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Chère Professeure Catherine Marshall, 
Chers collègues, 
Mesdames, Messieurs, 
  
C’est un grand plaisir et un grand privilège d’être parmi vous aujourd’hui ici à l’Université 
Paris-Sorbonne. Je voudrais exprimer ma profonde gratitude à la professeure Catherine 
Marshall pour m'avoir invité et reçu et je tiens à vous remercier énormément d'être venus. 
  
Je crains de ne pas pouvoir faire ma présentation en français, ce que je regrette profondé-
ment. Le Français a été en effet ma deuxième langue il y a presque 30 ans. Ce fut en Fran-
çais que j’ai lu Tocqueville pour la première fois et Raymond Aron, et aussi La Société ou-
verte et ses ennemis de Karl Popper. Puis j’ai fait mon doctorat en Angleterre et, graduel-
lement, j’ai perdu mon Français. J’aime toujours ‘La Belle Langue de France’ et j’aime 
toujours lire le Français et surtout d’écouter le Français parlé. Mais, malheureusement et à 
mon grand regret, je ne peux plus écrire ou parler correctement en français. 
  
C'est pourquoi, encore une fois, à mon grand regret, je dois vous demander d'accepter mes 
excuses de passer maintenant à l’Anglais. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
Switching now into English, I would like to start by saying that the book I am presenting to-
day is basically a book about a love story: a love story with the Anglo-American tradition of 
liberty from a European perspective.  
 
May I underline though, especially after the British referendum, that mine is not an anti-Eu-
ropean point of view. I actually argue in the book that the Anglo-American tradition of lib-
erty is part of the European and Western civilisation. But it has its specificities, I submit. 
And we, continental Europeans, should acknowledge those specificities — as the surprising 
result of the British referendum somehow has shown. And, mind you, I actually have argued 
in the book, although very briefly, in favour of Britain remaining in the EU. The main argu-
ment, though, was that this might allow the EU to become more flexible and more maritime, 
along the lines of the Anglo-American tradition of liberty. I am not sure this has been a very 
popular argument in continental Europe — in any event, it certainly was not a very success-
ful argument in Britain either. 
 
Be it as it may, the book was written much before the issue of the referendum even existed. 
A first Portuguese edition was published in 2008, with a very kind Preface by Manuel Braga 
da Cruz, then Rector of the Catholic University of Portugal. And the origins of the book go 
back to 1988 — yes, 1988. 
 

I 



 

 2 

A conversation with Karl Popper in 1988 
 
This was when I visited (Sir) Karl Popper at his home in Kenley, south of London. He lived 
in a charming cottage with a lovely garden, which he kept immaculate. Opening into the 
garden, there was a spacious living room, with an elegant Austrian piano and a couple of 
chairs. In the remaining walls there was a huge collection of books. I immediately under-
stood that this collection was highly selective: only the great books and the great authors of 
the West were there. Because of this, I was rather surprised when I found a huge shelf, per-
haps two huge shelves, full of books by and on Winston Churchill. And I could not help 
asking Popper: “Why do you have so many books on Churchill? I thought he was mainly a 
politician.” (I was young and very spontaneous, and very arrogant too, at the time, you see.) 
 
He looked at me with great intensity. And he said: “sit down my boy, I am afraid I have to 
teach you something very seriously”. And we sat. And he spoke for more than an hour 
about Winston Churchill.  
 
What I retained is this. That Winston Churchill had literally saved Western Civilisation. 
That he was the only leading politician, not only in Britain but in the whole of Europe, to 
have perceived the threat of Hitler almost a decade before he and Stalin invaded Poland and 
started the Second World War. And that Churchill had resisted all sorts of tempting compro-
mises with Hitler because he knew what others could not understand: that the European and 
Western civilisation is based on liberty and cannot survive without liberty. ‘Now, there you 
have the answer to your question’ — Popper said. ‘Why do I have so many books on 
Churchill? Because he saved us.’  

This was already a full lecture to me. But it did not stop there. Popper then went on speak-
ing on the conditions that had allowed Churchill to mobilise his country, the British Empire 
and ultimately even the United States of America in the war against Hitler. And then he said 
something that would become decisive to my future life, not only my intellectual life. He 
said that there was something peculiar to the political culture of the English-speaking peo-
ples: they have a deep love of liberty, combined with a deep sense of duty.  

‘It is a mystery’, I remember him saying, ‘you can call it the British mystery. Perhaps it is 
this idea of the British gentleman, someone who does not take himself too seriously, but is 
prepared to take his duties very seriously, especially when most around him speak only 
about their rights.’ (He would repeat to me this definition of gentlemanship several times 
later). 

Finally, Karl Popper told me that, if I was serious about my research project on his political 
philosophy, I should come to study and live in Britain. Only living in Britain, or also in 
America, could I grasp the specificity of the Anglo-American tradition of liberty, a crucial 
pillar of the Western and European civilisation of liberty which he had tried to defend in his 
political philosophy.  

This conversation literally changed my life. In August 1990, I started my education in Brit-
ain, as Karl Popper had told me to do, having completed my DPhil at Oxford in July 1994, 
under the supervision of (Lord) Ralf Dahrendorf — who had been a student of Popper at the 
LSE after the war and later had been Director of that school. After this, I went to teach at 
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Brown and Stanford Universities, later also at Georgetown, again at Popper’s and this time 
also Dahrendorf’s insistence. 

This is the story of the book, then. It is an attempt to come to terms with the conversation 
with Karl Popper, back in 1988, about the Anglo-American Mystery of orderly liberty, of 
liberty and duty. I of course do not claim to have found the key to this mystery. But I have 
enormously enjoyed looking after the key — that I have not found. I believe I have learnt 
something throughout the process though. And the book is about what I believe I have 
learnt. But, I should immediately present a disclaimer. I do not pretend to have any new or 
original insight on the Anglo-American political culture. All I have tried to do is to look at 
the Anglo-American political tradition from a European point of view, or in contrast with 
my European background. Therefore, my argument is mainly about Anglo-America in con-
versation with continental Europe, not on Anglo-America per se. 

II  

Karl Popper’s British Mystery rediscovered and redefined 

The structure of this book reflects the long voyage of intellectual exploration that I have un-
dertaken since 1988. It is mainly about influential authors who, in my view, have contrib-
uted to shaping and understanding the political tradition of the English-speaking peoples. 
Only in the last section, Part V, do I try to articulate my own understanding of the specific-
ity of that political tradition, on the basis of those authors’ s contributions and of my own 
reflection on those contributions.  

I have discussed 14 authors, 7 of whom were in fact continental Europeans who admired the 
Anglo-American tradition of liberty.  

Part I , under the title “Personal influences”, is devoted to authors that I have known person-
ally: Karl Popper (1902-1994), Ralf Dahrendorf (1929-2009), Raymond Plant (1945- ), Ger-
trude Himmelfarb (1922- ) and Irving Kristol (1920-2009).  

Part II deals with five authors that I call Cold Warriors: Raymond Aron (1905-1983), Frie-
drich A. Hayek (1899-1992), Isaiah Berlin (1912-1997), Michael Oakeshott (1901-1990), 
and Leo Strauss (1898-1973).  

Part III is devoted to three thinkers who are well known in “Anglo-America” but hardly 
known, not to mention studied, in continental Europe: Edmund Burke (1729-1797), James 
Madison (1751-1836) – whose views I present in contradistinction with Rousseau’s (1712-
1778) -- and Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-1859). ‘Orderly liberty’ seemed an appropriate 
label for these three great men.   

‘Quite simply a great man’, incidentally, could have been the title of Part IV, solely devoted 
to Winston Churchill (1874-1965). In including him alone in Part IV, I have tried to pay a 
more vivid tribute to my 1988 conversation with Karl Popper on Churchill, gentlemanship 
and the Anglo- American tradition of liberty.  

One striking feature of the above list of authors is certainly the variety of their political dis-
positions. Michael Oakeshott, for example, defended what he called ‘a conservative 
disposition’, whereas Friedrich A. Hayek famously added a postscript to his magnum opus, 
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The Constitution of Liberty (1960) entitled ‘Why I Am Not a Conservative’. Ralf Dahren-
dorf and Isaiah Berlin, on the other hand, were often described as left-of-centre liberals, 
whereas Gertrude Himmelfarb and Irving Kristol have been conspicuously associated with 
neo-conservatism. Raymond Plant, in his turn, is a well known political theorist affiliated to 
the Labour Party.  

This variety may seem peculiar. And it certainly is, I have argued, peculiar to the Anglo- 
American tradition of liberty. This tradition is not a monopoly of one single political ten-
dency or family. It has grown among different political families and it has distinguished 
those families from their counterparts in the European continent. Perhaps one could say that 
the left in the Anglo- American tradition is more conservative than the left in the Eu-
ropean continent and that the right in the Anglo-American tradition is more liberal 
than its counterpart in the Continent. This is however a very simplified version of a com-
plex phenomenon which has grown over at least the last three centuries and constitutes one 
of the crucial distinguishing features of the ‘English Mystery’ and the Anglo-American po-
litical tradition.  

In fact, when I started studying Popper's ‘British Mystery’, I soon discovered that this was 
not a new topic but a very old one. This ‘British Mystery’ had in fact captured the imagina-
tion of several generations of Anglophiles in Europe, at least since the Glorious Revolution 
of 1688 and perhaps even more after the French Revolution of 1789. Popper's ‘British Mys-
tery’ had in fact been formulated in different ways by continental admirers of British orderly 
liberty.1  

One could say that, before the French Revolution, most admirers of British liberty were 
mainly on what we might today call the left-of-centre, or the progressive tendency of Euro-
pean thought. They were basically against absolutism and aspired to liberty. Because of that 
they were in favour of change, even through revolution, if reform should prove to be impos-
sible or implausible. This explains why most admirers of British liberty were initially in fa-
vour of the French Revolution of 1789, which they thought was the continental expression 
of the same ideas of liberty which had inspired the 1688 Glorious Revolution in Britain and 
the 1776 American Revolution.  

They soon were seriously disappointed, though, as the process of radicalisation led to the 
growing exclusion of the moderates down to Robespierre's ‘Reign of terror and virtue’. This 
process had actually been anticipated by Edmund Burke in Britain. He had been a leading 
Whig, himself a committed defender of the legacy of the 1688 revolution and of the Ameri-
can colonists, as well as of the rights of Irish catholics and of the Rule of Law in British In-
dia. He therefore surprised his Whig friends when he launched an uncompromising attack 
against the French Revolution, which he accused of despotism. Burke then became a sym-
bol for the friends of British liberty on the continent. They had been Whigs too, so to speak, 

                                                 
1 In Anglomania: A European Love Affair (New York: Random House, 1998), Ian Buruma gives an excel-
lent overview, entertaining and informative, of the impact of the Anglo-American (mainly English, in this 
case) tradition over several generations of Anglophiles in Europe. On the other hand, James W. Ceaser gives 
also an excellent overview of the reaction in Europe against the Anglo-American tradition (mainly Ameri-
can, in this case) in his superb book Reconstructing America: The Symbol of America in Modern Thought 
(New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1997). A slightly biased, in my view, but still very powerful 
and thoughtful, account of the Anglo-American political tradition has more recently been given by Daniel 
Hannan (MEP) in How We Invented Freedom & Why It Matters (London: Head of Zeus, 2013). 
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before the French Revolution, but then moved gradually to a more conservative position 
when they saw that liberty was being attacked from the left. Burkean conservatives on the 
continent, on the other hand, remained for ever suspicious of the continental conservatives 
who were against the French Revolution because they were in favour of the Ancien Regime. 
Being Burkean conservatives, they could only be against all forms of despotism, regardless 
of whether despotism came from the left or from the right.  

Winston Churchill, incidentally, was a later representative of this Burkean disposition and 
of its impact on the Continent. He began his political career as a Conservative MP, than 
crossed the floor in 1904 to the Liberals, and again returned to the Conservatives twenty 
years later, in 1924. In May 1940, though, when he became Prime Minister, he was mainly 
applauded at the House of Commons by the Labour and Liberal benches, not especially by 
his Tory colleagues. Still today he is perceived by conservatives on the continent as having 
been too liberal, and by the continental left as having been too conservative.  

This phenomenon has created a lasting, even though a minority political disposition in Eu-
ropean political culture which has had different labels: the pro-British liberals, the pro-Brit-
ish conservatives, the pro-British social-democrats, the centrists, the Anglophiles, the Eng-
lish school, the pro-Americans. It is in fact more of a disposition than a political tendency or 
programme and includes different inclinations: some more left-of-centre, others more right-
of-centre. Their central commitment has been to liberty, orderly and self-restrained liberty. 
In my view, it is they who best epitomise Karl Popper's ‘British Mystery’.   

One of the many versions of this ‘British Mystery’, and one which I have come to consider 
one of the most insightful, has been given by Anthony Quinton. In a chapter on political 
philosophy, which he contributed to The Oxford Illustrated History of Western Philosophy, 
Lord Quinton said that ‘the effect of the importation of Locke’s doctrines in to the European 
continent was much like that of alcohol on an empty stomach’. In Britain, Anthony Quinton 
added, Locke’s principles ‘served to endorse a largely conservative revolution against abso-
lutist innovation,’ whereas on the continent the importation of Locke’s ideas led to radical-
ism and to what Tocqueville had described as ‘the permanent and sterile conflict between 
the Ancient Regime and Revolution.’ Why was this so?2  

Gertrude Himmelfarb expressed the same problem in a slightly different way. Recalling the 
work of another famous French representative of the British school on the continent, Elie 
Halevy, Himmelfarb said:  

The true ́miracle of modern England` (Halevy`s famous expression) is not that she has 
been spared revolution, but that she has assimilated so many revolutions – industrial, 
economic, social, political, cultural – without recourse to Revolution.3  

I believe these are all versions of Karl Popper's ‘British Mystery’, of which he spoke to me 
so movingly in that day of 1988. Perhaps it was also that ‘British Mystery’, or ‘English Mir-
acle’, which Winston Churchill had in mind when he so persistently decided to write the 
four-volume work on The History of the English-Speaking Peoples. (In fact Churchill 

                                                 
2 Anthony Quinton, “Political Philosophy”, in The Oxford Illustrated History of Western Philosophy, ed. 
Anthony Kenny (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1994), 327. 
3 Gertrude Himmelfarb, Victorian Minds: A study of intellectuals in crisis and ideologies in transition, (Chi-
cago: Ivan R. Dee, 1995 [or. ed. : Knopf, 1968]), 292. 
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started working on the book at the end of 1932 and never gave up the project, even though 
he was able to finish it only in 1956. It was the last of his more than forty books).  

III 

Approaching the British Mystery in three steps  

As I have said, my book devotes four of its five parts to the presentation of fourteen leading 
authors whom I consider to represent aspects of the English Mystery. Only in Part V do I 
submit my own general proposal to address the starting problem of Karl Popper's British 
Mystery. I then return to Anthony Quinton’s question about the reasons that led the importa-
tion of Locke’s doctrines into the continent to produce an effect ‘much like that of alcohol 
on an empty stomach’. And I then draw on the thoughts of the authors previously discussed 
in an attempt to suggest some ingredients of the Anglo-American specificity – as it can be 
perceived from a European perspective, which is mine.  

My suggestion may be briefly summarised in three steps. 

1. Popular Government as a form of limited Government 

First , it seems to me that Locke’s principles ‘served to endorse a largely conservative revo-
lution in Britain’ (and, in my view, to a great extent also in America) because those princi-
ples were combined with, and understood within, a tradition of limited and accountable 
Government. This tradition existed long before Locke, at least since Magna Carta of 1215, 
and therefore did not have to be deduced from Locke’s first philosophical principles – or, 
for that matter, from any other particular first philosophical principles. This means, on the 
other hand, that the tradition of limited and accountable government may be compatible 
with several – but certainly not all – particular first philosophical principles. The principle 
of limited and accountable government emerged in England through a long process of 
"muddling through", of which Magna Carta and the 1688 (Glorious) Revolution are highly 
instructive moments.  

For this reason, limited and accountable government was not a modern invention, it was not 
a rupture with past experience and past evolution, and therefore was not the result of any 
single philosophical mind or any single modernising plan. It was not the product of a single 
political, not to mention philosophical, project or ‘blueprint', as Karl Popper would have put 
it. In other words, limited and accountable government is a political principle which, among 
the English-speaking peoples, has a pluralistic philosophical underpinning, as Isaiah Berlin 
would have said, and a long pedigree that vastly predates modernity or modern democracy. 
Speaking of the British and American Enlightenments, as contrasted with the French, Ger-
trude Himmelfarb said they were ‘latitudinarian, compatible with a large spectrum of belief 
and disbelief’. The same applies even more, in my view, to the principle of limited and ac-
countable government among the English- speaking peoples.  

Not in spite of this evolving and unsystematic philosophical background but precisely be-
cause of it, the concept of limited and accountable government has had tremendous conse-
quences. It has allowed Britain ‘to assimilate so many revolutions without recourse to Revo-
lution’, in the famous expression of Halevy retaken by Himmelfarb. That same principle 
had a huge impact in the perception of democracy, or popular government, among the Eng-
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lish-speaking peoples. Popular government, when perceived within the tradition of lim-
ited and accountable government, is itself understood as a limitation on Government, a 
point that was emphasised both by Edmund Burke and The Federalist Papers. Modern lib-
eral democracy is then perceived as a system of limited and accountable Government (in 
which the franchise has been gradually expanded until it became universal) whose main 
purpose is the protection of really existing and peaceful ways of life -- the protection of life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness, in the famous words of the American Declaration of In-
dependence.  

In other words, popular government is not perceived, among the English-speaking peo-
ples, as a replacement of an absolutist and reactionary government of one or of the few 
by the absolutist and progressive government of the many. As Karl Popper emphasised, 
popular government in the Anglo-American tradition is mainly about dismissing bad gov-
ernments without bloodshed, about how to avoid tyranny. It is not therefore about who 
should rule, or about giving unlimited powers to an alleged good government on behalf of 
the people or of the ‘general will’, or on behalf of a project for a perfect or ‘enlightened’ so-
ciety.  

2. Two kinds of Rationalism: Critical or Dogmatic?  

In continental Europe, by contrast, liberal democracy has been initially presented as a politi-
cal expression of a rationalist project, a ‘blueprint’ for a radically new society, in the tradi-
tion of what Popper, Hayek, Berlin and Dahrendorf called dogmatic rationalism, and which 
Oakeshott merely called rationalism, or politics of passion or faith, as opposed to scepticism 
or politics of imperfection. In other words, whereas in Britain and America, liberal democ-
racy has emerged as a protection of existing ways of life, in continental Europe democracy 
has been initially associated – both by its critics and by most of its promoters – with a politi-
cal project of changing existing ways of life. This project may have several purposes – secu-
larisation, modernisation, enlightenment, equality, moral neutrality, etc – but its main fea-
ture is an adversarial attitude towards existing ways of life. It is a sort of culture war against 
the retrograde past in the name of an enlightened future, as Himmelfarb has pointed out, 
which among other things creates an ‘unbridgeable divide between reason and religion’.  

To put it bluntly, this adversarial attitude springs mainly from the fact that the existing ways 
of life were “already” there, they are based on habit, or tradition, or convenience, or particu-
lar attachments, as Michael Oakeshott put it. In a word, they were not designed by ‘Reason’.  

Michael Oakeshott's essay ‘Rationalism in Politics’ and Karl Popper’s ‘Towards a Rational 
Theory of Tradition’ (which are discussed in their respective chapters) contain in my view 
some of the most powerful descriptions and critiques of the dominant frame of mind in con-
tinental politics. In this brief overview, I would just like to emphasise two political conse-
quences of this different initial perceptions of democracy in the Anglo-American tradition 
and the European.  

First , in Britain and America, a political commitment to democracy does not entail a 
uniformity of views on matters of philosophy, morality or public policy . Rival views 
compete against each other both among the elites and the people. This competition, inci-
dentally, is largely encouraged by electoral systems which are not entirely dependent upon 
party lists, as Karl Popper never ceased to repeat.  



 

 8 

In Europe, on the contrary, an elitist monopoly and an elitist uniformity tend to be fostered 
both by a misleading understanding of democracy and by electoral systems based on party 
lists. This tends to create a gap between political elites and their constituents: the former 
tend to ignore the interests of their constituents, whereas the latter tend to feel estranged 
from their representatives. Among the serious threats that this poses to liberal democracy, 
two must be cited: vanguardism (or the ‘despotism of innovation’, as Burke would have put 
it) on the part of the elites, and a propensity to follow radical populist and anti-democratic 
demagogues on the part of significant sectors of the electorate.  

Second, the moral atmosphere of European democracies has tended and will tend recur-
rently to moral and epistemological relativism. European democrats have had and will have 
great difficulty in countering relativism. Relativism is the inevitable product of modern dog-
matic rationalism, which European elites tend to associate with democracy and modernity.  

Because it seeks an impossible goal – rational certainty without previous assumptions, as 
Karl Popper put it – dogmatic rationalism little by little destroys each of the standards that 
are the basis of our culture, habits and customs. No standards – not the sacred words of the 
American Declaration of Independence, that ‘men are born equal’, and even less the English 
gentleman’s code of conduct – will be spared by the dogmatic rationalist search for certainty 
without assumptions. In other words, the pursuit of certainty, which led the dogmatic ration-
alist to destroy every assumption that he could not demonstrate without assumptions, finally 
takes him to an overall certainty: that the only reliable moral standard is that there are no 
moral standards. This, in short, is how dogmatic rationalism leads to unqualified relativism.  

The resulting problem is that relativism destroys the moral and intellectual resources for un-
derstanding why liberal democracy is better than the alternatives. In other words, relativism 
has an overall certainty: that nothing can be established about morals and moeurs, not to 
mention duty and honour, and, nowadays, even about scientific knowledge. At the end, 
though, even liberty and  liberal democracy become just another ‘narrative’. If everything is 
the result of arbitrary will, why should liberal democracy be perceived as better than its ene-
mies?  

3. Liberty as conversation  

This question was answered in the 20th century by ‘quite simply, a great man’, (to use an 
expression of Geoffrey Elton quoted by Himmelfarb): Winston Churchill. As I argue in Part 
IV, I don’t think that the main issue that led Churchill to oppose Communism and Nazism 
was in the first place a matter of ideological doctrine (an ugly expression, as Churchill said). 
He did not draw upon a systematic rival ideology against Communism and Nazism. What 
shocked Churchill was precisely the revolutionary ambition of both Nazism and Com-
munism to reorganise social life from above, imposing on existing ways of life a deductive 
plan based on a total ideology (or a scheme of perfection, as Anthony Quinton and Michael 
Oakeshott put it). In Corporal Hitler, in the former socialist Mussolini, and in the com-
munist ideologues Lenin and Stalin, Churchill saw the coarse fanaticism of those who 
wanted to demolish all barriers to the unfettered exercise of their will: barriers of Constitu-
tional Government, of Judaeo-Christian religion, of gentlemanship, of civil, political and 
economic liberties, of private property, of the family, and other decentralised civil institu-
tions.  
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Winston Churchill, I submit, perceived liberty and democracy mainly as a protection of peo-
ple’s spontaneous and really-existing ways of life. These ways of life exist as homes of real 
people, who have inherited them from their ancestors and will pass them onto their descend-
ants. In this spontaneous dialogue between generations, these ways of life will gradually be 
adapted and made more convenient to new circumstances. But in no way can they or should 
they be redesigned by the arbitrary will, or an abstract scheme of perfection, of a single 
power. People, as individuals or persons, are there first, prior to governments, the main pur-
pose of the latter being to protect life, liberty and property of the former. This is the under-
standing of liberty underlying the following beautiful passage by William Pitt in 1763:  

The poorest man may in his cottage bid defiance to all the force of the Crown. It may be 
frail; its roof may shake; the wind may blow through it; the storms may enter, the rain 
may enter — but the King of England cannot enter; all his forces dare not cross the 
threshold of the ruined tenement!4  

This understanding of liberty and democracy was presented by Winston Churchill on innu-
merable occasions. One of the most inspiring was certainly his description of his father’s 
political views:  

He [Lord Randolph Churchill] saw no reason why the old glories of Church and State, of 
King and country, should not be reconciled with modern democracy; or why the masses 
of working people should not become the chief defenders of those ancient institutions by 
which their liberties and progress had been achieved. It is this union of past and present, 
of tradition and progress, this golden chain, never yet broken, because no undue strain is 
placed upon it, that has constituted the peculiar merit and sovereign quality of English 
national life.5  

In this sense, I have argued that Winston Churchill was basically an interpreter of, and heir 
to, what the historian A. L. Rowse called “the English spirit”. Rowse argued that the distin-
guished feature of this English spirit is the absence of angst or ennui:  

At the core of the English spirit is happiness, a deep source of inner contentment with 
life, which explains the Englishman’s profoundest wish, to be left alone, and his willing-
ness to leave others to their own devices so long as they do not trouble his repose.6 

As Bagehot and Oakeshott have put it, this is a disposition to enjoy, an inner sentiment of 
happiness, of celebration of life and of the privilege to be able to enjoy a way of life that is 
of one’s own, that is familiar to one’s own, that was not imposed from without. It is a dispo-
sition of scepticism towards political adventures, intellectual fashions, schemes of perfec-
tion, and towards every sort of specialist who claims to know best how to organise our edu-
cation, our culture and our spiritual life. In a word, it is a politics of imperfection, which 
intentionally does not aim at schemes of perfection, and which springs from a disposition 
to enjoy liberty – and to defend it at all costs. 

                                                 
4 William Pitt (the elder), Speech on the Excise Bill, House of Commons (March 1763), quoted in Lord 
Brougham, Historical Sketches of Statesmen Who Flourished in the Time of George III (1855), I, p. 42. 
5 Winston S. Churchill, Thoughts and Adventures (London: Thornton Butterworth, Ltd., 1934), 52. 
6 A. L. Rowse, The English Spirit: Essays in History and Literature (London: Macmillan, 1945), 36. 



 

 10 

Thank you. 


