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Michael Oakeshott’s rep u ta tion as a phi los o pher has increas ingly come to rest upon
his polit i cal writ ings.1 As unlikely as it may appear, he does have some thing in com -
mon with Karl Marx. They both under stood ide ol ogy as a per ver sion and pro fessed in 
their own writ ings to have escaped its insid i ous taint. Hav ing iden ti fied the cor rect
start ing point, the mate rial con di tions of life in the case of Marx and the con crete his -
tor i cal tra di tions of a soci ety in the case of Oakeshott, they both claimed to have pro -
duced non-ideological polit i cal phi los o phies. The same fate, how ever, has befallen
them. Each now invari ably takes his place in mod ern ide ol o gies courses and books as 
an exem plary instance of the ide ol ogy he is said to espouse. While this may not be a
ter ri ble injus tice in the case of Marx, Oakeshott’s inclu sion is cer tainly less expli ca -
ble. Marx, of course, thought that the task of phi los o phy was to trans form the world,
whereas Oakeshott attrib uted to it the much more mod est task of trans form ing our
under stand ing of the world. Phi los o phy trans forms what it the o rizes, and those who
par tic i pate in the activ i ties the o rized are not expected to rec og nize let alone con cur
with the view taken by the phi los o pher. The par tic i pant has no priv i leged sta tus and
the view which he or she has of the activ ity in which he or she is engaged, far from
hav ing any spe cial author ity, must be ren dered sus pect.2 The polit i cal activ ist, for
exam ple, is lia ble to have become fixed in his or her prin ci ples with nei ther the time
nor the incli na tion to reflect upon them and effect mod i fi ca tions in the light of such
reflec tions. Oakeshott con tends that:

A lim i ta tion of view, which ap pears so clear and prac ti cal, but which amounts
to lit tle more than a men tal fog, is in sep a ra ble from po lit i cal ac tiv ity. A mind
fixed and cal lous to all sub tle dis tinc tions, emo tional and in tel lec tual hab its be -
come bo gus from rep e ti tion and lack of ex am i na tion, un real loy al ties, de lu sive
aims, false significances are what po lit i cal ac tion in volves.3

A per son engaged in such action is hardly likely to have any thing pro found to say
about the char ac ter of the activ ity itself. On the other hand, the phi los o pher may have
some thing pro found to say about the fun da men tal pos tu lates of the activ ity of pol i -

1 The two mono graphs de voted to Oakeshott’s work fo cus prin ci pally upon his po lit i cal phi los o phy.
W.H. Green leaf, Oakeshott’s Philo soph i cal Pol i tics (Lon don, 1966); and Paul Franco, The Po lit i cal Phi -
los o phy of Mi chael Oakeshott (New Ha ven and Lon don, 1990).
2 Mi chael Oakeshott, Ex pe ri ence and its Modes (Cam bridge, 1933), p. 88.
3 Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘The Claims of Pol i tics’, Scru tiny, VIII (1939–40), p. 148.
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tics, but has noth ing sub stan tive to con trib ute to its con duct. In other words, there is a
categorial dis tinc tion between the ory and prac tice, or the o riz ing and con duct, which
is insur mount able. All attempts to bridge the gap must nec es sar ily end in error.
 Oakeshott is com pletely con temp tu ous and dis dain ful of those so-called phi los o -
phers who pur port to offer pre scrip tions for the better con duct of the prac tices they
have exam ined and found want ing. Such a per son is at once con ceited and intel lec tu -
ally cor rupt:

This de plor able char ac ter has no re spect able oc cu pa tion. In vir tue of be ing a
the o rist he pur ports to be con cerned with the pos tu lates of con duct, but he mis -
takes these pos tu lates for prin ci ples from which “cor rect” per for mances may
be de duced or some how elic ited.4

Such was Oakeshott’s dis dain for cor rupt ing phi los o phy with prac ti cal polit i cal con -
sid er ations that he refused to express an opin ion on some of the most impor tant polit i -
cal ques tions of the day. Rob ert McKenzie once asked him whether he favoured
Brit ish entry into the Euro pean Com mu nity, to which Oakeshott replied: ‘I do not
find it nec es sary to hold opin ions on such mat ters.’5

 To accuse Oakeshott of hav ing ulte rior prac ti cal motives or of being an ideo logue,
as so many crit ics often do, is to place him in the com pany of the the o re ti cians he
deplored. This, to say the least, is a par a dox which needs fur ther inves ti ga tion.
Oakeshott him self acknowl edges that the intensely prac ti cal nature of pol i tics has a
poten tially cor rupt ing influ ence on the phi los o pher. The phi los o pher does not always
suc ceed in sus tain ing the level of dis in ter est ed ness intrin sic to his or her call ing, and
from time to time may suc cumb to the allure of pub lic mor al iz ing in moments of dis -
trac tion and on extremely emo tive issues. Such out bursts and inter ven tions are not
them selves the con clu sions of philo soph i cal rea son ing which are by their very nature
non-injunctive, but a dis en gage ment from the o riz ing and a tem po rary relapse into a
dif fer ent mode of think ing. Although phi los o phers do not always sup press the
preacher in them selves, ‘we must learn not to fol low the phi los o phers upon these hol -
i day excur sions’.6 It is the pre di lec tion to enquire where Oakeshott goes on his hol i -
days which has gen er ated so much mis in ter pre ta tion of his polit i cal phi los o phy.7

Even Paul Franco in his oth er wise sen si tive, but pedes trian, account of Oakeshott
con cludes with an injunc tion to do what for Oakeshott is impos si ble with out com mit -
ting a cat e gory error, and that is ‘to work out what this polit i cal phi los o phy means for
polit i cal life as we know it’.8
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4 Mi chael Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct (Ox ford, 1975), p. 26.
5 Cited in Joanna Mack, ‘The LSE: a Mon u ment to Fa bian So cial ism?’, New So ci ety (15 June 1978),
p. 590.
6 Oakeshott, Ex pe ri ence and its Modes, p. 1.
7 This is best ex em pli fied by the con tri bu tors, with the ex cep tion of Lee Auspitz, to the sym po sium pub -
lished in Po lit i cal The ory, 4 (1976).
8 Franco, Po lit i cal Phi los o phy of Mi chael Oakeshott, p. 236. 



 Oakeshott has on many occa sions empha sized that a sim i lar ity in con clu sions
often dis guises the fact that quite dif fer ent rea sons may be given by dif fer ent phi los o -
phers in the course of estab lish ing their pur port edly sim i lar con clu sions. It is their
rea sons which dif fer en ti ate phi los o phers from each other. What, then, are
Oakeshott’s rea sons for dis tin guish ing so sharply between phi los o phy and pol i tics,
or the ory and prac tice? The answer to this ques tion can not be given with out enter ing
into what may be called, at the risk of being fash ion able, Oakeshott’s hermeneutical
the ory.9 Com pre hending what Oakeshott has to say about pol i tics nec es sar ily pre -
sup poses an under stand ing of what he has to say about the nature of inter pre ta tion
itself.
 All expe ri ence, for Oakeshott, is a world of ideas, or imag in ings. Each world is
con di tional in that it rests on unques tioned pos tu lates, yet each is defec tive in terms
of its self-understanding and in the under stand ing it gen er ates of the world. Phi los o -
phy is dis tin guished by the fact that it is uncon di tional inso far as each unques tioned
assump tion is an invi ta tion to explore its con di tion al ity.
 What hap pens to us each and every time we inter pret or under stand is that we
invoke the prin ci ples and pro ce dures pre scribed by the dif fer ent worlds of ideas or
imag in ings. The con clu sions we reach are con di tion ally intel li gi ble only because
they are sus tained by the pos tu lates in terms of which they are reached. They have no
inde pend ent valid ity; can not be con firmed by appeal to an exter nal real ity; and, can -
not be intro duced into any other world of ideas with out irrel e vance. It is because of
their exclu sive ness and because each is true for itself that none can con firm or deny
the con clu sions of the other worlds, nor act as the foun da tion upon which the oth ers
are built.10 In Oakeshott’s view there can never be an orig i nal it, or text, which is not
itself an inter pre ta tion con ceived in modally or idi om at i cally dis tinct terms.11 He
unequiv o cally states that there is no ‘prior and fixed “some thing” upon which the
inter preter works’: in other words, ‘text and inter pre ta tion are one and insep a ra ble’.12

The object of one’s enquiry is nec es sar ily the crea ture of the idiom in terms of which
it is being under stood.13

 Each of the worlds of ideas is in fact a lan guage in which we do not merely recite its 
lit er a ture, but also com pose our own. The con clu sions are not them selves pre scribed, 
only the pos tu lates or con di tions which are invoked in order to reach the con clu sions
and with out which the utter ance would be unin tel li gi ble. Oakeshott ini tially dis tin -
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9 Oakeshott in fact con fesses to hav ing learnt a great deal from Dilthey. Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘Ra tio nal ism
in Pol i tics: A Re ply to Pro fes sor Ra phael’, Po lit i cal Studies, 13 (1965), p. 90.
10 Oakeshott, Ex pe ri ence and its Modes, p. 5; and Mi chael Oakeshott, On His tory and other es says (Ox -
ford, 1983), pp. 2 and 26. For a fuller dis cus sion of this the ory see Da vid Boucher, ‘Over lap and Au ton -
omy: the Dif fer ent Worlds of Collingwood and Oakeshott’, Storia, antropologia e scienze del linguaggio,
IV (1989); and Da vid Boucher, ‘Collingwood and Oakeshott on the Re la tions be tween His tory and So cial
Sci ence’, New Lit er ary His tory, forth com ing.
11 Oakeshott, Ex pe ri ence and its Modes, pp. 31–2.
12 Ibid., pp. 196 and 113; and Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘The Con cept of a Philo soph i cal Ju ris pru dence’,
Politica, 3 (1938), p. 204.
13 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 17; and Oakeshott, On His tory, p. 2.



guished between prac ti cal par tic i pa tory lan guages, like pol i tics and moral ity, whose
utter ances were per sua sive and injunc tive, and explan a tory lan guages, char ac ter ized
by reflec tive the o riz ing, both of which he dif fer en ti ated from the con tem pla tive lan -
guage of poetry.14 Explan a tory lan guages like his tory and sci ence dif fer from prac ti -
cal lan guages in the clar ity of their cri te ria of rel e vance; the appro pri ate ness of these
cri te ria to their con clu sions; and the capac ity of explan a tory lan guages to iden tify
errors and pro nounce cer tain utter ances out of char ac ter. Fur ther more unlike prac ti -
cal lan guages ‘they do not pre tend to have injunc tive force’.15

 The dis tinc tion for mu lated in these terms was sim ply unten a ble because it effec -
tively excluded expla na tion from prac ti cal lan guages like pol i tics and moral ity. In On 
Human Con duct Oakeshott revised his posi tion and acknowl edged that both per sua -
sion and expla na tion are appro pri ate to the activ i ties of agents who diag nose and
respond to prac ti cal sit u a tions. As a response to a per sua sive act, which may be unin -
tel li gi ble, the per former may be asked for the sup ple men tary act of expla na tion,
which is not itself an act designed to bring about a wished for response but one which
is meant to clar ify the orig i nal act.16 Sim i larly the ele ment of ‘do ing’ intrin sic to prac -
ti cal lan guages could not be entirely excluded from what he had called the explan a -
tory lan guages. The lat ter cat e gory of lan guages he came to refer to as idi oms or
plat forms of the o riz ing. His tory and the sci ences are con di tional idi oms of the o riz -
ing, whereas phi los o phy is char ac ter ized by its deter mi na tion to remain uncon di -
tional. To engage or invoke these idi oms of the o riz ing involves an ele ment of ‘do ing’
in that knowl edge is required of how to par tic i pate, but whereas in con duct the doing
‘is intrin sic to the engage ment’, in the o riz ing it is ‘in ci den tal’.17

 For Oakeshott his tory is the most appro pri ate idiom in terms of which to the o rize
human con duct, or prac ti cal activ ity. His tory assumes an order of enquiry which is
categorially unam big u ous, that is, it assumes the iden ti fi ca tion of a ‘go ing-on’ as an
exhi bi tion of intel li gence, where indi vid u als sub scribe to prac tices, but are not deter -
mined by them. The sci ences how ever pred i cate a dif fer ent order of enquiry which
iden tify a going-on as a pro cess which things undergo, and which do not exhibit intel -
li gence. Both con duct or prac ti cal life and his tory are idi om at i cally dis tinct lan -
guages within the categorially dis tinct order of enquiry which iden ti fies goings-on as
exhi bi tions of intel li gence related to prac tices which must be learnt by those who sub -
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14 Mi chael Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics and other es says (Lon don, 1974: first pub lished 1962),
pp. 130, 132–3, 217, 308, 310, 321–2 and 327. A new and ex panded edi tion ed ited by Tim o thy Fuller has
re cently been pub lished (In di a nap o lis, 1991), see pp. 63, 65–6, 509–10, 191–2, 193–4, 205–6 and 211–12.
Also see Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘Learning and Teaching’, in The Con cept of Ed u ca tion, ed. R.S. Pe ters (Lon -
don, 1967), p. 166. Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘Po lit i cal Laws and Cap tive Au di ences’, in Talking to East ern Eu -
rope, ed. G.R. Ur ban (Lon don, 1964), pp. 291–2; and Oakeshott, ‘Re ply to Ra phael’, pp. 89–90. Po etry
was not iden ti fied as a dis tin guish able mode in Ex pe ri ence and its Modes, but in stead was un der stood as an
as pect of prac ti cal life.
15 Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, p. 328 (re vised edi tion, p. 212).
16 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 49.
17 Ibid., pp. 34 and 35. Cf. p. 57.



scribe to them.18 Con trary to the com mon place view his tory does not derive its ‘facts’ 
from, nor does it have its foun da tions, in prac ti cal life; and sim i larly the lat ter has
noth ing to learn from the idi om at i cally irrel e vant mode of his tory.
 Pres ton King has made the rather odd claim that by allow ing for the fact that modes 
other than his tory have their own notions of the past, Oakeshott has in fact com pro -
mised his whole posi tion on the ques tion of auton o mous modes or idi oms.19 King
appears to think that to admit that sci ence, poetry and prac ti cal life all have their own
pasts nec es sar ily means that they must all have his tor i cal dimen sions. This is a very
con fused and dis torted view of the impli ca tion of Oakeshott’s posi tion. Each of the
pasts related to the var i ous activ i ties is dis tinct and auton o mous. These activ i ties or
idi oms do not merely offer dif fer ent per spec tives on the past: each cre ates its own
past in terms of its pro ce dures and pos tu lates. They do not even cre ate their own pasts 
out of the same evi dence because there is no dis tinc tion between the evi dence and its
inter pre ta tion. Evi dence itself, inso far as it is rec og nized as evi dence, is the crea ture
of the inter pre ta tive idi oms. The point which Oakeshott insists upon is that the other
idi oms do not have his to ries unless they are endowed with them by his to ri ans.20 The
idi oms or modes all have their own idi om at i cally rel e vant pasts which they may wish
to call his to ries and which they use in some way to fur ther their idi om atic under -
stand ings, but his tory in its strict sense is an auton o mous man ner of the o riz ing with
no rel e vance to the other dis tinct idi oms.
 In prac ti cal life or con duct, which encom passes the lan guage of pol i tics, there are
idi om at i cally dis tinct pro ce dures for evok ing a past, and in which the cat e go ries of
past, pres ent and future stand in a spe cial rela tion. The past is a use ful past com prised
of exam ples, evoked in the pres ent with a view to affect ing future con duct. The past
and future are seen in terms rel a tive to our pres ent selves. Prac ti cal activ ity is a pres -
ent–future rela tion in which the past it evokes is under stood in terms of its worth to us
in bring ing about a future con di tion. It is a past insep a ra ble from the injunc tive force
which the par tic i pants invested in it.21 In prac ti cal life our pres ent encap su lates our
past: in other words we are to some extent the out come or res i due of all that may have
hap pened to us irre spec tive of it being remem bered, or rec ol lected. The remem bered
past is in fact our con scious ness of our own con ti nu ity, which is to be dis tin guished
from the rec ol lected past which we peri od i cally con sult for guid ance to fur ther our
cur rent prac ti cal con cerns. It is a past of heroic deeds, cau tion ary par a bles, moral les -
sons, exem plars and images to be emu lated. For Oakeshott, ‘this is a “liv ing” past
which may be said to “teach by exam ple”, or more gen er ally to afford us a cur rent
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18 These dis tinc tions are pre sented in On Hu man Con duct and con sti tute a mod i fi ca tion of his ear lier
views in Ex pe ri ence and Its Modes and Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics. Pre vi ously prac ti cal life and his tory were
categorially dis tinct. To avoid the pos si bil ity of the id i oms be ing com pro mised by the sug ges tion that they
may suf fer re duc tion one to an other, in On His tory Oakeshott re verts to iden ti fy ing his tory and prac ti cal
life as categorially dis tinct.
19 Pres ton King, ‘Mi chael Oakeshott and His tor i cal Particularism’, in The His tory of Ideas, ed. Pres ton
King (Lon don and Can berra, 1983), p. 6.
20 Oakeshott, On His tory, p. 5.
21 Ibid., p. 14.



vocab u lary of self-understanding and self-expression’.22 It is a past which has noth -
ing to do with his tory. It is invoked by prac ti cal activ ity and remains in the idiom of
practicalities: it is imbued with moral judg ments, and the indi vid ual’s pur poses and
inten tions which are idi om at i cally excluded from his tory. The past in his tory ‘is with -
out the moral, the polit i cal or the social struc ture which the prac ti cal man trans fers
from his pres ent to his past’.23

* * *

Oakeshott’s many essays on pol i tics, although not com pris ing a sys tem, betray a cer -
tain unity in that they per sis tently explore and develop com mon themes, even though
the vocab u lary in terms of which these themes are dis cussed is con stantly mod i fied.
He iden ti fies and artic u lates what he calls ‘ideal char ac ters’, exposes the pos tu lates
which deter mine their con di tion al ity and sub jects them to inter ro ga tion. Because phi -
los o phy is not itself a sub stan tive voice in the con ver sa tion of man kind in that it does
not make, rec om mend or cir cum scribe its sub ject, Oakeshott is com pelled to dem on -
strate the authen tic ity of his ideal char ac ters by trac ing their emer gence and devel op -
ment in Euro pean his tory. This is the point in Oakeshott’s chain of rea son ing which
con tains the weak est link. In his accounts of the emer gence of the famous ‘ra tio nal -
ist’, of ‘mass man’, and of dem on stra tive polit i cal dis course, for exam ple, we get
highly selec tive, severely fore short ened and over-schematic accounts of iden ti ties
which are deemed to have come into exis tence and changed over time. It is quite clear, 
how ever, that these accounts do not by any stretch of the imag i na tion sat isfy the cri te -
ria, nor sub scribe to the prac tices, which Oakeshott has iden ti fied as the differentiae
of the his tor i cal mode of enquiry.
 Even though Oakeshott fre quently refers to ‘Eu ro pean his tory’ and declares that he 
pro poses ‘to engage in a piece of his tor i cal descrip tion’,24 what he offers is some thing 
quite dif fer ent, which he acknowl edges in his account of the emer gence of the ratio -
nal ist:

The am bi tion of the his to rian is to es cape that gross abridg ment of the pro cess
which gives the new shape a too early or too late and a too pre cise def i ni tion,
and to avoid the false em pha sis which springs from be ing over-impressed by
the mo ment of un mis tak able emer gence. Yet that mo ment must have a dom i -
nat ing in ter est for those whose am bi tions are not pitched so high.25

One may say that what he actu ally offers us is a philo soph i cal past, or philo soph i cal
his tory. The prob lem is that Oakeshott’s view of phi los o phy, or uncon di tional the o -
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22 Ibid., pp. 19, 37 and 39. Cf. Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, p. 166 (re vised edi tion, p. 181).
23 Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, p. 154 (re vised edi tion, p. 169).
24 Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, re vised edi tion, p. 365. ‘The Masses in Rep re sen ta tive De moc racy’
was first pub lished in 1961 and is a new in clu sion in this edi tion. Also see, Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct,
p. 185; and Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘The Vo cab u lary of a Mod ern Eu ro pean State’, Po lit i cal Studies, XXIII
(1975).
25 Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, p. 13 (re vised edi tion, p. 18).



riz ing, does not eas ily accom mo date this philo soph i cal past. Oakeshott has exten -
sively dis cussed the prac ti cal and his tor i cal pasts, how they are evoked and how they
dif fer.26 The past does not itself exist. It is a pos tu late or pre sup po si tion of the activ i -
ties to which it is related, and in this respect it is con di tional. Phi los o phy or the o riz ing 
is dis tin guished by its deter mi na tion to pur sue uncon di tional knowl edge, and to
remain dis sat is fied with all that is con di tional. Strictly speak ing there can not be a
philo soph i cal past with out renounc ing the com mit ment to unconditionality. This is
not to say that there can not be a his tory of phi los o phy, just as there can be a his tory of
sci ence, but the point is that such his to ries can not be phi los o phy or sci ence. What I
am sug gest ing is this: the past which Oakeshott invokes in his philo soph i cal enqui -
ries can not itself be intrin sic to the activ ity of phi los o phiz ing, and either belongs to a
deter mi nate mode of con di tional under stand ing or it is noth ing. Because phi los o phy
can not begin de novo, there must be some con cep tion of what phi los o phers have
done before, and because philo soph i cal enquiry must begin with every day con cep -
tions, not to extend but to trans form their mean ings, it is obvi ous that phi los o phy can -
not be related to the prac ti cal or his tor i cal pasts because philo soph i cal con clu sions
must stand on their own feet and can not be authen ti cated with ref er ence to
non-philosophical cri te ria.
 The philo soph i cal past, one can infer from the lit tle Oakeshott says about it, is one
whose pastness is of lit tle con se quence. The pres ent–past rela tion indic a tive of his -
tor i cal enquiry, and the pres ent–future rela tion inte gral to prac ti cal life are absent
from phi los o phy. The past in phi los o phy is ‘philo soph i cally con ceived, seen as a liv -
ing, extemporary whole in which past and pres ent are com par a tively insig nif i cant’.27

We should not be deluded into think ing, then, that the ideal char ac ters which
Oakeshott distils from Euro pean his tory have any thing to do with his tory at all: they
are philo soph i cal con struc tions philo soph i cally con ceived and pre sented ‘on the
anal ogy of human his tory’.28 In this respect I think Franco is quite wrong to sug gest
that Oakeshott’s cri tique of ratio nal ism owes ‘as much to his tor i cal expe ri ence as to
any thing else’.29 If it is the case that Oakeshott uses his tory as a cri tique, then he
stands con victed of the most insid i ous of log i cal infe lici ties, namely irrel e vance.
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26 The ma jor ex am ples of this are: Oakeshott, Ex pe ri ence and Its Modes, Chs. III and V; Mi chael
Oakeshott, ‘His tory and the So cial Sci ences’, in The In sti tute of So ci ol ogy, The So cial Sci ences (Lon don,
1936); Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘The Ac tiv ity of Be ing an His to rian’, in Ra tio nal ism and Pol i tics; Oakeshott,
On His tory, Es say I. Also see D. Boucher, ‘The Cre ation of the Past: Brit ish Ide al ism and Mi chael
Oakeshott’s Phi los o phy of His tory’, His tory and The ory, XXIII (1984); and re view of Oakeshott, On His -
tory, in His tory of Po lit i cal Thought, V (1984).
27 Oakeshott, ‘Con cept of a Philo soph i cal Ju ris pru dence’, p. 359. Here he is spe cif i cally talk ing of the tra -
di tion of ju ris pru dence, but it is clear that when he talks of phi los o phy’s own past, or the past in re la tion to
phi los o phy, the same un der stand ing ap plies.
28 Mi chael Oakeshott, Hobbes on Civil As so ci a tion (Ox ford, 1975), p. 7. Here Oakeshott is spe cif i cally
re fer ring to the tra di tion of Will and Ar ti fice in the his tory of po lit i cal phi los o phy.
29 Franco, Po lit i cal Phi los o phy of Mi chael Oakeshott, p. 125.



His tory is a dis in ter ested activ ity seek ing to know the past for its own sake, and is
inca pa ble of con firm ing or deny ing the con clu sions reached in any other mode.30

 What, then, are the ideal char ac ters in terms of which polit i cal activ ity can be
under stood? Oakeshott’s con tri bu tion to polit i cal phi los o phy has been the explo ra -
tion of two notion ally dis tinct and categorially opposed under stand ings of the mode
of asso ci a tion which char ac ter ize the mod ern Euro pean state, and one of which has
come to dom i nate con cep tions of South Amer i can and Afri can states. Nei ther of the
ideal char ac ters in terms of which the state has been under stood is found in a pure
form, and each is always found qual i fied by the other, although nei ther is inher ently
in need of the other. They are found together as char ac ter is tics of the mod ern Euro -
pean state, not by log i cal impli ca tion, but con tin gently as the out come of human
choices. Even though the one has in recent times gained the favour of many the o rists,
they are not related to each other ‘as dom i nant and reces sive dis po si tions’.31 While it
is clear which one Oakeshott favours as appro pri ate to the under stand ing of a state, it
is equally clear that he acknowl edges the impor tance of the other and is not rec om -
mend ing its expul sion from the activ i ties of the mod ern state. In fact, it is the polar iza -
tion of the two con cep tions of the state, related to each other as ‘sweet ene mies’,32

which in Oakeshott’s view enables us to under stand the fun da men tally ambiv a lent
char ac ter of the mod ern state better than any of the almost use less labels like right and 
left, or con ser va tive and lib eral, cur rent in the mod ern polit i cal vocab u lary.33

 The first of the ideal char ac ters in terms of which the mod ern Euro pean state has
been under stood is ‘civil asso ci a tion’, ‘societas‘, ‘nomocracy’ or ‘lib er tar i an ism’. It
is asso ci ated with the emer gence of the ‘in di vid ual’ in early mod ern Europe, and the
flour ish ing of per sonal free dom. The mod ern indi vid ual arrives on the scene most
nota bly in Italy with the demise of medi eval com mu nal life, and is char ac ter ized not
by sub ser vi ence to a mas ter or lord but by being accus tomed to mak ing choices for
him self.34 For this new indi vid ual: ‘Ev ery prac ti cal under tak ing and every intel lec -
tual pur suit revealed itself as an assem blage of oppor tu ni ties for self-enactment’.35

The rise of this indi vid u al ism was the most sig nif i cant event in mod ern Euro pean his -
tory (philo soph i cally con ceived!). Oakeshott’s fas ci na tion with Hobbes is  explicable
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30 Oakeshott says, for ex am ple: ‘It is an au ton o mous man ner of un der stand ing, specifiable in terms of ex -
act con di tions, which is log i cally in ca pa ble of de ny ing or con firm ing the con clu sions of any other mode of
un der stand ing, or in deed of mak ing any rel e vant ut ter ance in re spect of it.’ Oakeshott, On His tory, p. 2.
There can be no doubt that the am biv a lence is in Oakeshott’s work it self. He says, for in stance, in On Hu -
man Con duct that the ef fi cacy of his views about two prev a lent dis po si tions ‘de pends upon the iden ti fi ca -
tion of these dis po si tions as his toric self-understandings’ (p. 325).
31 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 323.
32 Ibid., p. 326.
33 For a dis cus sion of the pov erty of the mod ern po lit i cal vo cab u lary see Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘Talking Pol -
i tics’, in Na tional Re view (5 De cem ber 1975), re printed in the re vised edi tion of Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics.
34 Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘The Masses in Rep re sen ta tive De moc racy’, re printed in the re vised edi tion of Ra -
tio nal ism in Pol i tics, p. 364.
35 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 240



by the fact that it was he who was the first ‘to take can did account of the cur rent expe -
ri ence of indi vid u al ity’.36

 The man ner of polit i cal dis course which becomes this indi vid ual is per sua sive, as
all polit i cal dis course must be, but not dem on stra tive. Its cur rency is prob a bil i ties
and con jec tures, rather than proofs and dis proofs of polit i cal prop o si tions. It is per -
sua sion by argu ment, rather than dem on stra tion.37 This indi vid ual who speaks a
non-demonstrative polit i cal lan guage is related to other indi vid u als, not by an agree -
ment or con tract to pur sue com mon aims and goals, but by a com mon acknowl edge -
ment of the author ity of res pu blica, where this acknowl edge ment does not pre clude
the pos si bil ity of ques tion ing the desir abil ity of the laws which ema nate from that
author ity.
 The indi vid u als, or cives, sub scribe to a prac tice com posed of rules, or lex, which
are non-instrumental inso far as they are not directed to the attain ment of a sub stan -
tive goal or end. They are not rules com mand ing sub stan tive actions of assign able
agents, they do not tell us what to do and what not to do, but instead set the con di tions
which have to be acknowl edged and taken into account in for mu lat ing our own pur -
poses and per form ing our own sub stan tive actions.38 This com mon acknowl edge -
ment of the author ity of res pu blica and the sub scrip tion to a prac tice com posed of
non- instru men tal rules is what Oakeshott calls the rule of law. It is not suf fi cient in
itself to iden tify civil asso ci a tion with the rule of law, because what is impor tant ‘is
the kind of law: “moral” or instru men tal’.39 For Oakeshott the rule of law is a moral
prac tice in which cit i zens or cives are related in their com mon acknowl edge ment of
author ity, and in which the laws artic u late and impose obli ga tions with out assign ing
the per for mance of spec i fied actions to des ig nated per sons in order to achieve a
desired sub stan tive result. The rule of law, then, is a mode of moral asso ci a tion which 
spec i fies the ‘pro ce dural con di tions’ sub scribed to in the per for mance of sub stan tive
actions. Invoking Hobbes, Oakeshott con tends that the rule of law does not deter -
mine actions, but is ‘the mea sure of the good and evil of actions’.40

 The state has every where been a form of com pul sory asso ci a tion, and it is only
when under stood as a civil asso ci a tion in which cives are related to each other in
terms of the rule of law, where the law is moral and not instru men tal, that the indi vid -
ual’s moral auton omy is pre served in that he or she chooses his or her own pur poses
in per form ing sub stan tive actions which are not imposed by the state. In this respect
there can be no place in the under stand ing of a state as civil asso ci a tion for a the ory of
dis trib u tive jus tice. Dis trib u tive jus tice requires a sub stan tive end to be pos ited and
imposed, with rules which are instru men tal to its attain ment, and these are fea tures
alien to civil asso ci a tion. Here Oakeshott cer tainly parts com pany with Rawls, but he
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is also at vari ance with Hayek who jus ti fies min i mal state activ ity on sub stan tive eco -
nomic grounds. Pros per ity may be a con tin gent con se quence of civil asso ci a tion but
it can not be the ground for rec om mend ing it, because such a rec om men da tion would
actu ally pre scribe a dif fer ent form of asso ci a tion.41

 What Oakeshott has attempted to do is to purge our under stand ing of the state in
terms of civil asso ci a tion of any sub stan tive eco nomic con sid er ations which have
from time to time been invoked to rec om mend the degree and scope of state activ ity,
whether it is invoked on the side of the interventionalist, or min i mal ist. Under stand -
ing civil asso ci a tion is not a mat ter of equat ing it, as Nozick does, with the min i mal ist
state, this is merely to con fuse the degree of state activ ity with the kind. It is the mode,
not the degree of state activ ity which con cerns Oakeshott. Civil asso ci a tion is a dis -
tinct mode of under stand ing the mod ern Euro pean state from which noth ing can be
deduced about the amount of state activ ity per mis si ble: it spec i fies only the type of
activ ity per mis si ble.
 Civil asso ci a tion is an ideal char ac ter in terms of which we can under stand the
state, but it was never pre sented by Oakeshott as a com pre hen sive or com plete
account of the state. It is an attempt to legit i mize the use of force by a state in mor ally
jus ti fi able terms appro pri ate to asso ci ates who have made no deci sion to join civil
asso ci a tion. Nowhere in the prac tices of mod ern Euro pean states is civil asso ci a tion
found undi luted by an alter na tive con cep tion of their char ac ter.
 Cor re la tive with the emer gence of the moral agent, or the indi vid ual accus tomed to 
the respon si bil ity of mak ing moral choices, arose the anti-individual whose expe ri -
ence had ill-equipped him for the respon si bil ity of moral action, and who longed for
the life of the com mu nity in which deci sions were made for him. In Oakeshott’s view
‘the “anti-individual” had feel ings rather than thoughts, impulses rather than opin -
ions, inabil i ties rather than pas sions, and was only dimly aware of his power’.42 Indi -
vid u al ity and moral choice were revolted against in favour of con cep tions of the
com mon or pub lic good. Such a per son gen er ates an under stand ing of moral ity, rule
and asso ci a tion com men su rate with him self. Asso ci a tion under stood as a frame work
of pro ce dural non-instrumental rules is com pletely inap pro pri ate for the
anti-individual inca pa ble of sus tain ing an indi vid ual life for him self, and who
requires his sub stan tive goals and pur poses to be cho sen for him. Such a per son can be 
accom mo dated only in a state under stood on the anal ogy of universitas.43

 The state on this under stand ing is a com pul sory enter prise asso ci a tion whose asso -
ci ates are joined not in a moral but a transactional or pru den tial rela tion ship in the
pur suit of com mon sub stan tive goals, and in which the rules which gov ern the asso ci -
ates are instru men tal to achiev ing the goals. On this under stand ing gov ern ing is a
man a ge rial activ ity.
 The anti-individual, who may be referred to col lec tively as the masses, not because 
of their num bers but because of their rejec tion of indi vid u al ity and long ing for the
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secu rity of the com mu nity, required lead ers who could direct him.44 Leading or man -
ag ing the masses requires a dif fer ent mode of polit i cal dis course from that appro pri -
ate to rul ing cives. The masses as an audi ence for polit i cal dis course are ill-suited to
the non-demonstrative kind. Here per sua sion takes the form of pur ported dem on stra -
tion, which in the mod ern era has fre quently taken the form of ‘sci en tific proof’.45

The leader pur ports to prove the cor rect ness of polit i cal pro pos als with ref er ence to
‘in dis put able’ axi oms from which they can be deduced, or sci en tific laws of which
the pro pos als are said to be instances.
 It is Oakeshott’s famous ratio nal ist who epit o mizes the leader of the masses. The
ratio nal ist mis tak enly believes that all prac ti cal knowl edge can be abjured in favour
of the tech ni cal knowl edge acquired by the exer cise of pure rea son. Pol i tics for the
ratio nal ist is a prob lem-solving activ ity, the solu tions to which are capa ble of dem on -
stra tive cer tainty. Pol i tics is capa ble of per fec tion in that the right answers are attain -
able, and diver sity is dis cour aged on the ground that there can be only one right
answer to a prob lem. The ratio nal ist is pre oc cu pied with cer tainty and believes in the
sov er eignty of ‘rea son’, which means for him the sov er eignty of tech nique. The
ratio nal ist equates pol i tics with social engi neer ing and devises plans or rules
 instrumental to achiev ing the sub stan tive goals he has set.
 Oakeshott con tends, how ever, that the ratio nal ist is under a fun da men tal mis ap -
pre hen sion about the nature of human knowl edge and its rela tion to polit i cal activ ity.
What the ratio nal ist pur ports to do is an impos si bil ity. All con crete activ ity entails a
com bi na tion of tech ni cal and prac ti cal knowl edge. Tech ni cal knowl edge is the dis til -
la tion of an activ ity into a body of tech ni cal rules. Prac ti cal knowl edge, unlike rules,
can not be taught and instead has to be imparted. Pol i tics can not sim ply be the appli -
ca tion of tech ni cal knowl edge to polit i cal prob lems, but must by neces sity be com -
bined with the prac ti cal knowl edge inher ent in the social prac tices of a soci ety.
 The state under stood as an enter prise asso ci a tion whose laws are instru men tal in
achiev ing the sub stan tive goals for which the asso ci ates are joined together in a com -
mon pur pose, embod ies a fun da men tal con tra dic tion which under mines and com -
pro mises the moral free dom of the indi vid ual. Oakeshott con tends that enter prise
asso ci a tion is not by its very nature par tic u larly ‘free’. An ele ment of choice regard -
ing responses to con tin gent sit u a tions is cer tainly allowed, but is severely restricted
by the pur pose to be pur sued: ‘con duct here is either cor rect or incor rect’.46 It is the
choice to asso ci ate with or dis so ci ate one self from the com mon enter prise which
con sti tutes the free dom in this mode of activ ity, and there fore ‘to make enter prise
asso ci a tion com pul sory would be to deprive an agent of that “free dom” or “au ton -
omy” which is the con di tion of agency’.47 The alter na tive to under stand ing the state
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as a civil asso ci a tion is to see it as a com pul sory enter prise asso ci a tion and thus to
divest the asso ci ates of their free dom: ‘the mem ber of such a state enjoys the com po -
sure of the con script assured of his din ner. His “free dom” is warm, com pen sated ser -
vil ity’.48

 This sec ond mode of char ac ter iz ing the state Oakeshott clearly regards as a
mis-characterization because it is a denial of the essen tial moral basis of the state and
offers a pru den tial rather than a moral jus ti fi ca tion for polit i cal obli ga tion. To under -
stand the state purely in terms of enter prise asso ci a tion is to miss its fun da men tal
ambiv a lence as at once rep re sent ing the two voices of enter prise and civil asso ci a -
tion, how ever faint a whis per the lat ter might be. This may be extended as a cri tique of 
such ratio nal choice the o rists as David Gauthier, not because he sees the state as
enter prise asso ci a tion but because he fails to see it as any thing else. Gauthier con -
tends that if the state, or soci ety, is to be ratio nally sup ported by its mem bers it must be 
char ac ter ized as ‘a coop er a tive ven ture for mutual advan tage . . . based on prin ci ples
of expected-utility max i mi za tion’.49 To jus tify the state or soci ety in terms of sub stan -
tive ends or out comes is to deny its char ac ter as civil asso ci a tion and affirm it as an
enter prise asso ci a tion, what ever con ces sions one may wish to give to pro ce dural
rules.
 The his tor i cal effi cacy of Oakeshott’s ideal char ac ters may leave a lot to be
desired. Indeed, his accounts of the rise of the indi vid ual are car i ca tures of the trans -
for ma tions which Michelet and Burckhardt tried to cap ture in their accounts of the
flour ish ing of the renais sance man freed from the stul ti fy ing con straints of the ‘dark
ages’, and such fan ci ful and poetic imag ery in char ac ter iz ing the past has long com -
manded the dis ap proval of his to ri ans, and cer tainly falls far short of sub scrip tion to
the pos tu lates of his tory as Oakeshott him self iden ti fied them. Such license may be
per mis si ble in philo soph i cal his tory, but we are nowhere told, except by exem pli fi ca -
tion, what this entails.
 Not with stand ing their ambiv a lent the o ret i cal char ac ter Oakeshott’s two modes of
asso ci a tion, related to each other as polar oppo sites and sweet ene mies whose mutual
impli ca tion is cir cum stan tial rather than log i cal, must stand as the most fruit ful can di -
dates in terms of which to explore the rela tion between the cit i zen and polit i cal soci -
ety. Oakeshott’s polit i cal phi los o phy, grounded in a sophis ti cated and fully
artic u lated the ory of inter pre ta tion, stands at the fore front of the mod ern revival of
inter est in cit i zen ship and civil soci ety, and points the way to lib er at ing our selves
from the ossi fied con tem po rary polit i cal vocab u lary whose well-worn clichés serve
to obscure rather than illu mi nate the obli ga tions of the cit i zen in the mod ern world.
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