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Report of the Address at the First Annual Meeting of the Social
Inquiry Society of Ireland Delivered by His Grace the ARCHBISHOP
OF DUBLIN, President of the Society.

His Grace expressed his great satisfaction at the establishment of
such a society as that, which seemed to him calculated to meet in
some, perhaps in a very great measure, one very great evil, which
was essentially inseparable from a free government; he meant an
evil resulting from party-contests. Every body must have observed
—although this was a well-governed country, perhaps the best m
the world—yet that in eyery branch of manufacture they suc-
ceeded better than in the manufacture of laws. What would
be said, if, after several ships had been built by experienced
shipwrights, and sent out to sea, they were forced to put back
in a few hours, and have a thorough repair made in them; and,
when that was done, on the very first voyage it were found that
they did not answer the purpose—that they were unsafe, having
been ill constructed, and should undergo another thorough repair,
and after the next voyage another thorough repair. That was very
much the picture of their laws. Hardly ever was there a law pas-
sed but m the next session of parliament there was introduced "an act
to amend an act;" the next session another " act to amend an amended
act," and a series of amendments and thorough repairs, almost put-
ting them in mind of the house that Jack built. Or if, again, when
the Crystal Palace was constructed, it were found after a great deal
of expense and labour had been spent in building it, that it let m the
rain m some part, and should undergo a thorough repair, and again
that it should be repaired in another part, and so on ? They knew
how very much it was the reverse of what had taken place in that and
other articles of manufacture; but in laws how continual were the
sins of commission! That is, they had a hasty, slovenly, crude
sort of legislation; and besides that, they had a great many sins of
omissign; confessed evils, not provided for; a great many remedies
suggested, which were not made by the legislature at all, because
four-fifths of the energy and intellect of the people were taken up
by party-contests for power.

He did not consider this as a blame to individuals, because
it was, as he had said, essential to a free government. If they
were under an absolute monarchy, and if, what it would be
quite Utopian to expect, they could have not only a sovereign
but a race of sovereigns, m perpetual succession, endowed
all, like the queen-bee, with an instinct for performing all
their duties with the utmost perfection, and the subjects also en-
dowed, like bees, with an instinct for rendering cheerful obedience
to that government, then only would it be conceivable that there
could be & senate or appointed council of the most experienced
men, who should devote themselves entirely to legislating for the
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public good, the improvement and amendment of all our institutions,
and the supply of every want which social life could exhibit. But
they all knew that such an idea would be quite Utopian; and if
any body could be so childish as to expect it, his error would be
corrected by experience They knew by experience that absolutely
irresponsible power was what could not be safely intrusted to any
human being, and was likely to corrupt those who were originally
the best disposed. They knew that in an absolute government the
result usually was, not that they devoted themselves to the im-
provement of the condition of their subjects, but extorted from
them as much as possible of their wealth, to contribute to their
own selfish and luxurious indulgence, and that of their favourites.
Moreover, they did not even obtain the advantage of being exempt
from contests and struggles for the maintenance of power; because
the abuses of which they were guilty often led to perpetual war
between themselves and their subjects, upon whom they imposed a
heavy yoke, which continually and justly there was a struggle to
throw off. A despotic government was a stagnant pool; a free
government was a flowing stream, of which four-fifths ran to waste,
because the greater proportion of the energy and intellect of such
a country as this, or America, was directed to a struggle for power.
And it must be so: for even supposing party spirit could be freed
of all virulence and unscrupulousness, still it was inconceivable but
that there must be struggles for power among parties. It would
be quite Utopian to expect that ever there woiild be a ministry,
much less a succession of ministries, which all would agree in con-
sidering the best possible; or that they could have a House of Com-
mons constituted entirely of persons every one of whom would be
"unanimously elected by all his constituents; and when that was no't
the case, as it never could be, even thoiigh men were actuated
by the purest public spirit, there must always be a struggle who
should be members of parliament, and what party should govern
the nation. The consequence was, that much the greatest part of
the speaking, and debating, and energetic struggles, which took
place in our government, wrere absorbed m contests for pcftver be-
tween opposing parties.

Nothing could better illustrate this, perhaps, than the contest
which took place for some advanced posts in a battle; which
were comparatively insignificant in themselves, but upon wThich
frequently depended the decision of a great conflict Take for
example the chateau of Hougoumont at the battle of Water-
loo, which from the great bloodshed and slaiighter which took
place m contending for it, might be supposed to be of inesti-
mable value—a house built like Aladdin's palace, with alternate
blocks of silver and gold, and the windows composed of jewels,—•
but which m reality the house in which they were assembled would
have purchased five times over. And yet that post decided the
fate of Europe. Such was the case with the party contests in
parliament, and must ever be.



He recollected an instance of it which occurred about the time
of the introduction of the poor-law into this country. An inflam-
matory speech had been delivered by some person in the Free-
mason's Tavern, which was made the subject of protracted dis-
cussion in the House of Commons, and during the debate between
500 and 600 members were present. The house afterwards pro-
ceeded to enter upon the details of the Irish poor-law; and in all the
debates and divisions upon that measure—a measure upon which
depended, m fact, who should have the whole command of the
property of this country, and how it should be distributed, there
were present only seventy or eighty members. Such must ever be
the case in a free government. Every body must have observed
continually that only occasionally and incidentally important mea-
sures for the public welfare, unconnected with party, were brought
forward, and were often hurried through in a very crude and hasty
manner, and suffered to slip by and fall into neglect.

Heaven forbid that this evil should ever be remedied by the so much
greater one of a despotic government—and no other complete remedy
appeared possible. But it seemed to him that a society like that, was
likely to furnish the best mitigation ever thought of for such evils.
They asserted no power: if they had, there would be party contests
as to who should possess it. They came to no decision; they had
no influence except upon public opinion; and therefore they could
engage in debate free from all party strife. Many of the members
no doubt, might be party men and so far biassed in their views;
but they would always act according to the best of their judgmemt,
be it good or bad. They would always speak, investigate and de-
liberate with the knowledge that they were concerned only with the
particular case before them. Now the evil which he had observed
as to a free government, and an assembly representing a free
government, was, that the members, however public spirited and
disinterested, were forced to decide upon each question before them,
not solely upon the merits, but with a view to the predominance of
party. And, the great advantage of such a society as that, was,
that they could deliberate on each subject according to its own
merits; and through the means of the investigations which they
conducted, and the observations which they made as to the result
of them, they might so far affect public opinion as to have ulti-
mately measures ready prepared with all that discussion which
parliament could not and would not afford to them, and thus the
foundations laid of such improvements in their social condition as
they never could expect from any parliament existing in a free
country, which would be always open to the disadvantage of party
contests for power. He hoped their example would be followed m
other places; and, as an Englishman, but a citizen of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, he would feel it a very
great triumph if this country should assert its equality, at least,
with any other portion of the British Empire by setting an example
which would hereafter be followed by Great Britain (hear, hear.)



Having alluded to other associations which were engaged in
carrying on specific investigations in science, arts, and various
other departments, his Grace observed that their's was a society
which might be said to be to promote GOOD, in whatever way—
whether by investigation and inquiry, or discussion—they could
advance that object; and he thought accordingly that if they went
on and prospered m the path upon which they had entered, that
society would be considered as ranking higher than all those other
institutions which aimed at particular objects. It might be said of
them, m the words of the poet—-

Excudent aln spirantia mollius ssra
Credo equidem, et vivos ducent de marmoie vultus ;
Oiabunt causas melms, coelique meatus
Descnbent radio, et smgentia sidera dicent;
Tu legeie imperio populos, Komane, memento ;
Has tibi erunt artes.

In connexion with the proposal for a uniform code of mercantile
laws which the lecturer had introduced, his Grace then mentioned
that he (the Archbishop) had suggested to Prince Albert a scheme
for a universal coinage, which should not bear on the face of it the
stamp of any particular country, but would circulate throughout
the civilized world, and would consist of an ounce troy of silver;
and his Eoyal Highness highly approved of the idea. After a few
other observations, his Grace alluded to the Statistical Society,
from which that society emanated, and which had its origin in the
lectures of the Professors of Political Economy; and concluded
by suggesting that a vote of thanks should be passed to those
gentlemen.




