
T.B. Macaulay, Speech on Parliamentary Reform, 1831 

 

I say, Sir, that there are countries in which the condition of the laboring 

classes is such that they may safely be entrusted with the right of electing 

Members of the Legislature. If the laborers of England were in that state in 

which I, from my soul, wish to see them, if employment were always plentiful, 

wages always high, food always cheap, if a large family were considered not as 

an encumbrance but as a blessing, the principal objection to Universal 

Suffrage would, I think, be removed. Universal Suffrage exists in the United 

States without producing any very frightful consequences … But, unhappily, 

the laboring classes in England, and in all old countries, are occasionally in a 

state of great distress. … I hold it to be clearly expedient that, in a country like 

this one, the right of suffrage should depend on a pecuniary [financial] 

qualification. 

 

But, Sir, every argument which would induce me to oppose Universal Suffrage 

induces me to support the plan which is now before us. I am opposed to 

Universal Suffrage, because I think that it would produce a destructive 

revolution. I support this plan, because I am sure that it is our best security 

against a revolution. … I do in my conscience believe that, unless the plan 

proposed, or some similar plan, be speedily adopted, great and terrible 

calamites will befall us. … We say, and we say justly, that it is not by mere 

numbers, but by property and intelligence, that the nation ought to be 

governed. Yet, saying this, we exclude from all share in the government great 

masses of property and intelligence, great numbers of those who are most 

interested in preserving tranquility, and who know best how to preserve it. We 

do more. We drive over to the side of revolution those whom we shut out from 

power. Is this a time when the cause of law and order can spare one of its 

natural allies? 

… 

Renew the youth of the state. Save property, divided against itself. Save the 

multitude, endangered by its own ungovernable passions. Save the 

aristocracy, endangered by its own unpopular power. Save the greatest, and 

the fairest, and most civilized community that ever existed, from calamities 

which may in a few days sweep away all the rich heritage of so many ages of 

wisdom and glory. The danger is terrible. The time is short. If this bill should 

be rejected, I pray to God that none of those who concur in rejecting it may 

ever remember their votes with unavailing remorse, amidst the wreck of laws, 

the confusion of ranks, the spoliation of property, and the dissolution of social 

order. 


