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A long time ago, while I was writing my PhD at the Sorbonne on Walter
Bagehot’s political and constitutional theory, I had a feeling that understanding England was out of the reach of non-English people. Yet, there
was an irresistible appeal in trying to make sense of all things English, not
least because I was about to get married to one. One concept in particular,
described by Walter Bagehot in The English Constitution (1867), eluded
me: deference. The term was never used in France in the way Bagehot
referred to it, and it carried a political message I could not grasp. I always
knew I would go back to it. The turning point was the (ab)use of the term
in the press and TV coverage at the time of the celebrations for the
Diamond Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II in June 2012. The term was regularly brandished as a self-explanatory tool for the ‘British’ love of the
Queen, as if ‘deference’ and ‘British’ could easily sit together. It seemed to
me that the commentators had not only misunderstood Bagehot, but that
they were also making very poor use of a key concept in English (not
British) politics. As I started my research on the term, Britain was rocked
by a number of events which culminated in the vote in favour of Brexit in
June 2016, giving a new twist to the concept. Once only used in reference
to the monarchy, the term could be used to describe certain Brexiteers
who valued parliamentary sovereignty and for whom the European federal
project was not only foreign but also rather hard to comprehend. However
much I was torn about the United Kingdom leaving the EU, Brexit was
perhaps the consequence of a long process of change which had affected
the Anglo-British constitution throughout its democratic journey. This
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Elie Halévy, the great French thinker who wrote extensively on Britain
and British thought, once wrote to one of his friends: ‘The real danger in
studying England too exclusively, is to become an Anglophile. But what
can be done about it? It is inevitable that intelligence incurs the action of
the object to which it attaches itself, and moreover, it cannot be denied
that for two centuries, it is England which has given Europe lessons in
politics. Therefore, in studying English history, I lose the feeling that revolutions may be beautiful.’1 Eventually, if this is what I risked by working
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Note
1. Elie Halévy to his friend Célestin Bouglé, 14 September 1905. Henriette
Guy-Loë (ed.), Correspondance, 1891–1937, Paris, Editions de Fallois,
1996, p. 370.
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