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  There are eighty-eight quotations by Benjamin Disraeli in the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations. Gladstone has twenty; Churchill just over fifty; there are a mere six by
  Sir Robert Peel. Like a supplier of greetings cards, Disraeli provides a message for every occasion. England does not love coalitions; I have climbed to the top of the greasy
  pole; A Conservative Government is an organised hypocrisy; In a progressive country, change is constant; A range of exhausted volcanoes;
  Peace with Honour; The Right Honourable Gentleman caught the Whigs bathing, and walked away with their clothes.


  Disraeli was not only the most quotable Prime Minister. Along with Churchill, he was one of only two who wrote novels  including a number written at the very peak of his career. Although
  these novels are now almost forgotten, for many years they were read widely and some were bestsellers. Disraelis first novel, Vivian Grey, is thought to have been an inspiration for
  Oscar Wildes The Picture of Dorian Gray. Sybil, or The Two Nations, which Disraeli wrote in the 1840s, was turned into a silent film in the 1920s. The 10,000
  Disraeli received for Endymion, his last novel, published in 1880, was the largest sum ever advanced for a work of fiction.1


  And yet, for all this outpouring of words and ideas, one question remains, much discussed but never fully answered: how was it that Disraeli, a bankrupt Jewish school dropout and trashy
  novelist, came to exert such a hold on the Victorian Conservative Party, a hold which has stretched through to the present day?


  At first, the record seems clear. In writing about the gulf between rich and poor in his novels, Disraeli inspired the idea of modern, compassionate, One Nation Conservatism. By passing the
  Second Reform Act, Disraeli paved the way for a new era of Tory Democracy. Eventually, Disraeli became the first (and only) Jewish Prime Minister of this country. In delivering the
  first Tory majority for thirty years in 1874, Disraeli brought the modern Conservative Party into being. Once in government, Disraeli presided over a range of important social reforms, including
  the 1875 Public Health Act. At the Congress of Berlin in 1878, Disraeli scored a famous triumph, averting war and greatly enhancing British prestige. His rivalry with the Liberal Prime Minister,
  William Gladstone, was one of the great dramas of nineteenth-century politics, in which Disraeli built his reputation as a masterful Parliamentarian who repeatedly dished the Whigs.
  He made Victoria Empress of India and became her favourite Prime Minister.


  But on examination, none of these achievements is quite what it seems. Disraeli was not by any standard a One Nation Conservative; he rejected the idea of a more classless society. Nor was he a
  believer in mass democracy; the Second Reform Act was for Disraeli a way of regaining momentum for the Conservatives. Disraelis Jewish origins were for him a matter of great personal pride
  throughout his career, but his views on race and religion were far from straightforward and he had been baptised as an Anglican before he was thirteen. Disraeli was hailed as the Conservative
  Partys saviour when he died in 1881, but he had himself broken the Party in the 1840s. It is true that his Government implemented important social reforms during the 1870s, but Disraeli had
  no hand in them and fell asleep when they were discussed in Cabinet.


  In foreign policy, Disraeli achieved great popularity and made many rousing speeches, but his policies had a negligible impact on the balance of power. Although Disraeli is known for his rivalry
  with Gladstone, for a long time at the start of his career he was more obsessed with destroying his own Party leader, Robert Peel. He may have ended his career as Queen Victorias favourite
  Prime Minister, yet in his own life Disraeli never behaved like a Victorian at all.


  So what should we make of him? Many admirable books have been written about Disraeli. Any biographer must owe a debt to Robert Blake for his Life published in 1966. In wise, balanced and calm
  judgement he excels. Likewise, the work carried out by Disraelis official biographers, William Monypenny and George Buckle, in the early twentieth century has been the foundation of much
  fine scholar ship; their six volumes are almost an encyclopaedia of Disraelis speeches and writings. We do not try to match or replace these scholars. We have a different purpose: we are
  struck by the extraordinary potency of the myth which surrounds Disraelis career. How was it that Disraelis career, remarkable but erratic, has become the subject of such an
  extravagant posthumous mythology?


  Of course, to brand something as a myth is not to pass judgement on its truth or falsity. It is simply a way of describing how an idea or an individual surrounds itself with a cloud of rhetoric,
  some true, some false, which sustains it over the years and allows it to live longer and attract more followers than ideas and individuals which have no accompanying rhetoric. Such a myth surrounds
  Disraeli perhaps more thickly than any other politician of the last two hundred years.


  For example, Disraeli was the only Prime Minister to be the focus of a posthumous political organisation, the Primrose League, which elaborately preserved his memory for over a century and at
  its peak in 1910 had two million members. Disraeli was also the hero of one of the first full-length talking pictures, Disraeli, starring George Arliss, in 1929. And within the world of
  Westminster politics, Disraelis record of words and deeds came together after his death in a myth which he would have found delicious because of its irony. Every leader of the Conservative
  Party since Disraeli has worshipped at his shrine. Disraeli has been, and still is, hailed as the author of Tory Democracy, the original One Nation Conservative, a champion of Empire, the supreme
  parliamentary tactician, the maker of the modern Conservative Party and the most socially progressive Prime Minister of the nineteenth century. Indeed, in a 2005 Weekly Standard article
  the American writer David Gelernter pinned Disraeli up as a nineteenth-century neo-Conservative who invented modern Conservatism.


  It appears that his influence now also stretches to the Labour Party. In October 2012, the Leader of the Opposition, Ed Miliband, delivered a panegyric to Disraeli in Manchester. You know
  140 years ago, another Leader of the Opposition gave a speech, he told the Labour Conference. It was in the Free Trade Hall that used to stand opposite this building. Its the
  Radisson now by the way. His name was Benjamin Disraeli. He was a Tory. But dont let that put you off, just for a minute . . . let us remember what Disraeli was celebrated for. It was a
  vision of Britain. A vision of a Britain where patriotism, loyalty, dedication to the common cause courses through the veins of all and nobody feels left out. It was a vision of Britain coming
  together to overcome the challenges we faced. Disraeli called it One Nation.2


  This is plain rubbish. Disraeli never used the phrase One Nation. He held few principles which he was not ready to alter for the sake of immediate tactical gain. Nor did he
  advocate a national coming-together to overcome the challenges Britain faced. Adversarial politics, not consensus politics, was what ran through Disraelis veins. Moreover, in
  Disraelis personal life, the negative side of the ledger is piled particularly high. He married for money after abandoning women who adored him. He was persistently careless with the truth,
  for example inventing for himself a line of ancestry which had nothing to do with reality. He plunged into debts which he had no hope of paying. He mocked sycophants and toadies yet was won over by
  compliments and flattery. Added to all this is the oddity of the accolade that Disraeli was the greatest Leader of the Opposition who ever existed, yet he lost six general elections as a leader of
  the Party and won only one.


  In these ways and others, it is easy enough without exaggeration to make the case against Disraeli. We have looked at each of the accusations and acquitted Disraeli of none. Yet at the core
  there remains a quality which explains the myth. In truth Disraelis legacy is not political but personal. He was tolerant in an age when intolerance was normal. He was marvellously witty at
  a time when pomposity was treated as a virtue. He emphasised the importance of individual and national character when others were concerned with the details of legislation. He made, and still
  makes, politics exciting to people who otherwise find it dull. He was imaginative to excess, and unstintingly brave.


  This point about imagination is vital. Disraeli believed it was the guiding political quality. He rejected the spirit of the Victorian age, with its emphasis on science, technology, progress and
  steady reasoning. Disraeli preferred more ethereal forces  faith, religion, the social utility of belief. He despised the mathematical or utilitarian approach to politics. He attacked those
  who mistook comfort for civilisation. In his view real civilisation required deeper roots. A nation to be worthy of the name will build on its own history, customs and creed.


  Here too the paradox reveals itself. Disraeli was not a religious man; he was a practising Anglican but it is hard to pin down any specific religious belief. In the ordinary coming and going of
  daily life he was a sceptic. He despised Gladstones self-righteous, ostentatiously religious manner. He saw through the pretensions behind which most men concealed their ambition. Yet
  Disraeli argued that religion lay at the heart of the human spirit. His speeches and writings are full of phrases about the power of faith to heal the nations ills.


  Disraeli disliked intellectuals, but in his mind he developed a set of powerful ideas. They were like a collection of silver, proudly displayed, constantly polished, often added to, but only
  occasionally used in the course of daily life. His ideas were eccentric in the literal sense; they were distinct from the day-to-day activities of his political career. Every now and then Disraeli
  opened this storehouse, took out a handful of ideas and tested them as creatures of fiction or as deft phrases for a speech. After carefully perfecting and polishing them, Disraeli put the ideas
  back in the cupboard for another day.


  In 1874, as Prime Minister of his country and now at last with a large majority in Parliament, Disraeli finally had the opportunity to test his ideas, not as literary characters, but in real
  life. He was tired and old by now, but he did his best. Sadly the six years of power which he was given were not enough to prove what he preached about the underlying character of the British
  people. He failed to establish Britain as a new Oriental power. He did not regenerate the aristocracy. There was no return to chivalry. He did not bridge the gap between rich and poor. When the
  general election came round in 1880 the British people rejected Disraeli and returned Gladstone to Downing Street.


  If you had asked Disraeli what he had achieved during his political career, he would have diverted you, with a smile, by selecting an epigram from his cupboard of ideas. If pressed, he might
  have mentioned his European diplomacy or the crucial vote in the House of Commons where he had smashed the Opposition. He would not produce a list of legislative achievements as Gladstone would
  have done or indeed as almost every Prime Minister has done since. Disraeli did not deal in that currency unless he had to. It was enough that he had made the Queen Empress of India and that he had
  snapped up a decisive handful of the Suez Canal shares for her Government. The prestige of Britain was thus enhanced and, for him, prestige was the currency of politics.


  Disraeli fooled many into quoting his words to keep his memory alive. In this bewildering modern world there will always be those who echo his words and claim to uphold his principles. We have
  called our book Disraeli, or The Two Lives because the life he lived was markedly different from the myths he left behind. These contradictions do not mean that he was phoney. At the heart
  of Disraelis beliefs lay the thought that imagination and courage are the indispensable components of political greatness for an individual or a nation. That conviction, rather than any
  particular Bill, book, speech, treaty or quotation, is the true legacy of Benjamin Disraeli.
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