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legacy was to be a sceptical conservatism, a use of history not so much for
political debate as to deny that any such debate could be valid. History itself
became seen as the embodiment of what was constitutionally proper—not to
be quarrelled with or altered, except at grave peril. The attitude has become
one of the most characteristic and influential voices in English political
thought.170 It was not to be Hobbes's attitude to history—as evidence to
verify more abstract conclusions—but rather Hale's reply to Hobbes—the
reply that we must hold fast to history itself—which was to go into the
mainstream of the tradition. This has of course come to be regarded as
pre-eminently the tradition of Burke. But Burke himself looked to Hale, and
Hale looked to Coke, and so the tradition falls into place as one of the most
potent legacies of the 'whig' ideology.171

If we were to try, however, to trace the roots of English liberalism, we would
scarcely look for them in this 'whig' attitude to political life. The insistence
rather of Hobbes on the equality of men as the necessary point of departure,
the insistence of the Levellers on the rights of men as the necessary political
conclusion, the insistence of all the writers on sovereignty we have examined
on some principle of utility as the proper measure of a government's value—
these, the more systematically rationalist attitudes, are also clearly the more
recognizably liberal.172 They are attitudes which were characteristically sus-
tained by an appeal (as with the 'whigs') to history: but it was an appeal to
start, not to stop, discussion.

The 'whig' ideology indeed obviously amounted neither to genuine history
nor to systematic political theory. It was more like political propaganda in
historical dress. Yet it was to be their mode of thought which left the strongest
mark not only on the conduct of political affairs, but also upon the study of
history itself, and even upon political theory. The 'whigs' managed either to
suppress or to adapt both the historical and the theoretical views by which
their own ideology could have been most severely damaged. This attempt to
study the process may thus be said to endorse a familiar truism: the most
accepted ideology is by no means always the one based on the most accept-
able evidence.

170 It has gained a most eloquent modern embodiment, as systematically as the doctrine
itself will allow, in the works of Professor Oakeshott. See esp. 'Political Education', in
Rationalism in Politics (London, 1962).

171 For Hale's reply to Hobbes, ' Sir Matthew Hale's Criticisms on Hobbes's Dialogue of
the Common Laws', see Sir William Holdsworth, A History of English Law (London, 14 vols.,
1903-52), v, Appendix in, pp. 499-513. On Burke's affinities to Hale, see J. G. A. Pocock,
'Burke and the Ancient Constitution—A Problem in the History of Ideas', The Historical
Journal, m (i960), 125-43.

172 This claim is indeed the theme of Macpherson, Possessive Individualism, see esp. ch. VI.


