
the political philosophy of whigs

the political philosophy of whigs represents a significant chapter in the history of political
thought, particularly in Britain and, by extension, in early American political development.
Originating in the late 17th century, the Whigs emerged as champions of constitutional monarchy,
parliamentary supremacy, and individual liberties against absolute monarchical power. Their
philosophy emphasized the protection of civil rights, the rule of law, and opposition to arbitrary
governance. Over time, the Whig political philosophy influenced liberal ideas, promoting reform,
economic modernization, and the expansion of political participation. This article explores the core
principles, historical context, and key figures associated with the Whig ideology, providing a detailed
examination of their contributions to political theory and practice. The discussion will further cover
the Whig stance on government, society, and economy, illustrating their legacy in shaping modern
democratic institutions.
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Historical Origins of the Whig Political Philosophy
The political philosophy of Whigs emerged in the context of 17th-century England, a period marked
by intense conflict over the balance of power between the monarchy and Parliament. The Whigs
originated as a political faction opposing the absolutist tendencies of the Stuart kings, particularly
James II. They played a crucial role during the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which established
constitutional monarchy and parliamentary sovereignty. Their philosophy was deeply influenced by
the English Civil War’s aftermath, the Enlightenment’s early ideas, and the evolving concept of
individual rights. The Whigs sought to limit royal authority while expanding parliamentary control,
advocating for a government restrained by law and accountable to the people. This origin story laid
the groundwork for their long-standing commitment to constitutionalism and liberty.

Context of 17th-Century England
The 1600s were a turbulent time in English politics, characterized by religious conflict, civil war,
and debates over governance. The Whigs formed in opposition to the perceived dangers of royal
absolutism and Catholic influence. They supported the Protestant succession and opposed the
restoration of James II, who was seen as a threat to Protestant and parliamentary interests. This
political struggle framed much of the Whigs’ early philosophy, emphasizing the necessity of checks



on monarchical power and the protection of Protestant freedoms.

The Glorious Revolution and Its Aftermath
The Glorious Revolution of 1688 was a pivotal moment for the Whigs and their political philosophy.
By inviting William of Orange to take the English throne, the Whigs helped establish a constitutional
monarchy that respected parliamentary authority. This event solidified the Whig commitment to the
principles of limited government, constitutional rule, and civil liberties. The Bill of Rights 1689, a
direct outcome of this revolution, encapsulated many of the Whig ideals by codifying rights such as
freedom from arbitrary arrest and the requirement of parliamentary consent for taxation.

Core Principles and Beliefs of the Whigs
The political philosophy of Whigs is characterized by several core principles that defined their
approach to governance, society, and individual rights. These principles reflect a commitment to
constitutionalism, liberty, and progress, setting the foundation for modern liberal democracy. Key
beliefs include the supremacy of Parliament, protection of individual freedoms, and opposition to
tyranny and arbitrary rule. The Whigs also valued religious toleration (especially for Protestant
dissenters) and sought to promote a balanced government that avoided the extremes of absolutism
and anarchy.

Parliamentary Sovereignty
Central to Whig philosophy was the idea that Parliament, as the representative body of the people,
should hold supreme authority over the monarchy. This belief opposed the notion of divine right
kingship and asserted that rulers derive their legitimacy from the consent of governed. The Whigs
maintained that laws passed by Parliament were the ultimate expression of the social contract and
must be upheld above monarchical decrees.

Protection of Civil Liberties
The Whigs championed civil liberties as essential to a just society. They emphasized legal
protections against arbitrary power, including habeas corpus, freedom of speech, and the right to
private property. This emphasis on individual rights sought to prevent abuses by the state and
ensure that citizens could participate meaningfully in political life.

Religious Toleration
While primarily Protestant, the Whigs advocated for religious toleration as a means to prevent
sectarian conflict and promote social harmony. They supported the rights of Protestant dissenters
and opposed policies that favored a single church or suppressed religious diversity. This stance was
both pragmatic and principled, reflecting their broader commitment to liberty and pluralism.



Key Figures and Influences in Whig Thought
The political philosophy of Whigs was shaped by numerous prominent thinkers and politicians who
articulated and advanced their ideals. These individuals contributed to the development of Whig
theory, blending classical republicanism, Enlightenment ideas, and practical political experience.
Their writings and leadership helped define Whig positions on constitutionalism, liberty, and
governance.

John Locke
John Locke is often regarded as the intellectual father of Whig philosophy. His theories of natural
rights, government by consent, and the right to rebellion against tyranny provided a philosophical
foundation for Whig principles. Locke’s “Two Treatises of Government” argued against absolute
monarchy and in favor of limited government, property rights, and individual freedom, ideas that
resonated deeply with Whig ideology.

Anthony Ashley Cooper, 1st Earl of Shaftesbury
Shaftesbury was a leading Whig politician and thinker whose work emphasized constitutionalism
and opposition to arbitrary royal power. He helped shape the Whig party during its formative years
and was instrumental in promoting parliamentary authority and civil liberties.

Other Influential Whigs
Several other figures contributed to the political philosophy of Whigs, including:

Charles James Fox – championed liberal reform and parliamentary supremacy in the 18th
century.

Edmund Burke – blended Whig principles with conservatism, emphasizing gradual reform and
respect for tradition.

Lord Halifax – advocated for constitutional monarchy and balanced governance.

Whig Views on Government and Constitutionalism
The Whigs advocated a distinct model of government centered on constitutionalism, the rule of law,
and parliamentary democracy. Their political philosophy rejected absolute monarchy and arbitrary
authority, favoring a system where power was distributed and restrained by laws and institutions.
The Whigs believed that government exists to protect the rights and liberties of citizens and must be
accountable to the people through their elected representatives.



Constitutional Monarchy
The Whigs supported a constitutional monarchy in which the monarch’s powers were limited by law
and balanced by Parliament. This system was designed to prevent tyranny while maintaining
stability and continuity. The monarch was seen as a symbol of national unity but subject to the
constraints of the constitution and parliamentary oversight.

Rule of Law and Checks on Power
Integral to the Whig philosophy was the idea that no individual or institution, including the king, was
above the law. They championed legal frameworks that safeguarded rights and imposed checks and
balances on governmental power. This principle was essential for ensuring justice and preventing
despotism.

Expansion of Political Participation
Although early Whigs did not advocate universal suffrage, they supported the gradual expansion of
political participation and constitutional reforms that increased parliamentary representation. Their
philosophy laid the groundwork for future democratic developments by promoting political
inclusiveness and accountability.

Economic and Social Policies Advocated by the Whigs
The political philosophy of Whigs extended beyond constitutional matters to include economic and
social policies that reflected their commitment to progress, individual opportunity, and social order.
They generally favored commercial growth, property rights, and reforms that encouraged economic
modernization and social mobility.

Support for Free Trade and Commerce
Whigs typically promoted policies that encouraged trade, entrepreneurship, and economic
expansion. They viewed economic freedom as a complement to political liberty, believing that
prosperity would strengthen society and underpin stable governance.

Promotion of Property Rights
Respect for private property was a cornerstone of Whig thought. They argued that secure property
rights were essential for individual independence and economic development. Protecting property
from arbitrary confiscation reinforced broader principles of liberty and the rule of law.

Social Reform and Modernization
Many Whigs supported gradual social reforms aimed at improving education, infrastructure, and



legal systems. They sought to adapt society to changing economic and political conditions while
maintaining social stability. These reforms often reflected a pragmatic approach to progress,
balancing innovation with respect for tradition.

Impact and Legacy of the Whig Political Philosophy
The political philosophy of Whigs has had a lasting influence on the development of liberal
democracy and constitutional government in Britain and beyond. Their ideas shaped the evolution of
parliamentary institutions, civil rights, and political reform movements. Whig principles informed the
growth of political parties, the expansion of suffrage, and the establishment of constitutional norms
that continue to underpin democratic societies.

Influence on British Political Development
Throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, Whig philosophy guided key reforms such as the Reform
Acts, which expanded parliamentary representation and democratized British politics. Their
emphasis on constitutionalism and civil liberties contributed to the stabilization of British democracy
and the rule of law.

Legacy in American Political Thought
The Whig philosophy also left a significant imprint on early American political ideology. The
American Whig Party, active in the mid-19th century, borrowed many principles from its British
counterpart, including a commitment to constitutional government, economic development, and
opposition to autocracy. Whig ideas helped shape the political discourse surrounding federalism,
individual rights, and democracy in the United States.

Enduring Principles in Modern Politics
Many core tenets of the Whig political philosophy, such as the rule of law, parliamentary
sovereignty, and individual rights, remain foundational in contemporary democratic theory and
practice. Their legacy continues to inform debates on governance, liberty, and political reform
worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the core political philosophy of the Whigs in
Britain?
The core political philosophy of the Whigs in Britain centered on constitutional monarchy, the
protection of parliamentary sovereignty, and opposition to absolute monarchy. They advocated for
civil liberties, religious tolerance, and supported the principles of the Glorious Revolution,
emphasizing the rule of law and limiting the powers of the crown.



How did Whig political philosophy influence modern
democracy?
Whig political philosophy contributed significantly to the development of modern democracy by
promoting ideas such as constitutional government, checks and balances, and individual rights.
Their emphasis on parliamentary authority and opposition to arbitrary rule helped lay the
groundwork for representative democracy and the protection of civil liberties in Britain and beyond.

In what ways did the Whigs differ from the Tories in their
political philosophy?
The Whigs differed from the Tories primarily in their support for parliamentary supremacy over the
monarchy and their advocacy for religious tolerance. While Tories generally supported the
hereditary rights of the monarchy and the Anglican Church's dominance, Whigs championed
limitations on royal power, expanded civil rights, and were more open to religious dissenters.

How did the Whig philosophy address issues of economic
policy?
Whig philosophy tended to support economic policies that favored commercial interests, free trade,
and the growth of capitalism. They were often aligned with emerging merchant and industrial
classes, advocating for policies that encouraged economic expansion, property rights, and limited
government interference in the economy.

What role did Whig political philosophy play in the American
Revolution?
Whig political philosophy heavily influenced the American Revolution by providing ideological
justification for resistance against perceived tyranny. American colonists embraced Whig ideas
about constitutional limits on government power, individual rights, and the importance of
representative institutions, which fueled demands for independence and the creation of a republic
based on these principles.

Additional Resources
1. The Whig Mind: Political Philosophy and Reform in Eighteenth-Century Britain
This book explores the intellectual foundations of the Whig party in Britain during the 1700s. It
analyzes key thinkers who shaped Whig ideology, emphasizing constitutionalism, liberty, and the
rule of law. The author also discusses how Whig principles influenced political reforms and
parliamentary governance.

2. Whiggery and the Rise of Liberal Thought
Focusing on the evolution of Whig ideology into modern liberalism, this text traces the development
of political ideas such as individual rights, constitutional monarchy, and economic freedom. It
highlights the contributions of prominent Whig philosophers and politicians in shaping Western
political philosophy.



3. The Whigs and the Nature of Political Liberty
This book investigates the Whig conception of liberty as a central theme in their political philosophy.
It explains how Whigs contrasted their ideas with those of their Tory opponents and how their views
on liberty impacted British political culture and legal traditions.

4. From Whiggism to Liberalism: Political Philosophy in Transition
Examining the transition from Whig principles to classical liberalism, this volume covers the
ideological shifts during the 18th and 19th centuries. It assesses the ways in which Whig political
philosophy adapted to social and economic changes, influencing the broader liberal movement.

5. Constitutionalism and the Whig Tradition
This work delves into the Whigs’ commitment to constitutional government and checks on
monarchical power. It discusses the philosophical and historical origins of Whig constitutionalism
and its impact on the development of parliamentary democracy in Britain.

6. Whig Political Philosophy and the Expansion of Parliamentary Power
This book focuses on the Whig advocacy for greater parliamentary authority as a means to protect
civil liberties and prevent tyranny. It analyzes key legislative reforms and political debates that
embodied Whig principles in action.

7. The Philosophy of Whiggery: Reason, Progress, and Reform
Addressing the intellectual underpinnings of Whig philosophy, this book highlights themes of reason,
progress, and political reform. It shows how Whig thinkers believed in the perfectibility of society
through gradual change and enlightened governance.

8. Whigs, Rights, and Revolution: Political Thought in Early Modern Britain
This volume situates Whig political philosophy within the context of revolutionary upheavals and the
struggle for rights in Britain. It explores the role of Whig ideas in justifying resistance to absolute
monarchy and advancing constitutional rights.

9. The Whig Legacy: Political Philosophy and Modern Democratic Thought
This book argues that the Whig tradition laid important groundwork for contemporary democratic
theory. It traces the influence of Whig political philosophy on concepts such as representative
government, civil rights, and the balance of powers in modern democracies.
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