcadia, or Utopia, but England. Our 
constitution is a frightful and unsightly conglomerate; an 
indefensible anomaly, ou paper, but it works admirably well in 
practice. When we find ourselves in the realms of the con 
stitution-mongers, as Touchstone did in the Forest of Arden, 
we may well exclaim, with him : " Ay, now am I in Arden ; 
the more fool I: when I was at home I was in a better place."

I submit, therefore, that the proper test to be applied to all 
political institutions is suitability. Tried by this test the 
only fair one the institutions of old England were by no 
moans so defective as a superficial observer might be led to 
suppose. They had a purpose to fulfil, and they fulfilled it 
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more or less completely, perhaps hut they were fitted to the 
work of the times, and they did it: whereas institutions such 
as our's, would have been beyond the necessity of the case  
beside the purpose, and would therefore have failed utterly, 
if even they were practicable. Our necessity is different: the 
remedy therefore must be, and accordingly in, different. The 
medicine which is health-restoring to one patient, is deadly 
as a draught of poison to another. I repeat it, the institu 
tions of elder days did their work : they served their purpose : 
they had their day, and were done with. Then they were cast 
aside, into the Limbo of things worn out,

" Like a disabled pitcher of no use."

But all History shews us how tentative and experimental have 
been the efforts after Liberty. Milton, speaking of some of 
the Ecclesiastical Reformers in his day, complains that the 
change which should have been made to more freedom was to 
a greater tyranny :

" New Presbyter is but old Priest writ large."* 

The emigrants to New England, escaping from the thraldom 
for which they denounced the Stuarts, set up beyond the 
Atlantic a more hateful social tyranny of their own. There 
are subjects of the British Crown who cannot yet be trusted 
with Trial by Jury. There have been Electors (by courtesy 
styled "Free and Independent") in the British Empire, 
who so shamelessly abused the electoral franchise, that they 
Lave been deprived of the privilege they proved themselves 
unworthy to enjoy, and it has been transferred from them 
to the freeholders of South Lancashire, and the ratepayers 
of Birkeuhead.

Now we must carefully note this, as a general principle, 
without which we shall certainly go wrong that all the phe 
nomena observable in our past history, are the phenomena,

  Point. On the Long Parliament.
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not of maturity, but of GROWTH. These are what we have to 
look for. If we find them, we ought to be satisfied. They 
are all which the nature of the cnso admits of. If we look 
for anything else, we look for that which we have no rational 
ground for expecting to find, and are therefore the authors of 
our own disappointment. It is not, I repeat, perfection we 
are to look for, but progress. And the progress is gradual ; 
the growth continuous and healthy. Nothing indeed can be 
more interesting than to watch the developement of the life 
and energy of Nations. How admirably a new institution 
comes to the support of increasing strength and vigour, until 
that strength grows beyond the necessity for such support! 
Then, the institution is crushed by the pressure of that power 
which it has helped to foster, and has to make way for its 
successor. The Feudal and Monastic systems were not all 
bad : the Commercial and Manufacturing systems are not all 
good. Still

" There is some soul of goodness in things evil, 
" Would men ohserviagly distil it out."*

Check and countercheck; action and re-action; office and 
opposition : this alternation describes the history of all our 
political organizations, and of their operation, from the 
Norman Conquest until now.

It may seem commonplace Philosophy but it is not on 
that account to be set aside as unsound to hold that, in this 
country of our's, we have generally got things when we have 
been ready for them. Well would it have been for other 
countries if the same thing had happened in them. In our 
case, when the fruit has been ripe, it has fallen into the hand 
ready to receive it: but where it has been rashly plucked 
before it was fully ripe, the gathering has been more of a bane 
than a blessing.

  Shakspeare, King Henry V. iv. 1.
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And so we are brought to the conclusion, that the good old 
Institutions suited admirably those good old Times in which 
they flourished. When better times came, and bettor institu 
tions were wanted, they were ready, and in waiting. And it 
is quite true, I think, that in this country it has been found 
that, generally speaking, and in the end, a little waiting does 
no harm ; is indeed rather salutary than otherwise. The 
mind has thus had time to grow familiar with the subject, and 
the hand has been kept in training for its task. The prudent 
handicraftsman does not put his best tools into the hands of 
his unskilled apprentice. To do so would be nothing to the 
advantage of the apprentice; greatly to the damage of the 
tool; and no profit, either to the master, or the work in hand. 
Apply the simile on which side you please to the generation 
of young workmen who are fulfilling their terms of appren 
ticeship, or to an immature people " serving their time" to 
the privileges of citizenship it is equally appropriate, and 
equally true, in all its bearings.

And I do not think I am unfairly stating the case, or 
straining for a compliment to ourselves at the expense of our 
neighbours, when I say that the comparison of our experience 
with their's brings out this very instructive fact: The manner 
of acquiring new and improved institutions in this country 
1ms been tolerably uniform. To feel the desire for them ; to 
strive to obtain them ; and to wait until we got them ; has 
almost always been a part, and a very necessary part of that 
process ; that preparing, educating process by which we 
have been rendered fit for them. In other countries where 
thia slow and educating process has not been followed ; 
where changes have been made suddenly, violently and 
passionately ; where what Tennyson calls

" Raw Haste, half-sister to Delay," 

has most effectually done the work of Delay by Precipitancy 
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there the cause of true Liberty has been thrown back, by the 
very efforts which were meant to urge it on. For, when the 
privileges and responsibilities of self-government are thrust 
upon a people who have neither been taught nor trained to 
the use and enjoyment of them, Tyranny has not long to 
wait for a complete triumph, and Freedom is for a season 
ostracised.

It has been said of Lord Chatham that he fancied he could 
make a political clock, which should go by the mere force of 
the main-spring, without the help of cog-wheel, pendulum, or 
balance : the consequence was, that his system, whenever it 
was set agoing, ran itself out in a moment. And it is to these 
checks and hindrances that we owe, in great measure, our 
security. For safe progression, resistance is no less necessary 
than propulsion. We require a propelling force to urge us 
onwnrcls, but we must have a resisting force to keep us safe. 
The carriage often owes its safety to the drng ; and the train 
to the break. The stately vessel would topple over, and 
become a helpless wreck, if it were not for the steadying 
influence of that dead weight the ballast in the hold. These 
things are an allegory. They convey a most important mornl. 
Progress must often be slow in order that it may be sure : it 
must be gradual in order to be safe : we must use one advance 
forward ns the platform to another just as the Alpine tra 
veller makes one foot-rest, which he has hewn in the slippery 
track, his stepping-point to another, and so prosecutes, with 
much labour and unflagging perseverance, his aspiring journey 
to the " misty mountain's top."

And thus it becomes apparent, I think, that in the healthy 
developement and compact growth of political institutions, 
even prejudice and obstruction have their purpose. They are, 
it may be, useless lumber, as we think them, but they are the 
ballast in the ship's hold, the bit in the steed's mouth, the 
drag upon the carriage, the break upon the train; and some
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of us have seen sufficient cause sometimes to thank even the 
drag for our safety.

But now let us examine, very briefly, the fitness and relative 
position of some of the ancient Institutions of our country. 
Feudalism, Chivalry, and the Crusades, are not in our day the 
most popular themes one could select : but he can have 
looked very superficially at the phenomena of modern civili 
zation, who has not perceived how deeply we are indebted to 
the separate and the reciprocal action of these several agencies. 
I have spoken of their separate, and of their reciprocal, action: 
for it is the reciprocal action of contemporaneous Institutions 
which evolves the most interesting incidents in historical 
phenomena, and conduces most directly to that developement 
of polities and peoples to which our attention is at present 
directed. Feudalism had an immense influence upon the 
Crusndes, but it was the Crusades which dealt the death-blow 
at one of the distinguishing marks of Feudalism. Under the 
Feudal system every man was a soldier. He held his land by 
this tenure, forty days' military service per annum. But the 
Crusades promoted the arts of peace by making war a separate 
profession ; nnd Chivalry took from it the ferocious character 
which it had previously borne, by suggesting honours and 
distinctions, and prescribing a gentler code which men became 
content and eager to follow, who, theretofore, had obeyed 
nothing but the strong will and the strong arm.

When Dr. Arnold saw the Locomotive Engine dash past 
Rugby, he exclaimed " There goes the death blow to Feudal- 
" iam." Feudalism had done its work. But every system 
lives in its results: as the finished picture embodies and 
represents every touch, and tint, and shade which the artist 
has employed to conduce to the completed work before us. 
When the great Master of Rugby uttered the exclamation 
I have just quoted, the Feudal System and its institutions
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had fulfilled their office. With how large an intermixture of 
good and evil their work was done, Sir James Mackintosh 
shall be our witness. He says (Hist. Eny., I, 117) they 
probably " produced more misery in their first vigour, stirred 
" up more envy in their course, and left behind them more 
" good when the waters had dried up, than any other system 
" of laws by which the race of man have been governed." 
Among other things, they elevated the social position of 
Woman, and cultivated and strengthened that feeling of 
local association and attachment, to which we owe so muoh 
of the pleasure of life. You remember that characteristic 
passage of Southey's, in The Doctor: " For fifty years I had 
" known the old Cross in its old place : and if fifty years' 
" acquaintance did not give us an affection even for stocks 
" and stones, we should be stocks and stones ourselves."

Of these three institutions which I have mentioned  
Feudalism, Chivalry, and the Crusades let us for a mo 
ment glance at the results. They hurled back the tide of 
Mahommedan invasion. One religious fanaticism could only 
be adequately met by another. Nothing but a religious 
motive could at that time have united the discordant and 
jealous powers of Western Europe. Nothing less than such 
a motive could have united the various interests in our 
own country. Each of the social elements in existence 
asserted itself in turn ; sometimes they were found acting 
together; sometimes in open hostility ; sometimes one seek 
ing alliance with another to check a third, and to play off 
this influence against that; and so on, in ways of which more 
recent statesmen are probably not too ignorant. So that 
even against an enemy so dangerous to nascent Liberty and 
infant Civilization as was the Moorish invasion of Southern 
Europe, nothing but religious sentiment could have united 
into one band the Saxon people and their Norman lords,  
the imperious Monarch and his jealous Barons, the settled
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power of the Ecclesiastics, and the rising influence of the 
Citizens. The Crusades did this, and Christendom was saved 
thereby. And from these very Crusndes, influenced and 
modified by other agencies which operated with them, from 
them, as from a known determinate source, wo can distinctly 
see that the Revival of Learning, the birih of modern Com 
merce, the diffusion of the Arts, and the distinctive character 
of our Civilization, (I was going to say : but I will go further 
and say) the very attributes of our daily life and our ordi 
nary indispensable home comforts all all these, have taken 
their rise.

When I think of all we owe to those who led the way to 
the invention of printing by bringing the Greek literature 
into the West; who gave us silk and sugar, clocks and wind 
mills, paper and gunpowder, glass and the mariners' compass; 
who thus made ocean navigation practicable and common 
by making it safe, I cannot repress a feeling of admiration 
for those old times. I see how much was done, with very 
scanty opportunities and very limited means ; that seeds were 
sown of which we reap the fruits, and foundations laid which 
after ages built upon ; and that in the end, fabrics were con 
structed, " not for an age, but for all time," of which we 
enjoy the protection to this day. And seeing this, it would, I 
think, argue a very narrow partisanship or other prejudice, to 
deny, what I am sure it is no less just than patriotic to assert, 
that 

" The men of old were men of might, 
" ID forms of greatness moulded."

To be the descendants of such men is something. And it is 
an honour, which not only confers distinction, but imposes 
duties, to ourselves and to our posterity as well.

Thus we see that the actual progress made was very great, 
comparatively, and that there is something to be pleaded for 
it even when it seems unduly slow.
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All Law is a restraint upon Liberty. But for the common 
good, every one tacitly submits to some curtailment of per 
sonal liberty. To the loyal subject, the more rigid and 
pnnitive restrictions are scarcely an inconvenience : to the 
disloyal and violent, these restraints, however irksome, are, 
in the interests of society, n necessity.

But all legal restraints may be divided into two classes : 
the absolute, and the comparative: those which are necessary, 
and those which are expedient. In the fornier class of cases 
the Law enacts punishments : in the latter, it imposes dis 
abilities. But disabilities are, in their very nature, temporary, 
and contingent upon circumstances. You allow a boy more 
money, when he knows how to spend it: you give him more 
freedom, when he knows how to use it: the disability of the 
state of minority ceases at the age of twenty-one years, 
because the Law holds the heir to have attained to the ability 
to enjoy and employ his property himself. And so in the 
life of a Nation. When it is educated up to the full capa 
bility of appreciating and using a privilege, the disability 
involved in its beiug withheld may be removed. Now it is a 
very striking proof of what I have maintained is the healthy 
growth and progress of English Institutions, that, though 
our whole History is a history of enfranchisement, of the 
growth and extension of privilege, and the consequent removal 
of disability, there is scarcely one, if there is one, single 
noticeable exception to this most significant fact that no 
privilege once conferred has been revoked ; no disability once 
removed has been reimposed. We know that in other 
countries this is far, very fur, from having been the case. 
And it is surely the best possible proof that our national 
progress, if in some periods slow, has been healthy; and if 
gradual, has been safe ; that every step forward has been a 
step finally gained; an advance made good; not a violent 
impulse, followed by a more violent repulse. And this last
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remark opens to us a deep insight into those differences of 
national character which, under the guidance of that

"    Divinity which shapes our ends, 
" Rough-hew them how we will,"*

has so much to do with the matters we have now been con 
sidering.

National character moulds national institutions : and these 
institutions in their turn represent, reflect, and also influence 
the national character. When a people is impulsive and 
fickle, change will be common; but improvement will be 
very doubtful as an immediate consequence, and very slow as 
an ultimate result. Retrogression will be ns common as 
progression. But where steadiness of character prevails ; 
where changes are well considered before they are made, and 
safeguards are ready when they are wanted, there new political 
institutions will grow slowly up to the form of those previously 
existing, and to the requirements of the times, and will adapt 
themselves naturally thereto. Thus the New will become 
welded into and blended with the Old, and all together will 
become one grand, complete, and united whole : in this, 
resembling nothing so much as that august and venerable 
fane the Abbey of Westminster the work and the pride of 
successive generations, beneath whose sacred floor are gathered 
the greatest and worthiest representatives of the life, the faith, 
the wisdom, and. the bravery of Englishmen. There is the 
shrine of Edward the Confessor, and there is the grave of 
Palmerston. In the interval between these two, come Cru 
saders and Cavaliers; Poets, Divines, Scholars, and States 
men, of various times ; Plantagenets, Tudors, and Stuarts all 
have their names associated with the great national Temple, 
as all have left their impress on our great national Constitu 
tion. The analogy between these two is even closer still. 
Not only did they begin to exist together, but they have

  Sbtkipeare. Hamlet, T, 3.
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grown together, and their growth and extension have been 
most remarkably the work of the self-same hands. The 
foundations of both were laid in Saxon times. The present 
shape and form of the Abbey was given to it by Henry III, 
in whose reign also was given its present shape and form to 
the British constitution, by the summoning of Parliaments.* 
Further extension in the Abbey in the times of the Tudors, 
and alterations subsequently, have their parallel in the Con 
stitution also. Some things have been added to both, and 
some taken away. Some parts are crumbling with age, and 
on others the hands of the restorer and builder are still at 
work. Some have actually perished, and there have been 
found in some cases but indifferent substitutes. There have 
been monstrous additions, and very barbarous mutilations. 
Blemishes and defects, redundancies and solecisms are to be 
found in both : yet in their completeness, their oneness, their 
admirable symmetry and adaptation, they exhibit the same 
characteristics; and vindicate their title to the admiration and 
pride of every man who feels that the birthright of an 
Englishman is something to be proud of.

  " Simon de Montfort ..... rendered the parliament of that year (1865) 
the model of the British Parliament, and in a considerable degree affected the 
constitution of all other representative assemblies. It may indeed be considered 
as the practical discovery of popular representation." Sir James Mackintosh, 
Hat. £ny., i. 2S8.

" In I'idft, in the celebrated Parliament summoned by de Moutfort in Henry's 
name, at which the representation of the boroughs was created, the representa 
tion of the counties was undoubtedly placed or confirmed on its present basis, 
as the writs are still eitant." Creasy's English Constitution, 192.


