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ON THE USES OF LEARNED SOCIETIES: AND IN 

PARTICULAR OF THE HISTORIC SOCIETY.

By J. T. Danson, F.S.S. 

(READ HTH APBH,, 1859.)

For all human institutions there comes a time (and for some it were 
well if it came oftener,) when they are called upon to justify their 
existence by a display of their uses. As to the unfruitful tree, especially, 
is apt to be asked the question, " Why cumhereth it the ground?" And 
in these days or in any days it were well to live in if there be a good 
answer it must, to be serviceable, be ready. Thus it was that, when I was 
asked, and consented, to address you this evening, I chose the topic on 
which I am about to speak.

The uses of what are called " Learned Societies," are, following their 
composition and their purposes, extremely various. In London, and in 
the other great Capitals of Europe they are determined, in direction, by 
the science especially cultivated, and, in method, by the state of that 
science. In Provincial Towns like our own, their duty is determined 
rather by the intellectual tendencies of the locality. In some respects our 
office is the nobler for this. It is less departmental; and may justly and 
usefully concern itself with topics larger than can be brought within the 
limits of any single science.

But in one respect these societies are all alike. They seek to develope 
and to apply the divine laws imposed upon man, and all things with which 
he is concerned; and, so seeking, they all recognise the invariable and 
universal character of these laws. For this is the basis of all learning. 
If we take the guidance of the atomic theory offspring of a Lancashire 
brain and, armed with the microscope, descend into the infinity of space 
that lies under our hands; or, with the telescope, ascend into that only 
more palpable infinity, where the stars allure and reward our scrutiny or, 
casting our regard backward into the past, or forward into the future, track 
through the double infinity of time the palpable or possible relations of 
our destiny to the universe at large, we come back ever the more surely as 
we have taken reason for our guide, fraught with the conviction that all is
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under one dominion all bound together by laws ever the same, and every 
where prevalent. And further, that our progress, as a race, is wholly 
dependent upon our knowledge of these laws.

The first man who launched a canoe into the sea, learned the fact that 
hollow bodies float in water, as perfectly as we know it. But we have learned 
the law; and so can apply it in an almost infinite variety of instances. 
Other and higher laws we do not yet know; but they as certainly exist. 
The ship riding at anchor in the tide-way of the Mersey, does not more 
implicitly obey, in its ceaseless heaving motion, the dynamic law of dis 
placement, than do the outgoing and incoming trade and population of our 
port obey, in their social relations, laws of equal certainty, though yet 
nknown to us.

As a Historic Society, we are essentially retrospective. It is to the 
past that vast aggregate of accomplished facts, every one of which, by 
most imperative need, has preceded those now passing before us that our 
attention is most properly directed ; and directed that we may read its 
meaning. Why, then, has all this gone before? Why this long array of 
Poets, Statesmen, Historians, Soldiers, Men of Science, Seamen, Traders, 
 who for thousands of years have been leading our race very consciously 
over the work of the day, and with less consciousness along the devious 
dimly-lighted track yet trodden upward from barbarism to what we now 
agree to call civilization. Why, unless it be that we should enter upon 
our career with better means and brighter prospects than any they ever 
possessed'?

Our newest things are old in preparation. The buds that threw abroad 
their clustered leaves to the sun of yesterday, were swelled to bursting by 
that of the day before; and all the boundless wealth of Nature and of 
Art now offered to our contemplation, is but the slowly-gathered hoard of 
a line of yesterdays, true sisters, every one, to the day we are now rapidly 
running to the close of. Time has gathered all to the garner, and sent it 
on to us. It is all with us, even now. And how go we on with the 
accumulation ? We buy and sell, and dig and sow and reap, and eat and 
drink, and labor and lie down, and see that there be others to come after 
us to do the like; and there, for most of us, it ends. Some occasional 
glances we do indeed give to what is grand, or mysterious, or unfathomable, 
or beautiful, around us ; and we are well repaid. The vaulted sky gives
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us back a sense of magnitude and tranquillity the vexed ocean and the 
storm quell us with a sense of vast external power and sunlight makea 
even the moody and unobservant glad. But for the most part we are apt 
to trouble ourselves no more with the remoter origin or issue of what is 
going on around us, than if we had long ago gravely taken counsel together, 
and set dowu all we do not ourselves grasp and peddle with, as a gigantic 
impertinence. The harmony of Nature is^in nowise marred by our negli 
gence. She can spare us. Now, as ever, she has open-eyed votaries, 
faithful servants, heroic workers, who do slowly by few hands, what might 
be done rapidly by many. But we cannot conform to laws we do not 
know, nor break them without consequent suffering nor know them with 
out learning. Hence the uses of Learned Societies, if they have any.

All human investigation is more or less dependant upon mutual aid aid 
in corroboration and correction. Discussion hath but two practical issues : 
(1) Agreement, in identity of opinion ; and (2) assumption of infallibility, 
with its shadow, persecution. Here we are happily freed from all ap 
prehension of the only unwelcome issue. We discuss nothing on which 
mankind have yet displayed any desire to be deemed infallible. We need 
not begin, and do not usually end, with disliking or condemning those who 
differ with us; and we readily effect one of our purposes in even bringing 
together, and to a better knowledge of each other, a few of those whose 
thoughts habitually range beyoud the narrow circle of their daily cares  
promoting, thus, one of the best effects of a common local residence, and 
giving occasion for what may be reasonably deemed one of the highest 
forms of good fellowship.

This, however, is not all. We bring them together with a purpose 
worthy of the occasion nay of any occasion.

Our primary purpose is to learn, and to aid others, especially those who 
may come after us, in learning the history of our own locality. And this 
is by no means so small a matter as to some it might seem. Whether 
accident or choice cast in our lot with this section of the English com 
munity, it has made us partakers in certain special interests. In two ways 
are we distinguished; and our distinctions have almost as much interest 
for the world as they have for ourselves. We are apt and busy manipula 
tors of the down of the Cotton-pod, for profit, and for the more perfect 
clothing of all who have yet learnt to appropriate shirting and gown-pieces.
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We are also marked, though less exclusively, for extensive practise of the 
art of sea-carrying. When the history of this country shall be duly 
written, some of our social conditions will be noted as prominent and 
peculiar, and in some respects quite new. In simpler phrase, we are 
greatly commercial; and the origin and ends of commerce sufficiently 
denote our place in the National History.

I need scarcely remind you that the history of our nation, as the history 
of all nations worthy of a history, is a tale of violence slowly displaced by 
approximations to justice of misguided knaves turning honest men  
first, as finding honesty the best present policy, and then as finding it best 
for all time and of fools finding their way to wisdom by paths more 
devious in act than in retrospect, because, when trodden, seen but a yard or 
two forward at a time.

First, a fight for a livelihood. Without that man hardly gets beyond 
companionship with the monkey. To exist, we must either receive or 
wring from Nature the means of sustenance. And happy they who have 
to wring hard. To get out of mere savagery, a long step further. Wealth 
must be accumulated. And wealth will not begin to be till it can be 
protected or remain where protection ceases. We begin with the labor 
of the hand. To that conies skill, inevitably. If two men handle a spade 
they will handle it differently. Even one will handle it better the tenth 
day than the first. Then conies the more distinctive labor of the head  
till Mind grows more effective, a thousand-fold, than Muscle. How slowly 
were compassed the earlier stages of this process! What a distance 
between the staff and the stone, and these combined in the lever; how far 
apart, in history, the simple lintel and the arch ! And why ? The first 
labor was all compelled, and surly; and Nature reveals no secrets to the 
half-averted eye. Yet were this, in truth, unavoidable. We begin with, 
and shall never get rid of, a hatred of compulsion and especially of com 
pulsory labour. Such labour gathers skill but slowly; and except in very 
low degrees is indeed incapable of it. And this is well. Compulsory 
labour is slavery; and slavery must always be disagreeable in effect, even 
to those who have no direct connection with it. But there is only one way 
of eradicating it. We must make it unprofitable. Now the office of 
mechanical genius is to render needless all painful muscular exertion; and 
slowly but surely it is doing its work : doing it under the stimulus of pain:
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the only universal and enduring motive among men. Where that motive 
is not urgent where labour can be avoided by mere limitation of human 
wants where food is plentiful, and clothing and shelter rather luxuries 
than necessaries, it always is so. Such instances as there are of this are 
fruitful lessons in Nature's own political economy. Having seen mankind 
so provided for, we know how readily they settle into the condition of 
able-bodied out-door paupers, when Providence is perpetual relieving officer. 
This has never been the state of those who dwelt where we dwell. On 
these islands we have always had the benefit of a large demand for labour, 
from those excellent but inexorable paymasters the soil and climate. Thus 
have we had conferred upon us the discipline of needful labour, with its 
inevitable, though often imperceptible tendency to intellectual adornment. 
In England, happily, there can be no general idleness. It is forbidden on 
pain of death. No human being can live a month in the land without gift, 
exchange, or robbery. But though the evils elsewhere incidental to over 
easy production have thus been averted, we find in our history traces of 
all the common evils attendant on the defective distribution of wealth  
a defect to be cured only by a vast, aud as yet unattainable increase of 
intelligence. "We, like the Greek historian, may recall the days when it 
implied no offence for one gentleman to ask another whether he was a 
robber no offence, but rather a kindly interest in his welfare; as though 
one should say, with greater depth and reality of feeling, "How do you do?" 
" How do you manage to live in these hard times ? "

When our Scandinavian forefathers first fretted these coasts under the 
banner of the White Horse admirable emblem of the untamed coursers 
of the sea, whose dominion they had already won they came not as out 
casts, nor even merely as warriors. They rather followed an occupation of 
labour and adventure ; and followed it for gain. Our own freebooters on 
the Spanish Main, in the 17th century, were of much the same order. 
They came to win by plunder what other men had won by toil. And their 
title, whatever might be thought of it on our Exchange, at three o'clock 
to-morrow, is hardly yet obsolete. It was not one whit worse than that of 
the castled chieftains of the Rhine, who long afterwards throve upon toll 
taken from the Traders up and down that great natural highway; who 
have wiped out the reputation of felony in the service of romance, and 
whose descendants now sit upon, or stand about, all the thrones of Europe, 
and count their ancestry with pride. Nay, barring what right may come
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to wrong by sheer lapse of time, their title was quite as good as that of 
Hanover, at this day, to levy toll on the Trade of the Elbe where that 
river passes Stade. In truth, the strong hand never has been, and never 
can be, favourable to commerce, except when under its rule. And hence, 
in the spread of commerce, a pregnant moral blessing. Hence the 
instinctive antipathy of mercantile men to all takings not sanctioned by 
exchange ; and hence have the weak of this world won an enduring and 
increasing friend. When Hanover's king was our king, it needed hard 
winking not to see the injustice of the Stade toll. But with a toll from 
others on each eyelid we accomplished it. Having lost that, we have lately 
expressed a determination to pay the toll no longer no service being 
rendered for it, and the ancient permission to pass being a thing we have 
quite grown out of. Not an honourable business; and if it has not cost, 
and does not yet cost us, more in the respect of Europe than all the toll 
has ever yielded, there is no safe reliance upon principle, or truth, even in 
truth itself.

Just payment being the basis of credit is now on all hands confessed to 
be indispensable to commerce; and that is a great point. True, it is but 
a fragment of sublunary justice; yet it pulls the rest after it. We cannot 
make clear to men the interest we all have in pecuniary justice, without 
lifting the veil of some yet higher forms of the principle, and preparing it 
a wider reign. By our success even in commerce, we surely know that, 
howsoever it be, we are forwarding purposes higher than our own. Yet it 
strongly behoves us, as we may, to see why. As our commerce widens, so 
widens the circle of our work a work above all commerce. Most plainly 
may we now see that the very greed of gain, in its blindest and most eager 
action, holds, and is now known by all the leaders of mankind to hold, its 
prey, by compliance with, and tacit promotion of a virtue it would never 
value for itself. And so it is with all the virtues greater or less, yet 
pressed into the service of commerce. And, thank Heaven, " the soul of 
"good in things evil" perpetually leavens the rest unto its own nature. 
As a Nation, we thrive, internally and externally, by the gradual recognition 
of great truths, and their application, in a higher and higher spirit, to the 
practical conduct of our affairs. It is the individual that acts, but 
mankind that are affected. As are the men, so is the nation; and as are 
the nations, so is the race.

It may seem not much for a commercial age to achieve to make theft
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disgraceful. But no prior agent of civilization has done so much. Ancient 
History teems with instances of tolerance given to this form of injustice. 
Take one. I will read you a translation not perhaps critically exact, but, 
for the present purpose, truthful of Horace's ode " Ad Mercuriam." It 
is the 10th in the first book: 

" Mercury! Atlas' smooth-tongued toy, whose will 
First trained to speech our wildest, earliest race, 
And gave their rough-hewn forms with supple skill

The gymnast's grace. 
Be it my task thy glories to declare, 
Herald of Jove! inventor of the lyre; 
Bight apt in merry theft to take whaie'er

Thou may'st desire.
When, as a hoy, the oxen stol'n by tliee, 
He urged thee to restore, light-nnger'd one! 
Chiding Apollo turned and laughed to see

His quiver gone.
Kich-laden Priam by thy favor led 
Amid the foe beneath the encompassed wall, 
Through sentries and Thessalian watch-fires sped

Unseen by all.
'Tis thine the unemhodied spirits of the blest 
To guide to bliss, and with thy golden rod 
To rule the shades; above, below, caressed

By every God."

I do not offer this as proving anything. It is not so needed. It simply 
illustrates, as a thousand other things might do, the absence, among the 
most refined Romans, of that moral repugnance we always associate with 
theft.

Now to no men do these thoughts come home more appropriately, or 
more forcibly, than to us, to whose hands are committed each in his own 
sphere the conduct of the world's, and of our own affairs, in this the 
busiest centre of commerce the world yet has. Men are always ready, as 
long as they can obtain listeners, to propagate virtue by precept. But that 
avails nothing. The only effective teaching is that of example. And Liver 
pool, with the honor of being the first port on earth, takes also the risk and 
the responsibility of affording the best known example of commercial conduct. 
We must expect, in one way or other, to be most copied. For men take their 
lessons where they find them, not where they might be best sought. The 
practical conduct of life is being daily learnt in our streets and offices, as 
well as in our homes, by more thousands than were ever so taught within
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a Jike space, since the first line of history was written. And, being 
notably a community of runners to and fro' upon the face of the earth, 
and that most among the least advanced and most teachable of mankind, 
our teaching by example probably runs through its growth, from bud to 
seed, far oftener and more widely than we can readily conceive. Great, 
undoubtedly, is the moral power we already wield. It comes from God. 
Deus nobis JHEC otia fecit. It has been earned, or we should not hare it. 
It must be worthily used or we shall not retain it. And worthily to use 
we must bear in mind that its uses are expansive, and demand of us 
expanded views of its application. The intellectual and moral position, 
powers and duties local, national and world-wide of the 600,000 souls 
now* making their way from the cradle to the grave on the banks of the 
Mersey, are very different from those of the 5,000 who thence fished and 
traded along the neighbouring coasts, and had not even a highway towards 
London, two centuries ago. The conclusion is obvious too serious to be 
otherwise than offensive to the frivolous too sure and too grand not to 
absorb and to reward the attention of the earnest and the hopeful. To us, 
or to those amongst us who shall prove worthy of the trust, are confided, 
in these passing years, the destinies of a great and growing community. 
We may come like passing pedlars to our appointed work, intent only on 
pelf, and our own poor prosperity. We may, if we choose, so continue. 
But we are under the laws of the Omnipotent; and shall be meted to 
with our" own measure. By these laws alone can we gather a penny, or 
enjoy a meal, or live till next day to repeat the process. But if some of 
us did not do more, we should not any of us long do this and they who 
do this only, however cleverly they may do it, are very far from being 
the most fortunate of men, or the most worthy of respect. Days are, 
that years may be, and years that the race may run its course not that 
its individual members may eat, drink, make merry and be gone. And 
even as a mercantile community had we not amongst us many who habitu 
ally, however dimly, look a good way beyond and around the business of the 
passing day, and while using the divine laws to their lower ends, take heed 
to observe and to serve also their higher, our prospects would not long be 
otherwise than dismal.

Need I then add that one of the noblest uses of such meetings as the 
present, is to aid the tendency of the thoughtful amongst us, to look out 
from our immediate selves and our own concerns to search out and to
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mark for instruction the relations of our locality to the rest of the world  
and thus take a higher and better part in that service of God to which we 
are all alike called: the ennoblement of our own souls, and the elevation 
of our race.

One use more of such meetings I have yet to advert to. It is the best 
of all. But all very good things come to us encumbered with a drawback, 
or a doubt. In this case it is a doubt. So far as our meetings are effective, 
we may safely assume that they promote the intelligence of those who attend 
them. Let us then set it down as proved, at least to our own satisfaction, 
that the Historic Society is in its way, promotive of the intellectual pro 
gress of its members. But what then ? We all know or all have heard of  
the lagging curse that follows, and is never far behind, the intelligence that 
finds no due application. Solomon asked only for wisdom; and many 
other things were added to him, through this or otherwise. Yet he failed, 
grossly failed, in duty; and fell, deeply and irretrievably, into wrong-doing. 
A magnificent example of a common sin : unworthy use of power. Bacon 
says " Knowledge is Power." It is the most potent, the most easily 
created and transmitted, the least perishable, and the most variously 
applicable of all powers. But is it always a benefit to those who possess 
it and is it always a benefit to their neighbours ? We are very gene 
rally persuaded that, all things considered, it is both. But the persuasion 
is one of faith ; and does not yet amount to conviction. For it would 
seem also, that neither knowledge nor any other form of power is good in 
itself that all depends upon its uses ; and that the true question is how 
does the cultivation of the intellect affect the moral character ? Efforts, 
marked by considerable skill, but yet attended with little success, have been 
made, to prove that crime is diminished by education. But the problem 
grappled with in these enquiries, is in some material respects not the same 
as ours; and no great profit could be here hoped for from the clearest and 
closest analysis of all that has yet been brought to light by such efforts. 
There are, however, some considerations, obvious enough to claim attention 
at the very threshold of the subject, and weighty enough to be worthy of 
remembrance, whenever our attention may be this way turned.

It is said that commerce lowers the standard of morals, as regards all the 
generous virtues. And it is true that generosity in the uncivilised state is 
to a great extent replaced by philanthropy in the civilised. It suggests Poor-



Laws, Orphan Schools, and Hospitals. Methods, these, by which our 
generosity becomes vicarious. We are charitable by deputy. We effect the 
object relief of the sick, the poor, and the helpless perhaps more com 
pletely. On the other hand, we lose the best effect of all charitable work : 
the moral effect upon the doer of good who does his good things in person. 
But, further, the effect does not satisfy us. With better intelligence we 
begin to perceive that to relieve misery is not enough. The sufferer has a 
right to more than our alms. He has a right to such help as we can give 
to free him altogether from his misery. And we can give him this help 
only by removing the causes of the misery itself. No matter what these 
causes may be. It may be that they are not removable. Some think so. 
But until this be proved we are bound to search for means of removing 
them. We are bound to give our minds as well as our money, to the duty 
of charity. The laws which regulate, and under which are produced, all 
the causes of suffering yet known to society, are, we may safely assume, 
capable of being themselves known. When known, they will constitute 
what is called " The Social Science " The building up of this science is 
the work of the intellect. And as its purpose is essentially to enable us 
the better to perform our social duties, the conclusion is unavoidable that, 
whatever may be the observed effect of partial advances, made by individu 
als, in intelligence, the general effect of every such advance, in commerce 
or otherwise, must be, by revealing more clearly the harmony of our duty 
with our interest, to promote, and that on the only sure basis, a perfect 
development of our moral nature.

Let us hope but not as those who hope only that the Historic 
Society may, some day, worthily take a distinguished place among the 
learned societies which have comprehended and compassed this, the 
noblest use to which human institutions can be devoted.


