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* 

In his Memoirs, the very self-conscious author of The History of the Decline 

and Fall of the Roman Empire tells us that from his early youth he had aspired to 

"the character of an historian".  And in the same place, Edward Gibbon records 

the passage marking "the moment of conception" of his great life's work.  "It was 

at Rome", he wrote, "on the 15th of October, 1764, as I sat musing amidst the 

ruins of the Capitol, while the barefooted friars were singing vespers in the 

temple of Jupiter, that the idea of writing the decline and fall of the city first 

started in my mind..."1  Like his contemporary, the Venetian architect 

Giambattista Piranesi, whose first visit to the same place some twenty years 

before had enchanted his pre-Romantic imagination with visions of the 

architectural triumphs of the ancients that subsequently found expression in the 

extraordinary etchings of his Le Antichita Romane, Gibbon's own imagining of a 

                                                           
1.  Edward Gibbon, Memoirs of My Life and Writings, in William Smith (ed.), The History of The 
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, London, 1854.  Memoirs, p. 129.  Other matter quoted from 
Gibbon in the remainder of this section which is not otherwise footnoted derives from this 
source.    
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remote historical past, if we are to believe his retrospective testimony, had been 

similarly set in train.  In Piranesi's case, an artistic imagining of the architectural 

grandeur of Rome at its moment of greatness became fused with a passionate, 

hyper-realist interest in theorizing how such marvels of classical antiquity had 

been actually designed and built;  and so too in Gibbon's early historical 

imagining of the triumphs and eventual eclipse of the ancient Romans, he had 

already begun faintly to perceive the rudiments of a project of historical and 

philosophical theorizing with which his name would be indelibly associated by 

his contemporaries and posterity.  For whatever the views of its modern 

apologists about the positive achievements of Christianity, the historian's initial 

musings would lead him on to a fully considered judgement that Christianity 

had been in fact an enervating force in classical antiquity, that its legacy was to 

have undermined Rome's greatness, leading in time to the replacement of the 

ancient triumphs of the Capitol and the magnificent pagan pageants of the 

worship of Jupiter with the pathetic spectacle of barefooted friars singing vespers 

in their stead. 

Though Gibbon had already begun tentatively to mull over his central 

historical theme in the autumn of 1764, musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, it 

was not until twelve years later that the first volume of his History appeared.  "At 

the outset", he testified, "all was dark and doubtful;  even the title of the work, 

the true era of the Decline and Fall of the Empire, the limits of the introduction, 

the division of the chapters, and the order of the narrative..."  He was from time 

to time tempted to cast away the labours of his preparation;  and many 

experiments were made, he wrote, before he attained "the middle tone between a 

dull chronicle and a rhetorical declamation."  Three times he composed the first 

chapter, and twice the second and third, before he was satisfied.  Then, he settled 
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into a more steady authorial stride, traversing the enormous historical and 

literary tapestry he would spend so much of his life in creating. 

As befits an historian, Gibbon commemorated for the benefit of future 

historians not only the moment of conception of his magnum opus, but also the 

hour of his "final deliverance".  Though habituated to a routine of writing during 

the morning hours, he records that the final sprint to the completion of his 

monumental labour occurred between the hours of eleven and twelve o'clock on 

the night of June 27, 1787, when he entered the last lines of the last page of the 

sixth volume in a summer house in his garden at Lausanne, Switzerland.  Then, 

laying down his pen, he took several turns in a covered walk of acacias 

commanding a prospect of the surrounding lake and mountains.  "The air was 

temperate, the sky...serene, the silver orb of the moon...reflected from the waters, 

and all nature was silent", he recollected, adding:  "I will not dissemble the first 

emotions of joy on recovery of my freedom, and, perhaps, the establishment of 

my fame."  Pride of achievement shortly gave way to a dawning and melancholy 

thought that he had "taken an everlasting leave of an old and agreeable 

companion."  By that date, the great forum where in his mind's eye he had first 

imagined the ancients assembled to enact their laws and elect their magistrates, 

had been reduced in his poignant narrative to an enclosure for the cultivation of 

pot-herbs or for the grazing of buffalo and swine.  By then, his (and Piranesi's) 

vividly imagined public and private edifices of Rome's imperial grandeur, built 

for eternity, lay prostrate and broken across his pages like the limbs of a mighty 

giant.  By then, too, a succinct summary set down the fruits of his laborious 

theorizing of Rome's eventual decline and fall, a summary subsequently 

committed to memory by generations of British school children:  the injuries of 

time and nature, the hostility of the barbarians and Christians, the decline of 

civility and public integrity, and the domestic quarrels of the Romans.  He had 
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finally concluded his Herculean effort of imagining and theorizing the decline 

and fall of the Romans.  He was at last in a position, twenty three years on from 

his work's conception, to pen the words:  "a hundred generations, the leaves of 

autumn, have dropped into the grave".2 

Edward Gibbon's fame, and his greatness as what Hugh Trevor-Roper has 

called "the one irreplaceable English historian",3 was assured.  In the new 

Augustan age of the late eighteenth century, when his "enlightened" audience 

entertained a hubristic self-assessment in which they were liable to depict 

themselves as having surpassed the admired achievements of Roman civilization 

in classical antiquity, Gibbon's arresting and disconcerting rhetorical appeal lay 

in part in the pessimistic and at times cynical manner in which his History 

tempted such self-assured contemporaries to wonder whether their own 

civilization, seemingly near its peak, must not itself, like Rome before it, one day 

too decline and fall.  It is a point of some interest, in light of this topical appeal of 

Gibbon's work, that as a young man he should have taken a firm tactical decision 

to avoid writing expressly on modern English history.  In a summer diary 

composed two years before settling on the magisterial history of imperial Rome 

which was to dominate the intellectual labours of his mature years, Gibbon had 

written:  "I should shrink with terror from the modern history of England, where 

every character is a problem, and every reader a friend or an enemy;  where a 

writer is supposed to hoist a flag of party, and is devoted to damnation by the 

adverse faction."  But in abjuring the history of modern England in favour of 

what was outwardly at least a more remote topic of study, Gibbon was not to 

                                                           
2.  Ibid, History, Chapter LXXI.  
3.  "May Gibbon Rise Again", The Times, May 2, 1987.  See too J.G.A. Pocock, "Gibbon's Decline and 
Fall and the World View of the Late Enlightenment", in his Virtue, Commerce and History, 
Cambridge, 1985, pp. 143-156.  "Gibbon was a conservative in politics if a radical modernist in 
philosophy and religion..." 
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save himself from English readers who, soon enough, divided into those who 

favoured and those who disapproved of his views.  A reading public made up 

primarily of believing Christians, to say nothing of the Church establishment 

itself, was not surprisingly to take offense with Gibbon's editorializing preference 

for pagan pluralism over Christian monotheism.4  Nor would he escape the 

charge that he had hoisted a flag of party, nor damnation by "the adverse 

faction". 

Gibbon's achievement, after all, was to have written a work of 

"philosophical" history reflecting an intellectual debt to Montesquieu, whom he 

greatly admired.  Following Montesquieu's example, he had come to believe that 

the greatness of a people is to be found in the animating "spirit" of its 

constitution, a spirit which, in the case of Rome, he was convinced, breathing 

new polemical life into the longstanding conjectural battle of the ancients and the 

moderns, was bound up with what he admiringly regarded as the "active 

virtues" of Roman paganism.  The time would come when the controversy 

surrounding Gibbon's once scandalous views about the influence of Christianity 

would abate, leaving as a more enduring intellectual legacy his powerful 

rhetorical imagining of decline and fall itself, pervasive of the detailed 

argumentative theorizing and encapsulated in the very title of his deeply 

prejudiced historical masterpiece of the Scottish Enlightenment.  But in his own 

day Gibbon had not escaped, as he somewhat disingenuously thought he could 

by setting himself at an apparent remove from the topical political concerns of 

his countrymen, the fate of the student of modern English history from which as 

                                                           
4.  As in such pointed passages as:  "The various modes of worship which prevailed in the 
Roman world [under the Antonines] were all considered by the people as equally true;  by the 
philosophers as equally false;  and by the magistrates as equally useful.  And this toleration 
produced not only mutual indulgence, but even religious accord."  History, Chapter II.   
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a young man he had "shrunk with terror".  If this was so of one who wrote of 

ostensible antiquity, how much more must it be the case with today's 

philosophical historian intent on a contemporaneous imagining and theorizing of 

the British political tradition? 

* 

When Edward Gibbon declared in his Memoirs that he had from early 

youth aspired to the character of an historian, he was careful, as a second reading 

shows, to hedge his declaration.  For what he said in full was:  "Without engaging 

in a metaphysical or rather verbal dispute, I know by experience that from my early 

youth I aspired to the character of an historian."5  It is clear enough from this 

passage, as from the larger contents of the Memoir, in which the mature historian 

is almost too quick to dismiss as "verbal dispute" any close consideration of the 

nature of the historical enterprise, that Gibbon knew full well that the delineation 

of the character of an historian, as of history itself, involves a species of 

intellectual endeavour in which broadly philosophical or "metaphysical" 

questions of a complex nature are never far from the apparent surface of things, 

questions having to do in one perspective with the inescapable and melancholy 

fact of our mortality, and in consequence of it, of our all too human urge to be 

remembered.  What else would have led him to declare, elsewhere in the 

Memoirs, that "The present is a fleeting moment, the past is no more;  and our 

prospect for futurity is dark and doubtful"? 

At the least, we can say that the character in question is one never fully 

achieved, and that it involves the recounting of stories of a certain sort in which 

materials are arranged in a conceptual space situated somewhere between a 

distant, even legendary or mythical past, and time present.  The narrative 

                                                           
5.  Emphasis added. 
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historian's activity aims to bring shape and life to the skeletal remains of a past 

that is inferred from these materials, enabling movement where otherwise none 

is possible---the methodological challenge being, strictly, to appear to cast the 

story in a mood consonant with the requirements of the grammatical sense of the 

past tense.  There was a time when there were no historian story-tellers of the 

sort here under discussion, and the historian, as Collingwood once said, was 

merely "the autobiographer of his generation".  It is only in the past several 

centuries that there have been figures like Gibbon, who have devoted their lives 

to the study of history in any methodologically conscious way.  Yet 

paradoxically, while our "artless ancestors" perhaps knew less about the past than 

we do, they may arguably be said to have felt a much greater sense of identity 

and continuity with it.  If this is so, one aim of our historical story-teller must be, 

not so much the pedantic and perhaps naive Rankeian project of demonstrating 

"how things really were", as the evocation in our own time of this identity and 

continuity.  And his skill as a story-teller will consist in the manner in which he 

manages to arouse a dawning sense of familiarity, such that, while the 

immutability of the present is accepted as an insurmountable feature of the 

human condition, there is a recognition in what he has to tell us of things 

ancestral, of things of which we are a part that we once knew but had 

figuratively forgotten. 

The historian begins by settling in advance of a particular performance the 

topic to be addressed.  And here there is a related point.  According to the 

testimony of so great and painstaking a practitioner of the art as Gibbon himself, 

the historian may have settled on the rudiments at least of his story-line long 

before he has written a word of what might eventuate in a massive tome.  But if 

such a strategy---of inventing in advance a manner of recounting a story and 

then finding evidence to support it---is acceptable, even perhaps unavoidable in 
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an historian, his ought not properly to be a recounting of what might be 

characterized as the doctrinal or ideological sort, in which, as the Staedtler 

underlining advertisement in the Piccadilly underground station has it, "You 

don't have to read the whole torrid tale to know who Sophie decides to marry".  

From a philosophical point of view, the historian's world is a world of concluded 

events, and from that world's mute materials a recounting must be extracted and 

assembled without the assistance of any pre-established principles of selection.  

Of course, while the historian is a story-teller, he cannot retail anything that 

comes into his head as a proper historical story.  Malcolm Bradbury says cleverly 

at the outset of his novel The History Man:  "This fiction...is a total invention with 

delusory approximations to historical reality, just as is history itself."  The reader 

is amused because Bradbury's words convey an important half-truth.  But while 

the historian's activity does indeed involve a finally irreducible element of 

invention, it cannot be said to be synonymous with the construction of a fiction.  

It will not do to pass off whatever comes into our head as a bone fide historical 

story;  historical evidence cannot speak to us except through the mediation of a 

story-line that is in certain respects necessarily conjectural;  but it must account 

for the evidence as best it can if it is to pass muster as an historical story-line.  

That is the point of Gibbon's own confession that in preparing his History, many 

"experiments" were made before he hit "the middle tone between a dull chronicle 

and a rhetorical declamation." 

The historian, living with Gibbon's complicating challenge, does so by 

imagining, as well as by theorizing, the past.  And among the most celebrated 

story-lines that have resulted have been, for instance, the developmental notion 
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of a renaissance,6 or, better still, the story of history as progress, of which, in 

Britain, the celebrated and tenacious Whig theory of history is a notable variant.7  

And as we have seen, Edward Gibbon's own haunting imagery of imperial Rome 

as a civilization declining and falling has been another, perhaps the most 

compelling and dramatic historical story-line of them all, a perennial stand-by of 

our more pessimistic historical prognosticators in the two centuries which have 

elapsed since the first appearance of The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire.  In recent times, such celebrated story-lines as these, Gibbon's especially, 

have been much deployed as well in the reportage of events occupying the 

interstices between the present and the past unsatisfactorily labelled 

`contemporary history', where they have enjoyed an immeasurable influence on 

general public opinion. 

Consider the evidence of a collection of papers edited by Isaac Kramnick 

and melodramatically entitled Is Britain Dying?  Perspectives on the Current Crisis,8 

a book representing a genre of decline and fall story-telling that was to enjoy a 

special vogue in transatlantic accounts of the effects of Britain's allegedly 

enervating welfare state and other post-imperial woes9 during the troubled 

"Britain as the sick man of Europe" 1970s.  The Preface sets the scene: 

                                                           
6.  See, for example, Robert Nisbet, "The Myth of the Renaissance", Comparative Studies in Society 
and History, XV, October 1973, pp. 473-92. 
7.  The classic works here are J.B. Bury, The Idea of Progress, N.Y., 1920 and Herbert Butterfield, 
The Whig Interpretation of History, London, 1931.  See too E.H. Carr, What is History?, London, 
1961, Chapter 5, Joseph Hamburger, Macaulay and the Whig Tradition, New York, 1976, and J.W. 
Burrow, A Liberal Descent:  Victorian Historians and the English Past, Cambridge, 1981. 
8.  Ithaca, Cornell UP, 1979, p. 7.   
9.  Among British historians themselves, the name of Correlli Barnett comes readily to mind;  but 
see too Martin J. Wiener, English Culture and the Decline of the Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980, 
Cambridge, 1981, and more generally, David Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British 
Aristocracy, New Haven, 1990.  That the Americans are not above applying the decline and fall 
scenario to a sense of their own flawed achievement has of course been instanced from at least 
the date of Theodore Dreiser's fictional account of the collapse of the American Dream;  for recent 
examples, note the soul-searching debates occasioned in the quality reviews and in academic 
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"Mountains of garbage in Leicester Square;  ambulance drivers on 
strike;  attendants turning patients away from hospitals;  terrorist 
bombings of gasoline storage tanks;  schools closed;  striking lorry 
drivers huddled around makeshift fires;  civil servants refusing to 
work;  trains idle;  no Times;  no TLS;  a bewildered Prime Minister 
juggling election dates;  a Trades Union congress helpless before 
militant shop-stewards;  a peppery  leader of the opposition 
shouting `Resign!'.  This was the British winter of discontent---1978-
79." 

The `peppery' Leader of the Opposition was, of course, the redoubtable 

Margaret Thatcher, whose first electoral victory in the very year of the book's 

appearance would prove a challenge to the more doctrinaire sort of transatlantic 

decline theorist.  One response to the arrival of the "Thatcher era" was simply to 

reiterate Kramnick's story-line, modifying its detail to accommodate the 

changing circumstances of the day.  "Our understanding of British politics must 

encompass changes reaching into every sphere of political life", ran the argument 

of a lengthy review article in the American Political Science Review in the mid 

1980s, theorizing a continuing decline that one might be forgiven for suspecting 

had been imagined in advance: 
 
"decreasing political trust, deference and consensus; the 
diminishing salience of class alongside increasingly unpredictable 
patterns of voting; a rapid decline of Conservative duopoly of 
electoral support and a loosening of their grip on parliamentary 
representation;  an intensification of ideological dispute between, 
and especially within, the major parties; mistrust and bitterness in 
industrial relations;  a nationalist challenge tothe unitary state;  and 
a unitary assault on local government autonomy..." 

One transparent difficulty with placing our reliance on such gloomy story-

lines as this is that other story-tellers have imagined contemporary Britain in a 

more congenial way, attempting to look beyond the simpleminded moralizing of 

the `we know who Sophie decides to marry without having to read the whole 

torrid tale' recounting of Britain's decline and fall.  Take Geoffrey Smith and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
circles by Paul Kennedy's The Decline and Fall of the Great Powers and by Allan Bloom's The Closing 
of the American Mind, Chicago, 1987. 
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Nelson Polsby's British Government and Its Discontents,10 an early eighties book 

aimed at exploring the manner in which `overwhelming problems' of low 

economic productivity, eroded social solidarity in light of the Northern Ireland 

conundrum, the devolution debate and problems centred on immigration and 

race relations, had interacted to sap the confidence of Britain's leaders.  As if to 

qualify the book's treatment of the decline material in its main text, though, there 

is a prefatory quote from the Anglophile American travel writer Paul Theroux, 

then resident in London, a quote so evidently admiring of the plain decency of 

the British way of life that the criticism presumably intended by its last sentence 

is disarmed by all that goes before: 
 
"The British [he writes] do not say `you're welcome' and they 
seldom shake hands. What they do best is empty trash...deliver 
mail and milk at dawn, run schools, provide dental and medical 
care and eyeglasses for a  pittance, broadcast intelligent radio 
programs, plant pretty gardens,  produce articulate debate, 
maintain the character of villages and parks, brew real beer, finance 
a spectacularly good library service, stand politely in line, avoid 
talking to strangers and make amateurism and uncompetitiveness 
the goals of nearly every endeavour.  There is no money in this." 

Here is an imagining that, except for its wistful closing sentence, carries us 

away from the theorizing of a decline and fall, to a consideration of how certain 

cultural predilections manifested in the contemporary life of Britain might be 

thought to imply (to use old-fashioned language) a national character persisting 

in time, a distinctive and recognizable "British" way of doing things.  Let us 

follow Theroux's lead, taking a closer look at the persistence of what might be 

regarded as certain enduring civic and social mores of "the old country", this 

ancient state rich in myths and achieved historicity, in the enclosing twilight of 

another century and another millennium. 

* 

                                                           
10.  New York, 1981. 
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If individuals have biographies and family trees, the same might be said, 

figuratively at least, of institutions and ideas,11 nations and states.  And that 

quintessential English writer and patriot, George Orwell, has recourse to just 

such a metaphor, in attempting to capture the sense of England.  "It resembles", 

he wrote in a familiar wartime passage, 
 
"a family, a rather stuffy Victorian family, with not many black 
sheep in it but with all its cupboards bursting with skeletons.  It has 
rich relations who have to be cow-towed to and poor relations who 
are horribly sat upon, and there is a deep conspiracy of silence 
about the source of the family income.  It is a family in which the 
young are generally thwarted and most of the power is in the 
hands of irresponsible uncles and bedridden aunts.  Still, it is a 
family.  It has its private language and its common memories, and 
at the approach of an enemy it closes ranks.  A family with the 
wrong members in control---that, perhaps, is as near as one can 
come to describing England in a phrase."12 

Circumstances may change, he says, but England will still be England, 

"stretching into the future and the past, and, like all living things, having the 

power to change out of recognition and yet remain the same." 

In the depths of another wartime winter setting, the prominent adoptive 

Englishman, the American-born T.S. Eliot, was to draw poetic attention, in an 

equally well-known passage, to the near presence of the past in a Britain he too 

loved:  
 
"We die with the dying;   
See, they depart, and we go with them. 
We are born with the dead: 
See, they return and bring us with them. 
The moment of the rose and the moment of the yew tree 
Are of equal duration.  A people without history 
Is not redeemed from time, for history is a pattern 

                                                           
11.  See, for instance, R.N. Berki, The History of Political Thought, A Short Introduction, London, 
1977, Chapter 2, `Political Thought and History'. 
12.  In his The Lion and the Unicorn (1940), in Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (eds.), The Collected 
Essays, Journalism and Letters of George Orwell, Volume 2, London, 1983, p. 88, 99.  Apropos of 
Orwell's imagery here, note Lady Thatcher's recent words to a group of admirers assuring them 
of her continuing, post-Prime Ministerial presence in British politics:  "Granny will always be 
there..." 
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Of timeless moments.  So, while the light fails 
On a winter's afternoon, in a secluded chapel 
History is now and England."13 

For his part, arriving in England from war-ravaged Germany as a student 

a few years after Orwell and Eliot wrote these passages---it was January, 1948, 

coincidentally the year in which Britain's National Health Service came into 

being---the sociologist Ralf (now Lord) Dahrendorf was to discover that the War 

was still very much on people's minds, especially when they met a German, and 

he was required to spend six weeks at Wilton Park being "re-educated".  That 

admitted inconvenience aside, he records, so vividly had he imagined England in 

advance that what he found awaiting him was a country with which he had 

"fallen in love even before I first saw it".  And some years on, his early imagining 

apparently undiminished by experience, Dahrendorf was to write of the British 

way of life that, from the standpoint of a "participant observer" such as himself, 

"few things are more bewildering than the extent to which the public debate is 

preoccupied with yesterday's world."14 

English patriots and Anglophile participant observers, as the evidence of 

these sample passages suggests, have for long been struck in their separate 

imaginings of the British experience by the prominence in it of a deep and 

immutable past, embracing the historical Boadicea and the half-legendary 

Arthur, the symbolic St. George and the mythical Robin Hood.  And the sense of 

`England' and of the British has as well been from time immemorial that of an 

island race whose destiny has been inextricably linked with the sea.  In his 

Crowds and Power, first published at the dawning of the `swinging 60s' but which 

the emigre author asks his readers to imagine as having been composed two 

decades before---in the far less auspicious circumstances of 1940, the year in 

                                                           
13.  T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding, V, in his Collected Poems, 1909-1963, London, 1963. 
14.  Ralf Dahrendorf, On Britain, London, 1981, pp. 9, 181. 
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which Orwell had imagined England as a family with the wrong members in 

control---Noble Laureate Elias Canetti writes that 
 
"Everyone knows what the sea means to an Englishman;  what is 
not sufficiently known is the precise form of the connection 
between his relationship to the sea and his famous individualism.  
The Englishman sees himself as a captain on board a ship..The sea 
is there to be ruled...The Englishman's disasters have been 
experienced at sea.and thus the sea has offered him transformation 
and danger.  His life at home is complementary to  life at sea:  
security and monotony are its essential characteristics.  Everyone 
has his place which, except to go to sea, he is not supposed to leave 
for the sake of any transformation;  everyone is as sure of his habits 
as of his possessions."15 

Individualism;  captaincy;  hierarchy and deference;  habits;  security of 

possession.  But one notes that it is captaincy, respect for authority and skills of 

rulership, that is central to Canetti's imagining of the character of an Englishman.  

He has evoked a seafaring imagery not unlike that deployed to make a similar 

point in Act III of Bernard Shaw's Heartbreak House, when, with the crisis years of 

the First World War rather than the Second in view, Captain Shotover advises 

Hector to "Learn your business as an Englishman": 

 
"Hector:  And what may my business as an Englishman be, pray? 
Captain Shotover:  Navigation.  Learn it and live;  and leave it and be  

 damned." 

Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the waves;  and the island race, as Shotover 

and Canetti intimate, has also been an imperial race.  The English were the first 

Britons to learn the habit, at home rather than at sea, in the school of domestic 

hard knocks as `governors' in succession to the Normans of an unruly Welsh, 

Scots and Irish `Celtic fringe'.  This is a project long since substantially realized,16 

with one notable exception, in Britain's historical and political affairs, but never 

                                                           
15.  London, 1960, pp. 159-60.  The passage occurs in the course of a discussion of the `crowd 
symbols' of the major European states. 
16.  See Linda Colley, Britons, Forging the Nation, 1707-1837, London, 1992.   
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so as to have eclipsed and rendered extinct the distinctive cultural myths and 

symbols of the respective nationalities jointly peopling the British Isles, myths 

and symbols that have served to sustain romantic as well as more instrumental 

claims to political devolution, and even outright independence, down into the 

present.17  Later, a seafaring nation possessed of a strong sense of assurance as to 

the superiority of the British way---and, like the Japanese, an island race 

oblivious to if not contemptuous of `cosmopolitan' values---the British would 

forge a far-flung geopolitical empire rivalling those of Athens and Rome in 

classical antiquity.  And culturally (we are perhaps inclined to take for granted 

what is arguably the most impressive of British achievements) the British have 

imperial claims too, as the source, an enduring legacy of that overseas empire, of 

what has become in the twilight of the twentieth century a virtually global 

hegemony of the English language. 

There is a charming account by George Orwell of his favourite London 

pub, "The Moon under Water", in which he tantalizingly evokes its detailed 

character---only then to declare that "There is no such place as `The Moon under 

Water'."18  But if the atmospherics of a social institution long regarded as a vital 

                                                           
17.  For a corrective to any exaggerated claims about British cultural homogeneity from the 
standpoint of the Celtic periphery, see, for instance, Oliver MacDonagh's insightful States of Mind:  
A Study of Anglo-Irish Conflict, 1780-1980, London, 1883.  But for convenience sake, I have settled 
on the general practice throughout this paper of using such terms as "England" and "Britain", 
"English" and "British", interchangeably, unless indicated otherwise in the text. 
18.  Evening Standard, 9 February 1946, in Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus, op. cit., Volume 3, pp. 63-
65.  But fifty years on, the British pub scene, long in postwar decline but since 1989 revitalized by 
the intervention of the Monopolies and Mergers Commission to break up the “tied houses” 
system under which most pubs were controlled by a handful of big brewers, had witnessed an 
enterprising attempt to make a reality of Orwell’s imaginings:  many of the 150 pubs in the J.D. 
Wetherspoon chain have “Moon” in their name and attempt to emulate the main traits, such as 
an absence of music, which Orwell stipulated as fictively de rigueur in “The Moon Under Water”.  
I can reliably report that as much cannot, alas, be said about the current ambience of one of 
Orwell’s favoured real-life London pubs, The Fitzroy in Charlotte Street, which, while very 
popular with West End shoppers, after hours Fitzrovia office workers and University of London 
students, is nowadays smoke-filled and noisy.   
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symbol of the British way of life could have been thus conjured up through a 

simple Orwellian exercise of imagining it, an attempt to grasp the sense of 

Montesquieu's `spirit' of a people, as Gibbon proposed to do with the Romans of 

classical antiquity, requires a more ambitious imagining, cojoined to an exercise 

of sustained theorizing of its history.  And the patrimonial insularity implied in 

George Orwell's family metaphor cited earlier notwithstanding, the story-telling 

skills most helpful in approaching this challenge are often displayed by a non-

family member, a foreign observer inclined to a broadly sympathetic rendering, 

neither idealizing nor debunking, of the tradition's familial strengths and 

weaknesses.  Alexis de Tocqueville comes close to epitomizing the desired 

attitude in a story-teller concerned to recount the historical and political 

traditions of a people, or of a family as it were, other than his own.  Tocqueville is 

of course justly celebrated for his remarkable and prescient appreciation of the 

character of Democracy in America.19  But the same could be said of the disposition 

that informed this French aristocratic liberal's admiration of the British political 

tradition, as is clear from a passage in a letter written to the political economist 

Nassau Senior late in life, where Tocqueville says, expressing sentiments similar 

to those we have already seen would be later displayed by Eliot and Dahrendorf, 

that  "So many of my thoughts and feelings are shared by the English, that 

England has turned into a second native land of the mind for me."20 

Tocqueville's admiration for Britain, combined with acute powers of 

observation and invention, would lead him to isolate for emphasis an enduring 

                                                           
19. And in a widely-cited article, Robert K. Merton, "Insiders and Outsiders:  A Chapter in the 
Sociology of Knowledge", American Journal of Sociology, Volume 78, July, 1972, p. 33, quotes 
Tocqueville to the effect that "there are certain truths which Americans can only learn from 
strangers."  
20.  Cited in Alexis de Tocqueville, Journeys to England and Ireland (translated by George 
Lawrence and K.P. Mayer, edited by J.P. Mayer), London, 1958, p. 13. 
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feature of the British political tradition, in a draft notebook compiled during a 

visit in 1835 to this "second native land" of his mind.  "I see many things in this 

country which I cannot yet completely understand", he was to write, in a 

preliminary theorizing of his impressions.  And among them were the following: 
 

Two spirits which, if not altogether contrary, are at least very 
diverse, seem to hold sway in England. 
The one prompts people to pool their efforts to attain ends which in 
France we would never think of approaching in this way...The 
other prompts each man and each association to keep all 
 advantages as much as possible to themselves, to close every 
possible door that would let any outsider come in or look in... 
I cannot completely understand how "the spirit of association" and
"the spirit of exclusion" both came to be so highly developed in the 
same people, and often to be so intimately combined..." 

Tocqueville then goes on to sketch in the rudiments of a story-line with 

which to animate these apparently anomalous spirits: 
 

"On reflection I incline to the view that the spirit of individuality is  
the basis of the English character.  Association is a means suggested 
by sense and necessity for getting things unattainable by isolated 
effort.  But the spirit of individuality comes in on every side:  it
recurs in every aspect of things...one might suggest that it has 
indirectly helped the development of the other spirit by inspiring 
 every man with greater ambitions and desires than one finds 
 elsewhere.  That being so, the need to club together is more 
generally felt, because the urge to get things is more general and
stronger (a clumsy, obscure sentence, but I think the idea is right 
and needs looking into again)..."21 

Here Tocqueville is tentatively embarked on an exercise in theorizing 

strong family traits, as it were, of the British political tradition, traits discernible 

in the "spirit" of ancestral historical figures and in others still to come at the time 

Tocqueville wrote.  And a Briton of Tocqueville's day, as arguably of our own, 

must experience a certain familiarity in the presence of the Frenchman's 

identification of an intellectual pedigree in which a prominent place has been 

reserved for "the spirit of association" and "the spirit of exclusion"---or, as he 

                                                           
21.  Ibid, pp. 87-8. 
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alternatively styles this latter, and in his view basic spirit, "the spirit of 

individuality". 

One can say too, by way of theorizing the British political tradition, that 

the British have been a political and a rule-attached more than an artistic people, 

having a notable pedigree of success in the art of governance, with an abiding 

commitment to constitutionalism and legality.  "Both in a good and a bad sense", 

as John Stuart Mill once remarked, "the English are farther from a state of nature 

than any other modern people.  They are, more than any other people, a product 

of civilization and discipline.  England is the country in which social discipline 

has most succeeded, not so much in conquering, as in suppressing, whatever is 

liable to conflict with it.  The English, more than any other people, not only act 

but feel according to rule."  To which Norman F. Cantor adds: 
 

"The English achievement is in politics and law;  even without a 
personal commitment to those ideals of liberalism which were 
largely an English invention, it would have to be admitted that on 
strictly pragmatic grounds the English must be considered the most 
successful political society in world history.  No other country has 
had such a remarkable degree of continuity in the history of its 
political institutions...the theme that gives value and meaning to 
the study of English history must in all eras be the ways in which 
this peculiar island people developed their governmental and 
legalinstitutions and ideas."22 

It is hardly surprising then, that as Ralf Dahrendorf suggests, the desire to 

emulate Britain's social and political institutions "is an old one."  His own 

catalogue of British cultural strengths includes a love of liberty and a capacity for 

solidarity---Tocqueville's categories again---as well as institutional continuity and 

excellence.23 

                                                           
22.  The English:  A History of Politics and Society to 1760 New York, pp 14-15. 
23.  "To this day no country has more Nobel Prize winners per head than Britain".  Ralf 
Dahrendorf, op. cit., p. 24. 
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Now, as a very old state with continuously modified cultural and civil 

traditions symbolized in an `ancient constitution' rooted in the mediaeval world, 

there is no question of Britain's having been formed, as political scientists might 

put it, as a product of `constitutional design'.  In the literal sense, indeed, Britain 

stands alone amongst the member states of the United Nations in having no 

written constitution, no formalized charter or declaration of rights and freedoms.  

Seymour Martin Lipset has characterized the United States, as the title of a well-

known book has it, as the "first new nation".  But if the Americans might pride 

themselves on being the first new nation, Britons can point to a no less 

impressive claim that theirs is amongst the oldest of continuous states.  And the 

very continuousness of Britain's institutional life has served to encourage a 

distinctively British idea of patriotism, one profoundly organic in the sense 

conveyed by Orwell's imagining of the Englishman as belonging to a family of 

long standing, and as such, in possession of a strong sense of community, but at 

the same time highly individualistic, drawing upon a settled cultural identity 

linking the ordinary Englishman in time present with kindred yeomanry in an 

ancestral world of individuals situate in communities long predating the felt 

need to invent, as has happened with many newer political societies, more self-

consciously contrived and nationalistic doctrines of belonging tending to 

challenge individualism if not to displace it altogether.  As Stanley Rothman has 

observed: 
 

"The development of British social and political life has involved a
uniquely British synthesis of traditional patterns and the forces that 
transformed them.  The synthesis was possible not only because 
traditional British society was less `sticky' than its counterpart 
elsewhere, but because its patterns had taken on a national form 
before their transformation began.  The result has been an organic 
community with its own peculiar political institutions.  No 
wonder...the British tend to regard their institutions as peculiarly 
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their own, while both Americans and Frenchmen identify 
themselves with universal ideas applicable to all peoples."24 

Another consequence of the ongoing historical "synthesis" identified in 

this passage is that the social institutions and the political practices of this 

"peculiar island people" have continued to display into time present a tenacious 

conjunction of the durable and the ramshackle that puts one in mind of 

Montaigne's observation that "the contexture of so vast a frame holdeth by more 

than one nail.  It holds by its antiquity, as old buildings, which age hath robbed 

of foundation, nevertheless live and subsist by their own weight."  As 

Tocqueville was to theorize, musing in an insightful passage as generally 

apposite today as when he wrote it in the early nineteenth century, the `spirit' of 

English legislation 
 
"is an incomprehensible mixture of the spirits of innovation and of 
routine, which perfects the details of laws without noticing their 
principles;  which always goes ahead in a straight line, taking step 
after step in the direction it happens to be in, without looking to 
right or left to make connections between the different roads it is 
following;  active and contemplative;  sometimes wide awake to 
notice the slightest abuse, and sometimes sound asleep amid the 
most monstrous ones;  which exhausts its skill in mending, and 
does not create except, so to say, without knowing it and by chance;  
the most relentless for improvement and the well-being of society, 
but the least systematic seeker for these things;  the most impatient 
and the most patient;  the most clear-sighted and the blindest;  the 
most powerful in some things, and the weakest and most 
embarrassed in some others;  which keeps [millions of] people 
under its obedience three thousand leagues away, and does not 
know how to get out of the smallest administrative difficulty;  
which excels at taking advantage of the present, but does not know 
how to foresee the future.  Who can find a word to explain all these 
anomalies...?" 

Without attempting any direct response at this stage to Tocqueville's 

question, it is time perhaps in light of it to turn to a consideration of the place of 

ideas in the British political tradition. 

                                                           
24.  "Modernity and Tradition in Britain", in Richard Rose (ed.), Studies in British Politics, London 
1968, p. 20.  
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* 

In The Lion and the Unicorn, to which reference has already been made, 

George Orwell makes the point that "as Europeans go, the English are not 

intellectual."  They have a horror of abstract thought, he suggests, feeling no need 

for any philosophically systematic `world-view", though he does allow that "they 

have a certain power of acting without taking thought"25 that is observable in 

moments of supreme crisis.  This is a persistent theme in the traditional self-

appreciation of Britons.  As D.W. Brogan once remarked, "We British don't take 

our intellectuals too seriously."26  And Tocqueville had himself noted a related if 

not synonymous point about the English national character, in suggesting that 

"Generally speaking, the English seem to me to have great difficulty in getting 

hold of general and undefined ideas.  They judge the facts of today perfectly 

well, but the tendency of events and their distant consequences escape them."27  

Walter Bagehot, returning the Frenchman's somewhat equivocal compliment 

with another in kind, was of the view that one substantial historical difference 

between England and France was that the French were, as he wrote, "too clever 

to be practical and not dull enough to be free".  According to Bagehot, indeed, 

"What we opprobriously call stupidity, though not an enlivening quality in 

common society, is Nature's favourite resource for preserving steadiness of 

conduct and consistency of opinion".  And he added, without hesitation and 

approvingly, that "in real sound stupidity the English are unrivalled".  This, he 

averred, was in fact a cultural strength, since, being "stupid", Englishmen learned 

                                                           
25.  Sonia Orwell and Ian Angus (eds.), op. cit., p. 77. 
26.  Cited in Raymond Aron, The Opium of the Intellectuals, N.Y., 1962, p. 235.   
27.  Alexis de Tocqueville, op. cit., p. 80. 
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slowly only what they must.  They did their duty, happily, because they knew of 

nothing else to do.28 

On this general theme one recollects, closer to our own day, an instance in 

an early Graham Greene essay, in which the novelist playfully includes 

"stupidity" on his own short list of qualities which are characteristically British.  

Thus, writes Greene, 
 

"The pig in our literature has always been credited with qualities 
peculiarly British.  Honest, a little stupid, commercially-minded 
perhaps, but with a trace of idealism in his love affairs, the pig's 
best nature is shown in domestic surroundings at a period of peace 
and material comfort.  `They led prosperous uneventful lives, and 
their end was bacon', Miss Potter has written of Miss Dorcas and 
Miss Porcas, but the sentence might stand as the epitaph of the 
whole race..."29 

The passage recalls to mind a similarly didactic reliance on porcine-like 

imagery, more fully deployed by Orwell in his satirical Animal Farm, though here 

the moral seems to be that, when pigs become too clever by half, there will follow 

predictably ominous events, a point differently detailed, but certainly in 

principle consistent with Greene's. 

In an imagining of the distant British past, one can see how, coeval with 

the emergence of a bedrock prudential adherence to "real sound stupidity", there 

might have arisen a related trait, a trait evoked in Elias Canetti's imagery of the 

ship captain cited earlier, centred on the manner in which the British have tended 

to hold in high regard persons believed to be in possession of time-tested or 

habitually practiced skills---a regard manifesting itself in a willing deference to 

                                                           
28.  Walter Bagehot, Historical Essays, cited in Melvin J. Lasky, Utopia and Revolution, Chicago, 
1976, pp. 578-9.  But J.S. Mill, for one, was inclined to counter that sympathies such as Bagehot 
expresses here articulate the point of view of a certain sort of Englishman, and thus his partisan 
jibe that Conservatives were "by the law of their existence the stupidest party." Considerations on 
Representative Government, in R. Wollheim (ed.), J.S. Mill, Three Essays, London, 1975, p. 253. 
29.  Graham Greene, "The British Pig", in his Collected Essays, London, 1970, pp. 326-7.  More 
generally, see Harriet Ritvo, The Animal Estate:  The English and Other Creatures in the Victorian 
Age, Cambridge, Mass., 1987.   
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those who actually know how to do things and to get them done, rather than 

having merely untried "theories" about them lacking solid foundation in 

experience.  So far from being "stupidity's" ostensible antipode, this related trait 

might be imagined as having developed alongside it as "stupidity's" functional 

complement.  And an historical fit between the two can be illustrated by 

reflecting on the evolution of the English notion of "cleverness". 

Thus, it was only in fairly recent British usage that the term "clever" would 

come to convey the pejorative sense of a certain glibness, of superficiality or lack 

of depth.  Now, the full etymology of the English word "clever" is in fact obscure.  

But there is some apparent relationship with the middle English clivers, meaning 

claws, talons or clutches, in the sense of nimble of claws, sharp to seize.  The 

connection is likely because by the time the word "clever", already for long a 

fixture of local and colloquial use, first became a general literary word in modern 

English usage towards the end of the seventeenth century, it was firmly 

connected with the use of the hands, and was indeed to remain so, inasmuch as 

the underlying notion of "cleverness" is of a kind of adroitness or dexterity 

signifying, in a word, "the brain in the hands".  "Clever", then, originally entailed 

a strong sense of an actual doer or a thing actually done, just as the etymology of 

the possibly related word, "expert", is bound up in its original sense with the 

signifying of one who was actually experienced in, or "trained by", practice.  

Here too, of course, one notes a later and typically more pejorative usage in 

which demonstrable experience or actually accomplished practical training has 

given way to claims based on a more theoretical learning. 

One important implication of the persistence down into the modern era 

from the late mediaeval world of a rich and only gradually self-consciously felt 

panoply of habitual social practices and institutional traditions, is that, in Great 

Britain, political life cannot very neatly be said to have been in primary 
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formation, as it might arguably later have been in varying degrees in newer and 

more directly fabricated modern states, a species of popular politics.  Not, at 

least, in the view of those who share Walter Bagehot's claims about a deep-seated 

British distaste for "pure philosophy".30  Rather, the emergence of modernity in 

Great Britain entailed the first arrival on the scene, only slowly and as a result of 

no evident rational design, of what might better be called a politics of policy, a 

politics of authority or governance that was already in place long before anyone 

thought to theorize it, a feature of a world of practices in which politics was the 

purview of the party of state and in which governing loomed larger than politics 

per se.31 

The underlying premises of this older, early modern politics had first 

come to be tentatively articulated in the English Reformation;  but shortly, the 

views of the party of state would attain fuller voice, arousing resistance in the 

course of doing so, in consequence of the epoch-making constitutional crises of 

the seventeenth century.  Before then, as David Hume later wrote, the ancient 

English constitution "had lain in a kind of confusion;  yet so as that the subjects 

possessed many noble privileges, which, though not exactly bounded and 

secured by law, were universally deemed from long possession to belong to them 

as their birthright."32  But amid the tumult surrounding the Great Rebellion and 

                                                           
30.  "Of all the nations in the world", according to Bagehot's The English Constitution, London, 
1867, "the English are perhaps the least a nation of pure philosophers."   
31.  Note the etymology of the English word `govern', from the Latin gubernare, to steer, a 
shipboard activity adapted to express the notion of ruling with authority.  That such an 
understanding continues to flourish in democratic Britain is evidenced in the testimony of 
strong-willed Labour and Conservative Cabinet Ministers from Richard Crossman to Alan Clark, 
whose ambitious political plans have been routinely thwarted by permanent civil servants.  And 
look at the spectacular popularity of Sir Humphrey Appleby and his endless bureaucratic 
machinations, often at the expense of a hapless Prime Minister James Hacker, in the long-running 
Yes, Minister and Yes, Prime Minister television series. 
32.  David Hume, "Of the Parties of Great Britain", in Charles W. Hendel (ed.), David Hume's 
Political Essays, N.Y., 1953, p. 90. See too J.G.A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal 
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its aftermath, competing advocacies in respect of the confused constitutional 

status of this universally-admitted "birthright" of Englishmen were to yield what 

became a politics of doctrine, settled on an awakening contestation for the 

authority of governance reflecting alternative understandings of the nature of the 

English constitution.  And these understandings (lately said to be the remote 

forerunner of a distinctive tradition of so-called "higher politics" in Britain),33 

identified with religious dispositions co-joined with emergent social and 

economic interests, informed the beliefs of the Roundheads and Cavaliers, and in 

due course, of their party political successors, the Whigs and the Tories.  From 

these, in turn, were descended the historic eighteenth century parties of Country 

and Court, rallying political supporters to their respective constitutional banners 

with combined appeals to doctrinal principles and socioeconomic interest, the 

former already at the time of their formal partisan articulation clothed in an 

atmosphere of their rootedness in the English past.  And so it gradually came to 

pass that, later still, well down the years of the nineteenth century, there would 

make its debut a politics of programme, a politics of popular government, an 

understanding in which politics itself, at least from the viewpoint of the audience 

to its performance, came to displace, as it were, the preeminent authority of 

authority.  

Strictly, the very term `doctrinal' denotes an exercise in which the 

`principles' of something have been extracted out of a more fully attendant 

character presumed to be given, already formed, in the larger world of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Law, Cambridge, 1957, 1987, and Glenn Burgess, The Politics of the Ancient Constitution:  An 
Introduction to English Political Thought, 1603-1642, London, 1992. 
33.  See Maurice Cowling, The Impact of Labour, 1920-1924:  The Beginning of Modern British Politics, 
Cambridge, 1971, and his follow-up volume The Impact of Hitler:  British Politics and British Policy, 
1933-1940, London, 1975.  Also, Michael Bentley and John Stevenson (eds), High and Low Politics 
in Modern Britain, Ten Studies, Oxford, 1983. 
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experience.  It is only then that the lessons, precepts or maxims of a certain 

understanding of moral and political conduct could have been given an 

identifiably "doctrinal" formulation.  And even when fully elaborated, such 

doctrinal precepts would have been understood to amount to no more than 

abstracted, short-hand accounts of a fuller underlying character.  How else might 

David Hume's eighteenth century audience have been expected to understand 

what he had in mind when he confidently assured them, for instance, in his 

celebrated definition of the difference between a Tory and a Whig, that while the 

Tory was "a lover of monarchy, though without abandoning liberty", the Whig 

was rather "a lover of liberty, though without renouncing monarchy"?34  The 

politics implied in such a view of things was a politics recognising itself in long 

familiar or "given" practices, a politics of rulership more reflexive than 

constructivist, more reactive than proactive, in mood. 

But beginning in the early years of the nineteenth century, another term 

designating a pedant bent upon the literal application of some `doctrine' or other 

without allowing sufficient regard to the subtleties that lay behind its original 

formulation, appeared in English usage.  The word, `doctrinaire', was a French 

term, and one notes, too, that the English word `ideology', meaning `visionary 

theorizing' or `ideal and abstract speculation', a word which is of roughly similar 

etymological mintage as `doctrinaire' and likewise a pejorative term in British 

political rhetoric, is also French in origin.  That the English term "intellectual" has 

                                                           
34.  Charles W. Hendel (ed.), op. cit., p. 91.  Such an understanding of politics, according to 
Shirley Robin Letwin, The Anatomy of Thatcherism, London, 1992, p. 51 passim, "continued to 
prevail throughout the nineteenth century and was not repudiated by either Whigs, Tories, 
Peelites or Liberals, however much they differed with one another...The basic ingredients of 
opinion were the same in all parties, only mixed in different proportions."  The success of Labour 
in the 1922 general election "signalled the debut in to British politics of a fundamentally different 
outlook, which had no place in Britain before then.  The new element was recognized as 
`socialism'."  See too J.W. Burrow, Whigs and Liberals:  Continuity and Change in English Political 
Thought, Oxford, 1988.  
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itself had a generally limited currency in England is itself telling.  When John 

Maynard Keynes wrote approvingly of the "solidarity and historical continuity of 

the High Intelligentsia of England"35 since Locke, British readers would have 

found his choice of words a trifle eccentric.  And it is instructive that at around 

the time he used this Russian-derived term "intelligentsia", it was taken up by 

Karl Mannheim in his Ideology and Utopia (1936) to describe a class of socially 

unattached, free-floating outsiders whose marginality conferred upon them an 

objectivity denied to others, legitimating their special role as social critics.  But 

Mannheim's views were received in England, where he had sought refuge from 

Nazism, as the expression of a markedly foreign point of view. 

It is not ideas as such, but pretentious ideas, of which Britons have 

characteristically been wary.  A.J. Ayer speaks for the mainstream in remarking 

of British empiricism that "it's a commonsensical tradition...It has respect for 

science, though not too much respect...Sticking close to the facts, and close to 

observation, and not being carried away by German Romanticism...obscurity, 

metaphysics.  It's a tradition, on the whole, of good prose.  That is very 

important.  If you write good prose, you can't succumb to the sort of nonsense 

we get from Germany and now also from France."  He adds that "British 

empiricism is insular in the sense that it has its counterpart in political attitudes 

in England and so on.  We are on the whole a people rather sceptical of high-

falutin' talk."36  As John Stuart Mill was to observe, in the course of elaborating an 

apercu contrasting English empiricism with French rationalism that puts one in 

                                                           
35.  John Maynard Keynes, Essays in Biography, London, 1933, p. v. 
36.  Ted Honderich, "An Interview With A.J. Ayer", recorded 27 April 1989 and subsequently 
broadcast on BBC3.  While not denying the insularity of British philosophers, David Pears 
implies a criticism of it in his own contrasting of the approach of British philosophy with "the 
kind of speculation which, rather absurdly, we call `Continental'."  Bertrand Russell and the British 
Tradition in Philosophy, London, 1967, Chapter XV, "Traditions". 
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mind of Mrs. Thatcher scolding President Mitterand about the superiority of 

English to French liberty in the midst of the `celebrations' of the Bicentenary of 

the French Revolution---and much else that has been said about the dangers of 

European political union since---"An Englishman's errors are negative, a 

Frenchman's positive.  An Englishman fancies that things do not exist, because 

he never sees them;  a Frenchman thinks they must always and necessarily exist, 

because he does see them."37 

Traditionally, in fact, if the British thought about "intellectuals" at all, they 

thought of them as insiders with a stake in the status quo, figures in the 

enjoyment of a decidedly privileged position.  Far from being socially 

unattached, they shared a kind of solidarity of the sort loosely alluded to by 

Keynes.  Irving Kristol, recollecting his years as an editor of Encounter, was to 

declare, tongue in cheek, that to an American living in London in the 1950s, it 

seemed as if "almost all British intellectuals are cousins.".38  The real heyday of 

this cultural phenomenon, as Noel Annan has documented in a well-known 

article,39 had been the Victorian and Edwardian periods when, as John Gross 

writes, "There were closer links between literature and public life...than can 

readily be realized in our own more complex, compartmentalized world."40  But 

in British public life, former dons and active writers are still to be found in 

significant numbers among their parliamentary colleagues at Westminster, 

attaining to high office along with other Oxbridgeans while remaining equally at 

                                                           
37.  J.S. Mill, The Subjection of Women, in R. Wollheim, op. cit., pp. 506-7. 
38.  See Louis Coser, Men of Ideas:  A Sociologist's View, N.Y., 1965, p. 361.   
39.  Noel Annan, "The Intellectual Aristocracy", in J.H. Plumb (ed.), Studies in Social History:  A 
Tribute to G.M. Trevelyan, London, 1955, pp. 243-87.   
40.  See John Gross's Gibbonesque The Rise and Fall of the Man of Letters:  A Study of the Idiosyncratic 
and the Humane in Modern Literature, London, 1969, p. 98. 
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home in the House of Commons and the television studios, as contributors to the 

book publishers' lists, the newspapers, and the highbrow weeklies. 

In sum:  if, as Orwell and Tocqueville and Denis Brogan suggest, the 

British appeared habitually to take neither general ideas nor their intellectuals 

seriously, they did so in part out of a sense that British intellectuals and their 

stock in trade, to put a crude sociological point, had not posed the same potential 

for mischief as they might have done in cultural arrangements in which they had 

been pushed more to the periphery.  Instead, the prevailing institutional ethos 

had helped to sustain the allegiance of mainstream intellectuals to the established 

order.  And the result was what Sir Ernest Barker, the doyen of British political 

theorists of the early and middle decades of the twentieth century, writing in 

1953 in the first number of the journal of the then-fledgling Political Studies 

Association of the United Kingdom, was to characterize as the traditionally 

`immersed' nature of political ideas in Great Britain.  "English political theory", 

according to Sir Ernest: 
 
"has long been what I should call by the name of `immersed' 
theory.  Our English political theorists, like our historians, have 
often been men immersed and steeped in the general current and 
sweep of affairs.  If they have not been politicians themselves (and 
some of them have been), they have at any rate been in touch with 
politicians and the movement of politics...indeed, the connection 
 between theory and practice, always notable in England, has 
worked in a double way.  Not only have theorists turned to 
practical politics:  practical politicians, reversing the flow of the 
stream, have also turned to political theory."41 

                                                           
41.  Sir Ernest Barker, "Reflections on English Political Theory", Political Studies, Volume 1, 
1953/54, pp. 6-12.  The Political Studies Association had "about 130 members" in 1950, not a large 
number if compared proportionate to population with the much larger American Political 
Science Association, this latter the reflection arguably of a New World intellectual culture 
without a tradition of "immersed" political theory in Barker's sense.  As if to illustrate the 
longstanding British cultural preference for knowing how to do a thing rather than theorizing 
about it, it is interesting that Wilfred Harrison's "Editorial Note" introducing this volume points 
out that "until recently few British universities have had many posts to offer in specifically 
political studies".  By 1971, with the creation of new Universities and more teaching positions, 
membership in the PSA had grown to some 540 and political studies in Great Britain had become 
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In 1953, when he wrote these lines, Sir Ernest Barker was seventy-nine 

years of age;  and he was to live on to see the dawning decade of the so-called 

Age of Aquarius, finally passing from the scene at eighty-five in February, 1960.  

Until then, Barker had remained, as it were, a lingering representative of Britain's 

figurative Great Generation, to borrow Karl Popper's admiring Open Society 

description of the Athenians of the period just before the Peloponnesian War.  A 

British intellectual and scholar of Barker's stature and vintage, indeed, 

flourishing in the midst of a British Empire evocative at its height of the majesty 

of imperial Rome, was liable to detect common ground between the public 

debate of his own day and the distant civic debates of the Greeks and Romans of 

classical antiquity.  And so, in early postwar Britain, Barker had not been above 

enlisting the authority of the ancient Greeks in a discussion of the merits and 

demerits of the crescive British welfare state.  The influence of Plato, he once 

suggested, had been in favour of the expert, of political experiment and 

innovation, of a new social order.  He imagined that "Plato was little of a 

Fabian...but we may none the less trace his influence in the theory of modern 

Fabianism, with its belief in the scientific expert, its trends towards scientific 

experiment, and its movement towards a new social order imposed on the errors 

and confusions of the past."  The political philosophy of Aristotle, in contrast, 

had "a curious English quality;  we may almost say that it is Whig;  at any rate it 

shows a Whig sense of the value of time and tradition...[Aristotle] is in favour of 

the steady rule of law, rather than experiment and innovation;  he is in favour of 

private property and the existing social order, as the products of a natural 

                                                                                                                                                                             
more institutionalized, according to Norman Chester, "Political Studies in Britain:  Recollections 
and Comments", Political Studies, XXIII, June-September, 1975, p. 161.  But even so, as Jack 
Hayward hints in the title of a recent survey article, "The Political Science of Muddling Through", 
in Jack Hayward and Philip Norton (eds.), The Political Science of British Politics, London, 1987, the 
older, immersed attitudes have persisted. 
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evolution, rather than the metaphysical symmetry of a new social dispensation."42  

Judged by the drift of Sir Ernest's observations, if the two greatest philosophers 

of classical antiquity had been around at the time of the 1945 general election, 

there was apparently little doubt about how they might respectively have cast 

their ballots and counselled others how to cast theirs in turn! 

With the disappearance from the British intellectual scene of the Barker 

generation, something of the culturally elitist assumptions of the `immersed' 

tradition of British political theorizing he had described in 1953 seemed to 

disappear with them.  Twenty five years on from then, at any rate, reminiscing 

about more recent developments in a special anniversary issue of Political Studies, 

the journal's original editor was to note of Barker's 1953 article on British political 

ideas that it "may seem odd to younger members of today's profession".43  For 

one thing, the professionalization of political studies in Great Britain had led to a 

narrowing of what had hitherto been a larger public discourse aimed not, as 

now, at fellow academics, but at a general educated public.44  For another, there 

had gradually grown up an alternative understanding of the role of the political 

intellectual that resisted Barker's implied quietism in favour of an altogether 

more critical approach.  Anti-Establishment in rhetoric and apparent aspiration, 

this alternative understanding engaged the older tradition in a competing 

                                                           
42.  Ernest Barker, Traditions of Civility, Cambridge, 1948, pp. 9-10.  See too Julia Stapleton, "The 
`National Character' of Ernest Barker's Political Science" [a paper for the Colloquium on the 
History of Ideas, Fourth Annual Conference, St. Chad's College, Durham, April 1988].  More 
generally, see Richard Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece, London, 1982, and George 
Steiner's stunning "From Caxton to Omeros:  The Continuing Appeal of Homer to Anglo-Saxon 
Ideals and Experience", Times Literary Supplement, August 27, 1993, pp.13-16. 
43.  Wilfrid Harrison, "The Early Years of Political Studies", Political Studies, XXIII, June-
September, 1975, p. 64. 
44.  Two quite different books which share at the same time an irreducibly British perspective on 
these developments are Bernard Crick's The American Science of Politics, London, 1959, and Stefan 
Collini, Donald Winch and John Burrow, That Noble Science of Politics, A Study In Nineteenth 
Century Intellectual History, Cambridge, 1983.  Important too as background is Stefan Collini's 
Public Moralists, Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain, 1850-1930, Oxford, 1991. 
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advocacy, eventually becoming ensconced as an anti-Establishment intellectual 

establishment in Britain's top universities.45  Its first appeal had been to radicals 

and marginal groups but the end of the First World War had attracted 

mainstream interest to the fashioning of new creeds to take the place of ideas of 

progress shattered by the indiscriminate slaughter of 1914-18.  This was mere 

prelude to a more strident idiom of dissent flooding across the troubled 1930s.  

The new dissent found a clientele in late institutional arrivals like the Fabian-

instigated London School of Economics;  but its message reached susceptible 

souls in Britain's ancient universities too, hitherto the lifeline of Barker's more 

immersive style of political discourse.  Some ostentatiously distanced themselves 

from the Establishment from which they had sprung (taking their cookery from 

Paris and their opinions from Moscow, as Orwell quipped), and a species of 

upper middle class "intellectual" appeared, running the gamut from poseur to 

idealist to spy.  And beyond the 1930s, whenever it manifested itself, its detailed 

political character varying with the vicissitudes of the day, this more ideological, 

less consensual approach offered an alternative to Ernest Barker's old-fashioned, 

culturally elitist understanding of social and political theorising in Britain. 

But like so much else in the British way of life, the older tradition has 

hardly been eclipsed.  As much is suggested, for instance, by the unmistakable 

atmosphere of "immersed" political theorizing encountered in Noel (now Lord) 

Annan's engaging survey of the interwar generation prominent in the shaping of 

post-1945 Britain46---"a major intellectual achievement by a man who has been a 

                                                           
45.  Some sense of the tension between the two approaches is provided by the "Introduction" to 
the 1987 reprint of Elie Kedourie's England and the Middle East:  The Destruction of the Ottoman 
Empire, 1914-1921, Boulder, Colo. (first published 1956), in which Kedourie describes the political 
tension between him and his anti-imperialist, anti-Establishment examiner, H.A.R. Gibb, Laudian 
Professor of Arabic at Oxford, leading Kedourie to withdraw this now recognised classic of 
Middle East political history from consideration for the Oxford D.Phil degree.   
46.  Noel Annan, Our Age:  The Generation That Made Post-War Britain, London, 1990. 
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fine exemplar of the civilization he portrays", in the judgement, featured on the 

cover of the paperback edition, of Roy (now Lord) Jenkins, himself surely the 

very corporeal epitome of the tradition's strong survival into time present.47  And 

observe, more anecdotally, the following exchange between Ferdinand Mount, 

British political intellectual (former speech writer for Lady Thatcher), author of 

The British Constitution Now:  Recovery or Decline (1992), and current editor of the 

TLS, and Geoffrey Elton, Regius Professor of History at Cambridge University, 

occasioned by a very funny skewering by Mount of Elton's recent book The 

English.  The trouble with the book, Mount complains, is that 
  
"what Sir Geoffrey singles out as our unique quality, visible from 
the earliest times to the present day, is a decidedly odd one:  our 
willingness to be ruled by an absolute monarch...The most thrilling 
sound in Elton's ears is the smack of firm government, whether 
inflicted on foreign bottoms or on any passing Celt, northerner or 
papist..." 

More seriously, Mount continues, Elton has ignored the fact, in "a 

dogmatic violence which strikes one as, well, unEnglish", that "the parliamentary 

roots run very deep."  Protesting the following week that he had forgotten that 

"editors of literary journals in this country cannot necesssarily be trusted to be 

able to read", Sir Geoffrey was to assert in rebuttal that he had spent forty years 

trying to point out that "strong rule does not have to be absolute", concluding 

with a disingenuous apology "for having annoyed a sadly out-of-date Whig"!48 

* 

To be fair to Elton, as Mount does admit, the attempt to tell the story of a 

people is bound to be "a pretty rum business".  But we have come too far to 

abandon our own consideration of matters bearing upon just such an 

                                                           
47.  As pointedly evidenced in the title he chose for his autobiography, A Life at the Centre, 
London, 1991. 
48.  Ferdinand Mount, "The Art of Being Ruled", Times Literary Supplement, July 16, 1993, p. 14;  
Geoffrey Elton, "The English", Times Literary Supplement, July 23, 1993, p. 15. 
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undertaking.  There are such tantalizing survivals, as in the polemical exchange 

just witnessed, triggering the recollection of fragments intimated in utterance 

elsewhere:  in Michael Oakeshott's aside that he is an English patriot of a sort 

"now sadly out of date", or Hayek's self-identification as "an old-fashioned 

Whig", or Anthony Quinton's suggestion  about postwar political philosophy 

(spoken, as it happened, too soon), that in it, there had been an "apparent 

petering-out of the great tradition", even though "an occasional magnificent 

dinosaur stalks on to the scene, such as Hayek's Constitution of Liberty, seemingly 

impervious to the effects of natural selection."49 

The truth is that the story-teller of change and continuity in British 

political thought, including the most recent period, from welfare state to 

Thatcherism, cannot help but see his materials, in the words of Sir Isaiah Berlin in 

the course of elaborating his own survey of political ideas in the twentieth 

century, "in terms of some sort of pattern",50 some kind of theorizing.  And yet, as 

was suggested earlier in this paper, the story-teller can find no solace in a 

formula.  One is reminded of a story about Winston Churchill, in whose 

intellectual biography and illustrious political career there were so intriguingly to 

coincide those considerations of personality, or perhaps better, of character, idea 

and policy which tend in some combination perennially to reconstitute the 

framework of reference for the story-teller of political things, drawing to his 

enterprise the materials of myth and history.  It is said that, after the political 

disaster for the Conservative cause of the 1945 British general election, Churchill, 

as a morale booster, adopted the practice of entertaining his colleagues in the 

                                                           
49.  Anthony Quinton (ed.), Political Philosophy, London, 1967, p.2. 
50.  Sir Isaiah Berlin, "Political Ideas in the Twentieth Century", in his Four Essays on Liberty, 
London, 1969, p. 1.  For recent examples of attempts to invent an organizing framework or 
pattern, see Leonard Tivey, Interpretations of British Politics, London, 1988, Leonard Tivey and 
Anthony Wright (eds.), Political Thought Since 1945:  Philosophy, Science, Ideology, London, 1992. 
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Tory Shadow Cabinet to periodic luncheons at the Savoy Hotel.  On one such 

occasion, as Harold Macmillan was to recollect in his memoirs, the great man, 

presented for his inspection with a rather uninspired pudding, grumbled at the 

waiter in best Churchillian cadence:  "Pray take away this pudding.  It has no 

theme."51  Macmillan suggests that Churchill's admonition ought to stand as a 

warning to authors as well as to cooks, and it is worth bearing in mind in 

reviewing various responses to the task of theorizing the British political 

tradition and the place in it since World War Two of an imagined family of 

constitutive ideas linking the present with a distant past. 

Now, according to one such author, "There has been no single British 

political tradition unless it be everything that has ever been written";  instead, 

there has been what Rodney Barker characterizes as "a large number of 

competing advocacies."52  Focussing on the roughly hundred year period since 

1880, Barker's declared aim is to consider written sources representing the 

"middle principles" of politics, the ideas which lie "midway between philosophy 

and the hustings."  And in a relatively slim book on a large topic, he has 

particularly in mind attitudes towards the modern state as these have been 

articulated against a thematic backdrop of massive extensions of the functions 

and powers of the state and what he regards as the "politicization" of wider and 

wider areas of social life.  The story Barker has to tell is organised in the form of 

an introduction and six chapters that are divisible into two triadic clusters;  but 

while Barker insists there is no single pattern embracing the whole, one also 

notes as his story unfolds that certain "links" do bind his categories one to 

another, "melt" their edges, and "straddle" particular thinkers across two or even 

                                                           
51.  Harold Macmillan, Winds of Change, 1914-1939, London, 1966, p. 29. 
52.  Rodney Barker, Political Ideas in Great Britain, London, 1978. 



George Feaver Imagining and Theorizing the British Political Tradition 

36 

three groups.  The reader begins to see that this small book is the product of a 

story-teller of some theoretical sophistication. 

The first of Barker's triads sets out the relations of individuals, groups and 

the modern state in the late nineteenth century.  An opening chapter deals with 

collectivism and the growth of the state, the next with individualist resistance to 

the modern state, and a third, a mediating synthesis perhaps, finds our story-

teller passing in review various defenders of communal and group politics.  The 

second triad explores contending advocacies and their "antagonisms" from a 

different angle, beginning with a chapter on the idea of citizenship early in the 

current century, thence to another on the immersion of civil society in the state in 

the century's middle decades, owing to the massive mobilization of socio-

political resources for war and the rebuilding required in its aftermath, and on to 

a concluding chapter in which "end of ideology" politics give way to new 

ideological divisions involving revisionist socialism, this giving way to 

recrudescent libertarian, conservative and anarchist ideas, and these in turn to a 

variety of "new pluralisms" including the New Left, worker's control and 

feminism.  Barker concludes his account with "political argument" now firmly 

established in Britain's universities, where the tension between "common sense" 

and political argument has become intensified because of the institutional 

proximity of those who, wittingly or not, support the powers that be, and other 

dissenting and possibly more objective voices.  The discerning reader is at last in 

a position to see the full significance of his insistence that there has been no 

single British political tradition, no "traditional or natural or properly British 

manner of arguing about politics".  It turns out to have been an especially helpful 

story-line in the telling of a tale that is so evidently developmental and orientated 

to dialectical movement and change.  For Barker's might not unfairly be 

described is the story of the British political tradition imagined and theorized 
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from the standpoint of an anti-Establishment intellectual establishment congenial 

to a recounting in which, since there is no "consistent whole lacking in 

antagonisms", no sooner is one "common sense" view established than new 

challenges are made to it such that "political argument" is a means not merely to 

revise, but to subvert and to circumvent that which is already established. 

An effort of an entirely different sort is Maurice Cowling's Religion and 

Public Doctrine in Modern England.53  If Rodney Barker's story of British political 

thought is concerned with the emergence, in response to a complacent and 

conservative tradition of immersed political theory, of a more self-conscious and 

ideological variant standing in an antagonistic relationship to it, and so of 

opportunities foregone and future possibilities dialectically anticipated, 

Cowling's is a lament, the story of something that once flourished but has been 

perhaps irretrievably lost.  His story might indeed have been titled The Decline 

and Fall of Christian England, though the tale he recounts, in which secularizing 

liberal barbarians are seen subverting the bedrock Anglican Christianity of the 

traditional British way of life, hinges on theorizing premises that are strictly the 

converse of Gibbon's, inasmuch as, for Cowling, English Christianity has been 

victim rather than villain.  Complaining that there have been "few synthetic 

essays and there has been hardly any incandescence" on the topic of the 

intellectual history of modern England,54 his own effort of synthetic 

incandescence makes even more of the professionalization of historical and 

                                                           
53.  Volume 1, Cambridge, 1980, Volume 2, Assaults, Cambridge, 1985.  Cowling has spoken of a 
third volume centring on the post-Christian consensus in Great Britain, and perhaps a fourth or 
even fifth, but none of these has appeared to date. 
54.  A point not unrelated to the earlier charge of W.B. Gallie, Philosophy and the Human 
Understanding, London, 1964, p. 146, that "with comparatively few exceptions" British 
philosophers "have displayed a fantastic lack of historical-mindedness and an almost total lack of 
interest in their own historical role within intellectual life."  But as a recent corrective to this fault, 
see, for instance, Richard Rorty, J.B. Schneewind and Quentin Skinner (eds), Philosophy in History, 
Cambridge, 1984.  
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political studies in the universities than does Barker's.  But in Cowling's version, 

the academic gurus have simply substituted one religion for another, a secular 

and liberal learning which avoids Christian commitment and subverts Church-

State Anglicanism, a subversive outlook that he confesses to having "hated" for as 

long as he can remember. 

Cowling embarks on his story with a figurative perusal of an English 

family album, the turned pages of which contain likenesses "to whom the author 

is related intellectually".  This sets the scene for an autobiographical account of 

his childhood in a lower middle-class London suburb, of school days and arrival 

at Cambridge in 1943, a young man "ready for both reaction and religion".  

Thoughts of ordination ensue;  then, military service in India, where he first 

realized that politics was inescapably an elitist activity, and where he first 

experienced a melancholy realization that modernity had impinged on Islam, 

Hinduism and Judaism as well as on Anglican Christianity.  Then came a period 

of intellectual confusion.  Remaining a believing Christian, though since 1953 one 

for whom there was now "a gap between assent and observance...a sad sorrow 

about the Church of England", the author, since 1961 a Fellow of Peterhouse and 

member of the History Faculty at Cambridge, found himself struggling too with 

a growing conviction that "professional history is an illusion and historical writing 

an instrument of doctrine whatever historians may imagine".55  The four-part 

                                                           
55.  Cowling's target is doubtless his Cambridge colleague Quentin Skinner, the doyen of a new 
school of intellectual historians widely read in modern philosophy and committed to the 
elaboration of an influential historiography of political ideas in which those who do the subject 
are seen as "essentially...students of ideologies", whose task it is to recover the strict context of 
works of political thought transmitted to us from the historical past in order to bare the 
"illocutionary intent" of their authors.  Skinner is emphatic that the business of the historian of 
ideas is in this respect that of a "recording angel" rather than a "hanging judge";  but he is not 
without detractors who urge either that his aim is impossible to achieve or that he is himself 
perhaps more hanging judge than he is prepared to admit.  See James Tully (ed.), Meaning and 
Context:  Quentin Skinner and His Critics, Princeton, 1988. 
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division of Cowling's first volume, then, recounts phases in a story-teller's 

intellectual predilections and religious passage:  of how, as a Cambridge 

undergraduate, he had overcome the liberal latitudinarianism of Whitehead and 

Toynbee, replacing it with a "polemical Anglicanism" learned at the feet of his 

unabashedly reactionary teachers and epitomized in Eliot and Knowles;  of the 

erosion of such stridency under the mollifying influence of Collingwood, 

Butterfield, Oakeshott and Churchill;  and of arrival at a settled family 

recognition centred on an appreciation of the profound significance of the 

religious sense and of sadness at the waning of Christianity in contemporary 

England that he shared with such kindred spirits as Kedourie, Waugh and 

Salisbury. 

Cowling's second volume turns from autobiography to what he calls "the-

past-as-it-was", acknowledging in doing so the author's belief that such an 

imagined past will be "so intimately connected with the historian's mentality and 

reflecting so much what the historian means that it ought theoretically to be 

avoided."  In practice, though, it cannot be;  and Cowling, accepting that a past 

must be "displayed", invites the reader to join him in theorizing an intellectual 

past the leading feature of which is the steady erosion of the authority of English 

Christianity.  If in his other works he has sought to delineate the features of High 

Politics in England, here he sets out the views of some eighty figures prominent 

in the development of what he caustically calls High Thought, a loose body of 

opinion that was to inform a multi-faceted and ultimately devastating sequence 

of assaults on traditional English Christianity.  He dates the beginning to 1840, 

when the tractarian movement, in its highly conscious attempt to defend 

received traditions of Christian belief against the enmity of "enlightened" 

rationalism, unwittingly set in train what would become instead an unremitting 

spiritual erosion.  A second assault was constituted by English Christianity's 
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express enemies, from Mill to Russell.  Another assault involved well-intentioned 

but ultimately disastrous attempts to protect Christianity by showing how it 

might cohere with non-Christian or even anti-Christian thought, or might 

survive by sufferance alongside them.  And a fourth assault completed the 

process by assuming that both Christian and non-Christian thought might be by-

passed or absorbed, so long, as Cowling suggests derisively, "as religion is 

interpreted as normality, sincerity, decency, science, scholarship, discrimination, 

or whatever secular value is held up for admiration." 

If Rodney Barker's future-embracing present is one of incipient, and 

radical, political possibilities, couched in a studied mood of argumentative 

indirection, Maurice Cowling's rendering of a desiccated English religious 

tradition is tantamount to a counter-assault on an embracing, levelling 

modernity:  he confronts the reader, demanding that we choose sides.  He says at 

one point that "the past that an historian needs is the past that he wishes to 

propose in the situation that he is addressing";  and the past that Cowling needs 

is an imagining in which we are shown "the edifice of [English] belief being taken 

down brick by brick and many Christian bricks being discarded."  For Cowling, 

the losing struggle of Christianity with its assailants, though long since relegated 

to the recesses of the public mind, has been "the central feature of the modern 

British situation", the tension to which all other tensions have been related.  

Doctrine ought to be formal, authorized and explicit;  but in England today there 

is instead "a sea of voices with a plurality of doctrines which are joined together 

by the liberal doctrine that plurality is desirable."  Cowling's, then, is a story of 

decline, a tale about the decayed religious presuppositions of a certain manner of 

governance, told in a mood of impatience, and replete with assaults and 

assailants, friends and enemies.  And in so sad a story with so many discarded 
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bricks, the reader is bound to note a barely constrained and distracting 

temptation on the part of our story-teller to use them as missiles. 

The work of a third contemporary student of the British political tradition, 

W.H. Greenleaf, involves a more hopeful story, of something imperilled but not 

entirely lost, of a past whose more balanced spirit might be retrieved and 

celebrated anew in time present.  In 1983 Greenleaf brought out the first of two 

volumes of what is easily one of the most ambitious attempts ever mounted to 

provide a comprehensive delineation of the character of modern political life in 

Britain "since about 1800".56  In a general preface, our story-teller identifies 

himself as one who works within a time-honoured approach to writing about 

British politics, the traditional manner, its emphasis upon constitutional law, 

history and institutions, as distinct from newer, more sociological or scientific 

approaches.  Inspired by earlier story-tellers of the British political tradition, such 

as Spencer, Dicey, and Halevy, Greenleaf tells us that he has derived from them 

"an impressionistic working hypothesis of a historical kind", and intends to use it 

as a way of ordering the irregular and fragmentary materials that must be 

accounted for if he is to fully theorize what he has already imagined to be a 

distinct identity.  Of course, in the character of a state, as of an individual, a full 

imagining or theorizing will inevitably involve the goings-on of a range of 

discrete instances of thought and action in which the story-teller discerns a kind 

of contingent unity in diversity.  And Greenleaf identifies as a central feature of 

the character of such goings-on in the British political tradition an elaborate and 

diverse interplay between the "libertarian" and the "collectivist".  Now, while 

                                                           
56.  W.H. Greenleaf, The British Political Tradition, Volume One, The Rise of Collectivism, London, 
1983, Volume Two, The Ideological Heritage, London, 1983, Volume Three, A Much Governed 
Nation, Part 1, Part 2, London, 1987.  A fourth volume, The World Outside, devoted to the 
"cosmopolitan aspect of our affairs", has not yet appeared. 
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English libertarianism "varies from a complete laissez-faire or even anarchist 

attitude to a point of view that shades into a collectivist way of thinking", it 

insists on the fundamental importance of individuality, on the inalienable title to 

a realm of self-regarding action.  This means that government or any cognate 

authority must be limited in principle, and that there are safeguards against 

undue concentrations of power.  It also entails the rule of law and the principle of 

equality before the law.  For its part, collectivism is simply "the tendency in 

British political life which stands in contrast to this stress on individuality", 

substituting for it a stress on social justice and positive government and the 

priority of public will and interest as the chief criterion of efficacious policy. 

His story underway, it soon becomes clear that, in Greenleaf's story as in 

Cowling's, so much has changed;  but what disturbs Greenleaf is that, in the 

period since the early nineteenth century, the traditional dialectic between the 

libertarian and the collective in British public life "has assumed the aspect of a 

diverse but growing dominance of the latter in all areas of political activity."  Do 

not the facts (a standard rhetorical ploy of the story-teller) speak for themselves?   

Certainly, public expenditure has grown out of recognition in the period 1792-

1979, as has the growth of the employment of labour by public authorities, and 

the machinery of government itself.  Preeminently, there has been the impact of 

the civilization-threatening wars of our century;  but earlier, it was 

industrialization that first encouraged government intervention to protect the 

public, as well as industry itself, intervention that would in time be extended to 

projects of "managing" the economy to control monopolies and cartels, maintain 

full unemployment, coordinate social planning and educate the British people.  

Politically, as well, the British state had undergone profound changes, using, in 

the name of democracy, the technically unlimited powers of parliamentary 

sovereignty in attempts to achieve "social justice" through massive extensions of 
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legislated intervention in what had been hitherto private spheres in the life of the 

nation.  And alongside these developments, in Greenleaf's depiction, there had 

been a steady, incremental administrative growth, to which must be added a 

gradual change in attitude towards government, in which it came be to accepted 

that the state ought to do more for people than it had hitherto.  The rising prestige 

of science went hand in hand with the view that there could be established a 

"scientific" basis of public policy.  And the spread of a moralizing attitude 

towards public philanthropy, previously confined to private humanitarianism, 

religious witness and aesthetic protest, would in due course find itself in the 

ever-expanding brief of the party politician and bureaucrat. 

Greenleaf's approach to the place of political ideas in his story of the 

evolving British political tradition is to examine the changing features, against a 

larger backdrop of the steady erosion of libertarian values and practices in the 

direction of collectivism, of the major ideologies or doctrines which have for long 

had informal links with party political points of view.  And, as with a tradition of 

behaviour, or the figures found in a family album, where what one undertakes to 

achieve is the discernment of a unity in diversity, so too, British socialism, 

liberalism and conservatism display a sort of overall unity articulated with 

varying levels of sophistication, are differently understood on the part of their 

adherents, and are susceptible to change over time.  On this approach, there will 

be no critical nucleus of doctrine to be found;  instead, we must accept 

multiformity, overlap, divergence, inconsistency, obliquity and change as 

features intrinsic to a challenge with which the story-teller must cope as best he 

can.  Greenleaf's coping involves deploying the perspectives of "libertarianism" 

and "collectivism" announced near the outset of his undertaking, using the two 

as an overarching presence with mixed degrees of emphasis within the three 

ideologies in hand, each of which is, borrowing words from J.S. Mill, "an 
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ossiliation between these extremes".  And thus, Greenleaf's liberalism is a story in 

three parts within the larger story of the place of ideas in the British political 

tradition, with Cobden and Spencer in the role of the classical, anti-statist strain 

of the doctrine, J.S. Mill and T.H. Green signalling cautious movement in the 

direction of collectivism and "positive" freedom, and the "New Liberalism" of the 

Yellow Book, the full flowering of social liberalism and of the liberal 

interventionist state in the course of the twentieth century.  Conservatism is a tale 

of Tory paternalism, the "wet" strand not incompatible with the collectivism of 

the welfare state;  but it is also the story of libertarian conservatism.  And 

Greenleaf's socialism is both Webbian collectivism, and, as with T.H. Tawney, a 

means to the enhancement of liberty. 

As an historical story-teller, W.H. Greenleaf has been at pains to avoid 

excluding anything that might be thought relevant to his enterprise.  He has been 

acutely conscious of the methodological pitfalls of anachronism, as he has of 

adopting too procrustean an approach.  His sheer assiduity, moreover, cannot be 

in doubt;  nor does he attempt to conceal his personal convictions, confessing 

early on that, though he has resisted the temptation to turn his tale into a 

polemic, he has "often wanted not to let the collectivist dogs get the better of it".  

But Greenleaf's first volume runs to 336 pages, his second to 579 pages;  and 

volume three, which appeared in 1987, is in two parts which, taken together, run 

to a further 1043 pages.  And there is another volume, or volumes, yet to come.  

The steady increase in the length and scope of his undertaking, a story in 

progress setting bare for our inspection and edification an enormous lode of 

primary and secondary materials, suggests that Britain has been not only a much 

governed, but a much studied nation, not least by Greenleaf himself.  And the 

deeper he digs, the more the near presence of Tocqueville's animating "spirits" 

recedes.  A dogged catholicity threatens as his story advances to drown his own 
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philosophical voice (to switch metaphors) in a boundless historical sea.  With so 

long a tale told in so ecumenical a mood, his audience's attention is liable to 

wander:  remember the moral, for authors and story-tellers, of Churchill's 

uninspired pudding at the Savoy.57 

* 

It is an interesting historical coincidence that Edward Gibbon should have 

completed the writing of his great History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire in the very year in which America adopted the constitution under which 

the then newly-born republic was destined to flourish, eventually to assume the 

mantle of leadership of the western democracies.  And given the complex 

parental and familial relations of these two historic powers,58 one of them, even 

as the rebellious new world American republic was born, an ancient European 

state, a constitutional monarchy with civic mores and institutional fabric more 

rooted in the rule of law than in political democracy per se, it is perhaps 

understandable that some breakaway Americans should have been so 

susceptible to imagining things British, its imperial achievement matching that of 

the sprawling Roman Empire of classical antiquity in eventual retreat, in a 

decidedly Gibbonesque rhetoric of decline and fall.  One very famous instance of 

this propensity which made its appearance early in the present century was 

George Dangerfield's The Strange Death of Liberal England (1935).  Dangerfield's 

theme is the sudden collapse of Britain's Liberal Party in the course of the crucial 

years 1910-1914, surviving dual challenges from the political right and left only 

                                                           
57.  Strictly, of course, puddings do not have "themes".  Greenleaf's story of the British political 
tradition does have;  but what is less clear is whether it satisfies the criteria of what one does 
expect of a pudding, a definite shape and flavour. 
58.  For background, see J.G.A. Pocock (ed.), Three British Revolutions, 1641, 1688, 1776, Princeton, 
1980, and Joyce Appelby, Liberalism and Republicanism in the American Imagination, Cambridge, 
Mass., 1992. 
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to lead the nation into the morass of the Great War and its own swift eclipse as a 

party of governance.59  At the time, H.N. Brailsford, reviewing the book in The 

New Republic, was led to comment:  "To Mr. Dangerfield's principal argument 

one might reply that English liberalism has not perished.  As an attitude to life...It 

is still, with its mingled shrewdness and self-deception, the typical English way 

of thinking."60  But it was the dramatic message of the title of Dangerfield's book 

that would stick in the public mind long after the book itself had begun to gather 

dust on the library book shelves. 

It is instructive here to recollect the view of Michael Oakeshott, a great 

story-teller of the British experience, in a book of selections published in the late 

1930s and aimed at characterizing The Social and Political Doctrines of 

Contemporary Europe.  He had decided to use the expression `Representative 

Democracy' rather than `Liberal Democracy', he explained, because `Liberalism' 

in England was apt to be understood as the creed of a party and to be contrasted 

with Conservatism and Socialism, whereas the doctrine he wished to convey was 

a tradition expressed "in the spirit of our laws rather than in the programme of 

any one party.  Nevertheless, it is a Liberal doctrine."  What he had in mind, he 

suggested, was "more in the nature of a tendency than a well-knit doctrine", 

difficult to express precisely and completely.  The difficulty lay in finding a way 

                                                           
59.  George Dangerfield, The Strange Death of Liberal England, London, 1936.  Dangerfield's 
argument (he was a keen supporter of the Republican Party) has a broader sweep than the 
Liberal Party alone.  As he noted in his Foreword (vii-viii):  "I realize, of course, that the word 
"Liberal" will always have a meaning so long as there is one democracy left in the world, or any 
remnant of a middle class:  but the true pre-war Liberalism---supported, as it was in 1910, by Free 
Trade, a majority in Parliament, the ten commandments, and the illusion of Progress---can never 
return.  It was killed, or killed itself, in 1913."  His partisanship shows when he adds:  "And a 
very good thing too."  
60.  Cited in Peter Stansky, "The Strange Death of Liberal England:  Fifty Years After", Albion, 
Volume 17, no. 4, Winter, 1985, p. 402.  Brailsford allowed, however, that "What did die in its 
hour of seeming triumph was the Liberal Party."  But see too Ian Bradley, The Strange Rebirth of 
Liberal England, London, 1985. 
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to "extract the true metal of the Liberal doctrine from the base ore from which it 

has never yet been successfully separated."  There is no good reason to believe, 

half a century on, even allowing for adjustments in Britain's relative standing in 

the larger world as well as for the substantial modifications to British institutions 

that these decades have ushered in, that this "spirit" and the broad moral 

assumptions of the British way of life reflected in it have been drastically 

altered.61  A strong case might well be argued for Britain's relative economic 

decline in these years. But as one commentator suggests, "The case for a moral 

decline is almost impossible to sustain", adding that "British values remain 

stubbornly traditional."62   

The calamitous years of war preceding the 1945 general election in Great 

Britain were to give way in war's aftermath to an era of renewed hope, reinforced 

by a generally-held belief that the achievements of wartime planning and 

economic coordination could now be translated into a peacetime era of 

rebuilding and prosperity indebted to rational social engineering, but 

accompanied by a weary awareness of the realities of a system of international 

power which, in devastation's aftermath, had left the war's ostensible winner a 

reduced player in a world perilously divided into armed and ideologically-

incompatible camps.  A moderate interventionism wedded to a belief in the 

efficacy of cooperative, welfare state meliorism was the apparent creed of choice 

for many British intellectuals.  In the first flush of arrival, the then doctrinal 

fashion in Great Britain was liable to declare itself indiscriminately "socialist".  

But by the end of the four decade period which had elapsed since 1945, it had 

become no less a standard assumption of current popular wisdom that the 

                                                           
61.  For a different view, though, see Anthony Arblaster, The Rise and Decline of Western Liberalism, 
Oxford, 1984. 
62.  Alan Sked, Britain's Decline, Problems and Perspectives, Oxford, 1987, p. 83. 
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decisive electoral victory of Mrs. Thatcher in 1979, to be followed by a landslide 

1983 return of her Government to office after the Falklands War and an equally 

convincing third successive victory over Labour in 1987 (making her, at the time 

of her November 1990 demise in A Very British Coup the longest serving British 

Prime Minister this century), represented another and no less dramatic sea 

change.  And while the immediate postwar period was one of ideological 

division and the ascendancy of the political and doctrinal left, four decades on 

from then, following a long middle interlude of generally consensual political 

and intellectual assumptions, ideological division had become once again a 

notable feature of British public debate.  The chief difference was that throughout 

the 1980s a doctrinally more self-confident political right presented itself as the 

champion of radical doctrines in the ascendancy. 

Now, what is interesting in the historical rather than the mythical sense is 

the extent to which 1945 was arguably an affirmation of Liberal England rather 

than a victory for anything approaching a `socialist' welfare state.  In the course 

of the election campaign Winston Churchill was a Tory who professed to be a 

Liberal. "I am as much a Liberal as I am a Tory", he assured the voters of 

Oldham, "I do not understand why Liberals pretend they are different from us.  

We fight and stand for freedom and we have succeeded in bringing forward a 

programme that any Liberal Government led by Mr. Lloyd George or Mr. 

Asquith would have been proud to carry through in Parliament."63  Sir William 

Beveridge was a Liberal who had long flirted with `socialism'.  And Clement 

Attlee was a `socialist' Labour Party leader whose political instincts were barely 

                                                           
63.  `Mr. Churchill in the North.  Enormous Crowds...Prime Minister's Points', The Times, June 27, 
1945. 
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distinguishable from the reformist Radicalism so close to the historical soul of the 

Liberal Party. 

On VE Day, May 8, 1945, Winston Churchill had been mobbed when he 

spoke to a large crowd from a balcony in Whitehall, already as he spoke, with his 

inimitable oratorical flair, in the eighth decade of a crowded life.  Throughout the 

election that followed, Britons poured into the streets in their thousands to catch 

a glimpse of the great war leader as he passed in an open car, bow-tied, waving 

his hat, while they broke into spontaneous choruses of `Land of Hope and Glory' 

and `For He's a Jolly Good Fellow'.  But as eyewitness accounts suggest, there 

was something strangely unpolitical in these demonstrations.  About to be 

decisively rejected at the polls, the great man had become a national institution.  

Larger than life, this liberal, patriotic, aristocratic Victorian warrior seemed 

somehow to epitomise all that was characteristic and commendable in what he 

called the English race.  "Ladies of the Empire, I stand for Liberty...", he had 

begun, embarking on his first public speech while still a cadet at Sandhurst.  But 

the "Ladies" were no respectable matrons of the Imperial League, but prostitutes;  

and the "Empire" was not the British Empire but the Empire Theatre, Leicester 

Square, London.  Young Winston had gone there to speak out against what he 

called "prudes on the prowl", who, incensed by the activities of the "Ladies" in 

the Empire lobby, had demanded that the theatre be shut down.  Here, he had 

seen, was a job at hand to be done by an Englishman of liberal instincts.  Despite 

this improbable setting for the launch of what was to prove an historic career in 

statesmanship, this opening salvo, with its linking of "Empire" and "Liberty", 

might well serve as an epitaph to the twin cornerstones of Winston Churchill's 

lifelong political philosophy, and to his characteristic virtues in respect of the 
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mythic symbols of British civilisation.64  How very English that in his Memoirs he 

should confess that, as a schoolboy, his Masters had found him "backward and 

precocious", but that as a consequence of remaining so long in the lowest Form, 

he had in fact gained an immense advantage over the cleverer boys.  "They all 

went on to learn Latin and Greek and splendid things like that", he wrote.  "But I 

was taught English...I got into my bones the essential structure of the ordinary 

British sentence."   His passing from the scene in 1965, at the end of British 

Empire, was an occasion of national pomp and ceremony, something more than a 

mere historical event.  The `Great Commoner' was by then a near mythic figure, 

assured, through his inspirational wartime leadership, of a prominent place in 

the pantheon of great heroes of an historic state, an island race. 

In this sense, the significance of the phenomenon of `Thatcherism' in more 

recent times is that it has likewise called Britons back to an important self-

recognition, to an appreciation of a patriotic English liberty that is historically 

embedded in authority.  And if Churchill was an essentially Victorian figure in 

formation, in the Thatcher years too much was heard of `Victorian values', 

recalling England, as had Churchill's wartime leadership, to the symbols and 

myths of an ancient constitution.  "The counter-revolution of collectivist 

expectations of the Thatcher years", writes Peter Jenkins in a recent assessment, 

"may have excited other, individualistic expectations, for more liberty and 

greater equality.  For, as even the Labour Party has begun to realise, these values 

are not exclusive to socialism and do not have to be cast in a socialist mode."65 

                                                           
64.  But "Empire" must be understood as extending the rule of law, and "Liberty" as an 
individual's right to follow his or her own star without interference from the state.  For the 
central place of liberty in Churchill's thought, see Martin Gilbert, Churchill's Political Philosophy, 
London, 1981.  See too Harry V. Jaffa (ed), Statesmanship:  Essays in Honour of Sir Winston Spencer 
Churchill, Durham, N.C., 1981.   
65.  Peter Jenkins, Mrs. Thatcher's Revolution, The Ending of the Socialist Era, London 1987, p. 379. 
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In a London speech delivered in 1895, a date near enough to the zenith of 

the Liberal Party's electoral fortunes in Great Britain, the future King Edward VII 

had jocularly declared, with intent to shock entertainingly, that "Nowadays we 

are all socialists".  By the summer of 1945, his remark, considered as a social 

scientific conjecture, could be said to have assumed a certain rough plausibility---

if by "socialism" was meant not a relentless Marxian determination to achieve a 

systemic structural alteration in the nature of the state so as to produce a 

common ownership of the means of production, but instead, a broad 

undertaking to build up a functional public system for redistributing benefits 

and services, such that, through government intervention to reduce the socio-

economic extremes, the less better-off might come to enjoy benefits and 

improved life chances hitherto denied them.  Yet looked at in this manner, and 

from the further distance of 1990, the Prince of Wales' Edwardian assertion might 

as fittingly have been rendered in 1945 as "Nowadays we are all liberals", if by 

"liberal" had been understood the Keynesian, interventionist and social reformist 

strain of liberalism then in the ascendancy.  And, for that matter, the same 

assertion might as plausibly have been uttered as a description of the legacy of 

the Thatcher years, though here the liberal point of doctrinal reference was a 

more market-oriented, classical liberalism, seemingly eclipsed at war's end, but 

which had found renewed appeal of late years.66 

                                                           
66.  See Robert Eccleshall, British Liberalism:  Liberal Thought From the 1640s to 1980s, London, 1986, 
for a recent selection of extracts from liberal thinkers.  The compiler's conclusion to his lengthy 
"Introduction", pp. 1-66, is that "The collapse of the Liberal Party does not necessarily signify the 
decline of liberalism as a flow of values and principles embraced by people who wish to give 
substance to the claim that citizens have an equal right to freedom.  It does mean, however, that 
the survival of liberalism in this broad sense largely depends upon the activities of individuals 
who are often anxious to proclaim their distance from the liberal camp."  To this, however, he 
adds the arguable proposition that "To a greater extent than they concede, the task of creating a 
more liberal society now lies with those people who strive to lay the foundations of a socialist 
future within the existing framework of capitalism..."(62).  For a recent scholarly effort at 
disentangling the complex and interwoven strands of "left-liberal" and "centrist" liberal thought 
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In that special political springtime of 1945, there seemed to be abroad a 

novel sense of freedom as a "frisky thing which romps and capers in the spirit of 

April", just as would occur, in different circumstances, with the first election 

victory of Mrs. Thatcher in 1979.  We are reminded of Orwell's point about living 

things having the power to change out of recognition and remain the same.67  For, 

looked at in a broadly Hegelian retrospect, much that was old and autumnal 

accompanied in both instances an apparent disposition, in the liberal doctrinal 

fashion of the time, to entertain novel, even spring-like developments.  It is this 

constancy in the texture of British life of a sense of yesterday's world in time 

present, of leaves of autumn in the midst of timeless spring, which informs the 

traditional understanding of freedom amongst Englishmen.  It was this 

                                                                                                                                                                             
in the interwar years which is highly relevant to this vexed question of the connection between 
liberalism and socialism in Great Britain, see Michael Freeden's Liberalism Divided:  A Study of 
British Political Thought, 1914-1939, Oxford, 1986, a follow-up study to his earlier The New 
Liberalism:  An Ideology of Social Reform, Oxford, 1978, and more generally, Peter Clarke, Liberals 
and Social Democrats, Cambridge, 1978, and Richard Bellamy, Liberalism and Modern Society:  An 
Historical Argument, Oxford, 1992.  In party political terms, if the appearance in recent years of 
the Social Democrats/ Alliance/Liberal Democrats as rivals to the Labour and Conservative 
parties added fresh impetus to the discussion of the similarities and dissimilarities between 
liberals and socialists, the ascendancy of Mrs. Thatcher's political star in the same period brought 
fresh interest to the connections between liberalism and conservatism.  It is thus interesting to 
recollect Lord Beaverbrook's complaint about the internal tension in the Conservative Party in 
1945 involving what one supposes would nowadays be called Thatcherites and "wets".  "The 
battle within the party", Beaverbrook wrote in an electoral post-mortem letter sent to E.J. Flynn 
on October 11, 1945, "is fought between the Tory individualists who follow, ironically enough, 
the creed of nineteenth-century Liberalism and the Tory Reformers who raise the banner, or 
rather wave the pocket handkerchief, of Disraeli's Young England."  The ideas of the latter, he 
added, "may be described as Socialism without Socialists.  But they may also prove to be Toryism 
without Tories...I prefer the old Pretenders to the new.  But that does not mean I believe the old 
guard of Tory Janissaries massed round the glorious but tattered banner of Free Enterprise are 
more likely to win a victory within the party or with the electorate.  The suspicion clings to that 
splendid body that it is more concerned with freedom than with enterprise."  Cited in A.J.P. 
Taylor, Beaverbrook, London, 1972, p. 569.      
67.  See Alan Macfarlane's The Origins of English Individualism:  The Family, Property and Social 
Transition, Cambridge, 1978, in which the foundation myth of English liberty finds support in 
historical records pushing back to the thirteenth century a recognizably English sense of 
individualism based on private property and free contract. 



George Feaver Imagining and Theorizing the British Political Tradition 

53 

understanding to which Herbert Butterfield referred, only yesterday, when he 

said, imagining and theorizing the British political tradition, that 
 

"One of the paradoxes of history has been the way in which the 
name of England has come to be so closely associated with liberty 
on the one hand and tradition on the other hand.  It seems that 
freedom amongst Englishmen is not a frisky thing which romps 
and capers in the spirit of April.  Rather it sits into the landscape 
and broods there like the trees of autumn, streaked with red dyes, 
and mellow with the stain of setting suns.  If in some countries 
liberty is valued as a recent acquisition---treasured as the reward of 
a battle which was won only yesterday---the British seem to hold it 
rather as an ancient possession, itself a legacy from the past, almost 
even the product of tradition.  The word liberty is packed with 
meanings and implications for us---it comes with all kinds of subtle 
overtones---precisely because it is so ancient a thing and has 
gathered into itself so much history."68 

 

 

                                                           
68.  Herbert Butterfield, "Liberty and Tradition in England", in his Liberty in the Modern World, 
Toronto, 1952, p. 21.  See too Butterfield's The Englishman and His History, London, 1944. 


