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Bill Speck, British Conservatism from Burke to Beaconsfield

Although Edmund Burke has been claimed as a prophet of Victorian Liberalism he
is more generally recognized as the father of British Conservatism. He owes this
reputation primarily to his defence of the Constitution in Church and State, and
the social hierarchy, against those who sought to emulate the French
revolutionaries by overthrowing them. He defended them not by appealing to
abstract concepts such as ‘liberty’ — he disliked such speculation -but
pragmatically, demonstrating from history that they were worth conserving. This
was perhaps because he was a practicing politician rather than a political theorist.
Thus he maintained that the Revolution of 1688 had been a preserving revolution,
unlike that in France in 1789 which was a destructive force. The ‘Glorious
Revolution’ had preserved the ideal balance of King, Lords and Commons which
James IT had tried to disturb by increasing the powers of the Crown at the expense
of the other two. Admirers of the French Revolution threatened to destroy it by
expanding the role of the Commons and diminishing if not destroying that of the
monarch and the aristocracy.

Burke was by no means a reactionary, opposed to all change. On the
contrary he insisted that ‘a state without the means of some change is without the
means of its conservation’. He himself supported the resolution passed in the
House of Commons in 1780 that ‘the influence of the Crown has increased, is
increasing and ought to be diminished’. When his party came to power in 1782 he
introduced legislation to diminish it. But this was consistent with his view that
the theoretically perfect constitution established in 1689 by the restoration of the
equilibrium of Crown, Lords and Commons had to be sustained by constant
adjustments. The alteration of the Constitution itself, by electoral reform for
instance, he constantly opposed.

His successors in the early nineteenth century continued to uphold the
balanced Constitution and the Revolution settlement against further demands for
radical change. Thus they resisted Catholic Emancipation and the Reform Act.
But they did not just continue to uphold Burke’s philosophy. Although he was
aware of social change, and capable of adjusting to it, his political ideas were
fashioned for an essentially static society. The great increase of population and
the onset of industrialization created massive changes which conservatives could
not ignore. Robert Southey, who became ‘the most powerful literary supporter of
the tories’ in the 1820s, adjusted Burkean Conservatism to address the concerns
of a rapidly changing society. Thus where Burke had advocated Adam Smith’s
laisser faire policies Southey called for state intervention to provide education
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and employment for the masses.

This paved the way for Disraeli’s ‘one nation’ toryism. The paternalistic
schemes of Southey and other Romantics were taken a stage further. Thus
Disraeli, unlike Burke, was prepared to concede a measure of parliamentary
reform — the Reform Act of 1867 — in order to enfranchise what was perceived as
the deferential potentially tory voters in the working class.
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