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Abstract: This arti cle exam ines Michael Oakeshott’s views on Euro pean polit i cal
his tory, based on the essays, reviews, lec tures and unpub lished works which he pro -
duced through out his intel lec tual career. These pieces are less famil iar than his writ -
ings on polit i cal phi los o phy, but deal with the same themes, nota bly the rela tion ships
between indi vid u als, groups and the state. The con clu sion is that Oakeshott was tell ing 
a new ver sion of an old tale, the his tory of the devel op ment of a fun da men tal divi sion
in Euro pean polit i cal thought and prac tice between two con trast ing forms of human
asso ci a tion, one com mu nal and con sen sual, the other indi vid u al is tic and contractarian.

I

Michael Oakeshott (1901–90) has always been best known as a polit i cal phi -
los o pher, the LSE pro fes sor who launched a series of polem i cal attacks on the
Ratio nal ism he believed was infect ing mod ern pol i tics.3 Yet, through out an
intel lec tual career stretch ing from the 1920s to the 1980s, Oakeshott’s essays,
reviews and lec tures also grad u ally devel oped a dis tinc tive view of Europe’s
polit i cal devel op ment. Judging by the extant sec ond ary lit er a ture, how ever,
these ideas on his tory remain unfa mil iar.4 Yet there have been signs of grow -
ing inter est over the last decade,5 and there are now sev eral rea sons for think -
ing it worth while to com bine some largely unknown and, in some instances,
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1  This paper was read at a seminar at University College London in 1997. It has since
had the benefit of criticism from several anonymous referees. 

2  Rm. 112, Bentham Project, 26 Gordon Square, Bloomsbury, London, WC1E 6BT.
Email: uczwldo@ucl.ac.uk

3  For the work on which Oakeshott’s reputation as a critic of Rationalism is based,
see M. Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics, ed. T. Fuller (New Haven, 1989), p. 541. The
only full-length account of Oakeshott’s political thought is P. Franco, The Political
Philosophy of Michael Oakeshott (Yale, 1990).

4 Those familiar with Oakeshott will know that his writings on history fall into two
groups. Firstly, there are his historical writings on European political events and ideas.
Secondly, there are his philosophical writings on the nature of historical understanding,
contained in works such as Experience and its Modes (Cambridge, 1933) and On History
(Oxford, 1983). Those interested in the latter, which will not be considered here, may
consult the valuable series of articles written by D. Boucher; see ‘The Creation of the
Past’, History & Theory, 23 (1984), pp. 193–214; ‘Review of On History’, History of
Political Thought, V (1984), pp. 163–7; ‘Overlap and Autonomy’, Storia, Antropologia
e Scienze del Linguaggio, 4 (1989), pp. 69–89.

5  History of Political Thought has itself recently published an article on his work on
Hobbes. See I. Tregenza, ‘The Life of Hobbes in the Writings of Michael Oakeshott’,
History of Political Thought, 18 (1997), pp. 531–57.
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still unpub lished6 sources with more famil iar mate rial from Ratio nal ism in
Pol i tics and On Human Con duct7 to pro vide a coher ent over view of
Oakeshott’s writ ings on Europe’s polit i cal past.
 The first rea son is that these writ ings are inter est ing in their own right.
Although, as we shall see, it is pos si ble to trace Oakeshott’s his tor i cal debts,
he even tu ally came to see Euro pean polit i cal thought and prac tice in a dis tinc -
tive way. His early intel lec tual career at Cam bridge before the Sec ond World
War, exam ined below, ulti mately pro vided the basis for a view of some orig i -
nal ity. Oakeshott arrived at the con vic tion that what he called the ‘char ac ter’
of the mod ern Euro pean State, and thought about it, was con sti tuted by a ten -
sion between an under stand ing of the State as a societas, and as a universitas.
Exactly how he under stood these Latin terms will be explored more fully
below, but for the time being we may say that he was engaged in an inge nious
re-working of the story of Euro pean pol i tics as a ten sion between indi vid u al -
ism (societas) and col lec tiv ism (universitas).
 The sec ond is that we may gain a better under stand ing of Oakeshott’s writ -
ings at large by plac ing them in their con text. Very lit tle has so far been done
on the early stages in par tic u lar of Oakeshott’s intel lec tual career,8 but it will
be argued that his expe ri ences dur ing the inter-war years had a last ing effect
on both his his tor i cal and philo soph i cal work on pol i tics. The idea of a ten sion 
between two con trast ing views of the State, both of which had broader impli -
ca tions, was one that he had already arrived at by 1939. Since this ten sion was
impor tant not only in the his tor i cal pieces we are about to exam ine, but also in
the highly abstract and com plex phi los o phy of civil asso ci a tion which makes
up his later polit i cal phi los o phy, its con cep tual ori gins and affin i ties are wor -
thy of atten tion. 
 The third rea son is that the oppor tu nity then pres ents itself of set ting
Oakeshott’s views against those of his to ri ans proper. Although Oakeshott
read his tory as an under grad u ate, and was a mem ber of the His tory Fac ulty at
Cam bridge until 1948, he wrote much more phi los o phy than his tory, and it is
instruc tive to com pare the efforts of a com par a tive ama teur with those of the
pro fes sion als. A major dif fer ence is that his writ ings on medi eval and mod ern
polit i cal devel op ment inte grate a broader span of events in a shorter space
than has been cus tom ary amongst more recent authors. For all the excel lent
work that has been done dur ing the last gen er a tion, syn op tic, ‘bird’s-eye’
views are rare. The detailed stud ies that have dis tin guished the works of many
of the lead ing con tem po rary his to ri ans of polit i cal ideas, for exam ple, sim ply

6 The two most substantial that will be used here are the thirty lectures on ‘The
History of Political Thought from Ancient Greece to the Present’, which Oakeshott gave
at the LSE in the later 1960s, and a substantial manuscript from 1925, ‘A Discussion of
Some Matters Preliminary to the Study of Political Philosophy’.

7  M. Oakeshott, On Human Conduct (Oxford, 1975).
8 A rare exception is R. Grant, ‘Inside the Hedge: Oakeshott’s Early Life and Work’,

Cambridge Review, 112 (1991), pp. 106–9.



do not lend them selves to this per spec tive. His to rians such as J.G.A. Pocock,
Q. Skin ner, S. Collini, J. Bur row and C. Condren have all made enor mous
con tri bu tions to the dis ci pline, but even at their most expan sive they do not
offer the sweep ing vision that Oakeshott pro vides. Skin ner’s most syn thetic
work, on The Foun da tions of Mod ern Polit i cal Thought, ter mi nates in the
early mod ern period, and Pocock’s Machi a vel lian Moment is con cerned
mainly with one branch of mod ern polit i cal thought, the so-called ‘Re pub li -
can’ or ‘neo-Roman’ tra di tion.9 
 The final rea son is that Oakeshott’s pre oc cu pa tions are still cur rent, and
likely to remain so. His inter pre ta tion of Euro pean his tory was one in which
the var i ous forms of group life — the State, the cor po ra tion, the guild and so
on — pro vided the uni fy ing theme. No more than a pass ing famil iar ity with
the argu ments between con tem po rary lib eral and com mu ni tarian think ers is
nec es sary to rec og nize the peren nial impor tance of this issue. Fur ther more,
there has been a revival of his tor i cal inter est in ear lier con tro ver sies of a sim i -
lar sort. One need only exam ine the recent anthol ogy edited by Stapleton,
Group Rights: Per spec tives Since 1900,10 or Runciman’s work on Plu ral ism
and the Per son al ity of the State,11 to be sat is fied this is the case.
 Stapleton and Runciman both dis cuss the con tro ver sies that took place in
later nine teenth- and early twen ti eth-century Eng land over group rights, in
which ‘pluralists’ claimed groups such as churches and trade unions had the
power to pro tect the indi vid ual from being left defence less against the most
pow er ful of all groups, the State. Both also recognize the mod ern rel e vance of
these argu ments; Stapleton, for exam ple, includes writ ings by W. Kymlicka
and M. Walzer along side excerpts from J.N. Figgis and F. Maitland, who were
active in the ear lier period. 
  Let us begin, then, with Oakeshott’s time at Cam bridge between 1919 and
1939. It was then that he for mu lated the the sis that there was a basic divi sion
in Euro pean polit i cal thought and prac tice between two con trast ing under -
stand ings of the State, the role of other groups and asso ci a tions with it, as well
as of the nature of its inhab it ants.
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9  An interesting question which cannot be explored here for reasons of space is
whether the inevitable price of the undoubted scholarly superiority of the work of
Pocock, Skinner and company over Oakeshott’s own efforts at political history was a
certain limitation of vision, or whether the undeniable narrowing of perspective their
works exhibit has another explanation. Similarly, whether Oakeshott was able to produce 
his view of la longue durée only because he neglected the critical apparatus that is
nowadays demanded of historical work, or whether he simply possessed the greater
self-confidence of an earlier generation, must remain an open question.

10  Group Rights: Perspectives Since 1900, ed. J. Stapleton (Bristol, 1995).
11  D. Runciman, Pluralism and the Personality of the State (Cambridge, 1997).
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II 

The early debates in which Maitland and other ‘pluralists’ such as
J.N. Figgis12 were involved indel i bly col oured Oakeshott’s approach to Euro -
pean polit i cal his tory and are the start ing point of our enquiry.
 As a his tory under grad u ate at Cam bridge after the 1914–18 war, Oakeshott
could not avoid com ing across his to ri ans such as Maitland and Figgis,13 both
of whom were lead ing advo cates of the plu ral ist case for inter pos ing var i ous
other asso ci a tions between the indi vid ual and the (Brit ish) State. In a study of
Ernest Barker, the first Pro fes sor of Polit i cal Sci ence at Cam bridge, who sym -
pa thized with plu ral ism and was also some thing of a men tor to Oakeshott,
Stapleton writes,

The Plu ral ist move ment devel oped in the first decade of the twen ti eth cen -
tury, mainly in response to the seem ingly high-handed treat ment of vol un -
tary asso ci a tions in the Taff Vale (1901) and Free Church of Scot land
(1900–4) cases. It acquired fur ther momen tum between 1910 and 1914,
against the back ground of the mil i tancy of labour, the suf fra gettes, and the
Irish Union ists.14

 Maitland had first encoun tered many of the argu ments used to make a case
for plu ral ism in the work of the Ger man his to rian Gierke, part of whose mas -
sive work on Nat u ral Law he had trans lated and pub lished in 1900.15 Gierke,
writ ing under the influ ence of a spec u la tive, par tic u larly Hegelian, phi los o -
phy of his tory, saw his tor i cal devel op ment as driven by the oppos ing prin ci -
ples of unity and plu ral ity. In Euro pean, and espe cially Ger man, his tory, this
strug gle had taken the form of a con tin ual bat tle for dom i nance between two
con trast ing types of asso ci a tion. The first was com mu nal, con sen sual and pro -
tec tive of its mem bers, and was typ i fied in the medi eval era, for exam ple, by

12 Constraints of space mean that only Maitland, Gierke and Barker are discussed
here. However,  D. Nicholls, The Pluralist State: The Political Ideas of J.N. Figgis and
his Contemporaries (London, 2nd edn., 1994), argues that Figgis and Oakeshott both
favoured a conception of the state as the provider of a legal framework within which
groups and individuals retained as much autonomy as possible; see ibid., p. 82.

13 All Cambridge history undergraduates were required to study English
constitutional history, a subject marked by ‘the legacy of Maitland’, as C. Brooke put it in 
the History of Cambridge University, Vol. IV (Cambridge, 1993), p. 326.

14 J. Stapleton, Englishness and the Study of Politics. The Social and Political
Thought of Ernest Barker (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 68–9.

15 O. Gierke, Das deutsche Genossenschaftsrecht (Berlin, 4 vols., 1868–1913).
Maitland translated portions of Vol. 3, Rechtsgeschichte der deutschen Genossenschaft,
as Political Theories of the Middle Age (Cambridge, 1951), p. 197. The most recent
English translations from Gierke have been made by M. Fischer, in Community in
Historical Perspective. A Translation of Selections from Das deutsche
Genossenschaftsrecht (the German Law of Fellowship), ed. A. Black (Cambridge,
1990). Black’s selected passages are mainly from Vol. I, in which Gierke describes the
assumptions and broad scope of his work.



the guild. The sec ond was ruth lessly indi vid u al is tic and abso lut ist, and was
favoured in par tic u lar by rul ers seek ing to remove all chal lenges to their
author ity.16 It had cul mi nated in the mod ern State, which was highly sus pi -
cious of any groups which stood between it and the host of disaggregated indi -
vid u als who made up its sub jects.
 As Gierke under stood the sit u a tion, the need was to revive the first form of
group life. This he saw, fol low ing Tacitus, as an ancient Ger manic her i tage
descended from the Teuonic hordes who had so plagued the Roman empire.
This her i tage had been all but oblit er ated in Ger many by an indi vid u al ism
which orig i nated in the medi eval revival of Roman law and the devel op ment
of canon law, and had been increas ingly destruc tive of all inter me di ary asso ci -
a tions sep a rat ing the indi vid ual and the State.17 
 Maitland adapted Gierke’s views to an Eng lish con text. Like Ernest Barker, 
who also trans lated Gierke, he placed less stress than Gierke on the need for
the State and other groups to form an organic unity.18 Since he lacked the
back ground of Ger man nation al is tic cul tural reac tion against what his to ri ans
such as Troeltsch per ceived as the ratio nal is tic, atomizing influ ence of the
West ern Euro pean (i.e. non-German) Enlight en ment, this is not sur pris ing.
The intri ca cies of the notion of real per son al ity and the pre cise dif fer ences
between Eng lish and Ger man plu ral ism, how ever, are not cru cial here; it is
enough to appre ci ate that as an under grad u ate Oakeshott was becom ing famil -
iar with a long-term over view of Euro pean his tory going back to at least the
medi eval era, in which the main thread of the nar ra tive was pro vided by a ten -
sion between two forms of human asso ci a tion, includ ing the larg est human
asso ci a tion of all, the State.
 This was in the later 1910s and early 1920s. By 1925, Oakeshott was con -
struct ing a polit i cal the ory of his own. ‘A Dis cus sion of Some Mat ters
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16 For a succinct summary of Gierke’s division of German and European history into
five periods, see A. Black, ibid., pp. xxiv–xxv.

17 Gierke’s main concern in defending group life against state incursions, not strictly
relevant here, was to establish the ‘real personality’ of the group. Black explains this idea
by saying that for Gierke ‘the real personality of voluntarily formed associations was
implicit in the social forms . . . and political evolution actually found throughout German
history, for example in the medieval towns and guilds . . . Such bodies . . . behaved as if
their members believed they could decide and act as collective entities.’ They were
therefore entitled to legal and moral recognition as persons, with an existence that did not
depend on the will of the ruler. See A. Black, ibid., p. xv. At p. xvii Black argues that
Gierke was simply wrong to believe that real personality was essential to the legal
acquisition of corporate status and security of freedom of association. A helpful
contemporary discussion of some of the many difficult philosophical problems posed by
the idea of the real personality of groups can be found in A. Vincent, ‘Can Groups be
Persons?’, Review of Metaphysics, 42 (1989), pp. 687–715.

18 O. Gierke, Natural Law and the Theory of Society, 1500 to 1800. With a Lecture on
the Ideas of Natural Law and Humanity, by Ernst Troeltsch, trans. E. Barker (Cambridge, 
1950).
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Pre lim i nary to the Study of Polit i cal Phi los o phy’ remains unpub lished, but is
a valu able source of infor ma tion regard ing his ideas in the inter-war period. It
shows, for exam ple, that although he was crit i cal of Laski (for being insuf fi -
ciently appre cia tive of Bosanquet’s Ide al ism), he could none the less iden tify
him as a fel low sup porter of a ‘new move ment’ which he hoped would ‘put a
too exalted so-called ‘‘State’’ in its place’.19 Given Oakeshott’s later rep u ta -
tion as a Con ser va tive, the fact that he shared com mon ground with Laski,
who had not yet rejected plu ral ism in favour of Marx ism, may come as some -
thing of a sur prise. 
 That such con nec tions have been obscured may be due in part to the dis -
cred it ing of plu ral ism in Eng land by asso ci a tion with fas cist corporatism and
National Social ism in the 1930s. For Barker, for exam ple, the advent of
National Social ism rep re sented a log i cal out come of the increas ing ten dency
to exalt the real per son al ity of the Ger man folk-group or fel low ship that had
begun with eigh teenth-century roman ti cism.20 Oakeshott con curred;21 by this
time a lec turer in his tory at Cam bridge, he told his under grad u ates that Hit -
ler’s regime was sim ply a form of trib al ism in which indi vid ual iden tity was
lost alto gether.22

 Shortly before the war Oakeshott wrote an intro duc tion to a doc u men tary
reader, The Social and Polit i cal Doc trines of Con tem po rary Europe, in which
he argued that the rel e vant polit i cal dis tinc tion was not between left and right
but between those who would ‘plan and impose a way of life upon a soci ety’
and those who ‘not only refuse to hand over the des tiny of a soci ety to any set
of offi cials but also con sider the whole notion of plan ning the des tiny of a
soci ety to be both stu pid and immoral’.23 To use the ter mi nol ogy Oakeshott
later employed in On Human Con duct, States could be described either as
civil asso ci a tions, in which the rule of law pro vided a frame work for indi vid u -
als to pur sue their own ends, or as an enter prise asso ci a tion, in which the State
man aged and per haps even deter mined the pur suit of a com mon goal or pur -
pose.24 From our point of view, the impor tance of these clas si fi ca tions is that
they had a his tor i cal der i va tion; their gen e sis and devel op ment could be
traced in the past.

19  M. Oakeshott, ‘A Discussion of Some Matters Preliminary to the Study of
Political Philosophy’ (unpublished manuscript, 1925), p. 169.

20 See Barker’s editorial introduction to Gierke, pp. lxxxii ff. 
21 There were, however, several points of disagreement between Oakeshott and

Barker. See Oakeshott’s review of Barker’s edition of Gierke, Natural Law and the
Theory of Society, Cambridge Review, 56 (1934), pp. 11–12, and Stapleton, Englishness
and the Study of Politics, for a useful discussion.

22 M. Oakeshott, ‘National Socialism’, unpublished lecture, c.1936.
23 The Social and Political Doctrines of Contemporary Europe, ed. M. Oakeshott

(New York, 1950), p. xxii, n. 1.
24 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, Part III.



III

The end of the Sec ond World War found Oakeshott in revi sion ist mode.
Although he con tin ued to draw on the work of his to ri ans he had known since
his youth, such as Acton and Maitland, he had begun to recon sider the peri ods
into which polit i cal thought was divided — ancient, medi eval and mod ern —
and the rela tion ship between them.25 It need hardly be stressed that the atti tude 
a his to rian or polit i cal the o rist takes to any or all of these peri ods is usu ally
highly reveal ing. To begin with the ancient world, he acknowl edged its impor -
tance with out slid ing into more-or-less uncrit i cal admi ra tion. Whereas Leo
Strauss, for exam ple, saw Plato and Aris totle as hav ing given a ‘clas sic form’
to polit i cal phi los o phy,26 Oakeshott recog nized the Greeks as the inven tors of
pol i tics in Europe, but did not go on to draw the con clu sion that they had
arrived at a defin i tive under stand ing of it. In fact, Oakeshott tended to see
Rome, rather than Greece, as vital for under stand ing sub se quent devel op -
ments. The Romans, he believed, were ‘the only Euro pean peo ple who have
shown a real genius for pol i tics’.27 
 The rea son for this admi ra tion is not dif fi cult to dis cern. If Oakeshott
regarded the Greeks as the inven tors of pol i tics, he saw the Romans as the
inven tors of ‘by far the most com pre hen sive and elab o rate sys tem of law that
any peo ple, save in mod ern times, has elab o rated for itself’. Rome became ‘a
legally organ ised soci ety in a man ner in which even Ath ens never became’. In
his eyes, Rome, in both its Repub li can and Impe rial peri ods, had been ‘a civil
asso ci a tion . . . a set of pri vate per sons joined in the rec og ni tion of a law to
which they, all alike, owed obe di ence’.28 The sig nif i cance of this atti tude is
worth mak ing explicit — Oakeshott was claim ing, in effect, that the Roman
State had pro vided an early exam ple of a non-purposive under stand ing of a
State, an exam ple handed down to the medi eval and mod ern worlds. But,
given that it is a ‘fact that Roman law existed as an author i ta tive tra di tion’ in
polit i cal thought between 1200 and 1600’,29 we need to appre ci ate pre cisely
which fea tures of it Oakeshott seized on.
 It was lex, the pos i tive law of the Romans, which inter ested Oakeshott. In
par tic u lar, it was what the form of lex implied, as dis tinct from its con tent,
which he found so impor tant. ‘In lex [the Romans] dis cov ered a means of

138 L. O’SULLIVAN

25 See, e.g., Oakeshott’s review of J. Bowle, Western Political Thought, Spectator,
179 (1947), p. 626.

26 L. Strauss, What is Political Philosophy? and Other Essays (Free Press, 1959),
p. 27.

27 M. Oakeshott, ‘The Political Experience of the Ancient Romans’, unpublished
lecture, c.1966–7, p. 1

28 M. Oakeshott, ‘Roman Political Thought (3)’, unpublished lecture, c.1966–7,
pp. 1, 8, 10b.

29 M.P. Gilmore, Argument from Roman Law in Political Thought, 1200–1600
(Cambridge, MA, 1941), p. 7.
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mod i fy ing, and even abol ish ing, ancient cus tom’ which came to be thought of
‘as itself lex and there fore capa ble of being emended in a law-making pro -
cess’. This Roman belief that ‘by means of a known pro cess of mak ing law,
they had com mand over their own rules of order’ was, he claimed, noth ing
other than ‘an ele men tary belief in what later came to be called sov er eignty . . . 
[A] sov er eign author ity is not merely one which has no con tem po rary super-
ior, but one which is eman ci pated from the past’.30 Sov er eignty of this sort,
Oakeshott believed, was one of the defin i tive char ac ter is tics of the mod ern
Euro pean State.
 It is inter est ing to note that Barker had dif fered from Maitland in being a
defender ‘of the Latin her i tage of West ern civili sa tion, against the vogue of
Teutonism in Vic to rian Brit ain’. Whereas ‘Germanism was epito mised in
[Maitland’s] eyes in a high capac ity for free asso ci a tion’ and Latin prin ci ples
of sov er eignty were seen as sup port ing ‘uni for mity and com pul sion’, Barker
argued that the Roman idea of sov er eignty ensured the ruler was seen as a pub -
lic offi cer and pol i tics as a mat ter of imper sonal law.31 Whether or not
Oakeshott owed some thing of his own empha sis on the rule of law to Barker,
his atti tude to Rome cer tainly also dif fered sharply from Gierke’s. For Gierke, 
Roman gov ern ment had been auto cratic, and mod ern states sim ply rep re -
sented a return to this abso lut ism after the extinc tion of the medi eval free dom
of the Ger manic peo ples.32 Oakeshott did not see either Rome or the mod ern
state as fun da men tally auto cratic, and he did not ele vate the prim i tive Ger -
manic tribe into the ideal model of polit i cal asso ci a tion. The view of the medi -
eval world he put for ward was more ambig u ous than that. 
 After the final col lapse of Impe rial Rome, what gov ern ment there was
began from an entirely dif fer ent basis. Rather than the civil rule of the Empire, 
Euro pe ans were sub ject to what Oakeshott called ‘lord ship’: the author ity to
rule by vir tue of own er ship. The polit i cal his tory of the ensu ing cen tu ries, he
argued, was the story of the emer gence of a ‘some what hes i tat ing’ dis tinc tion
between rul er ship and the lord ship from which it ‘cir cum stan tially
emerged’.33 He was not orig i nal in con sid er ing this theme a defin i tive fea ture
of medi eval pol i tics — Maitland’s men tor Vinogradoff, for instance, related
how ‘the Emperor Fred er ick . . . asked whether [he] was not by right lord
(dominus) of every thing held by his sub jects’, only to be told that ‘he was lord
in the polit i cal sense, but not in the sense of an owner’.34 It is, how ever, rather
more unusual to see this dis tinc tion extended from the medi eval to the mod ern 
period so that mod ern polit i cal his tory becomes the story of attempts to avoid

30 M. Oakeshott, ‘Roman Political Thought (3)’, pp. 2, 4.
31 J. Stapleton, Englishness, p. 75.
32 This is a slight over-simplification; Gierke was hopeful that the nineteenth-century 

State would finally give legal recognition to the real personality of groups.
33 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, pp. 218–19.
34 P. Vinogradoff, Roman Law in Medieval Europe (Oxford, 1929), p. 62.



a return to the medi eval sit u a tion in which author ity was based on pro pri etary
right. 
  Oakeshott, then, wanted mod ern pol i tics under stood as a con tin u a tion of
medi eval polit i cal life rather than as a sharp break with it. That is not to say
that he saw no dif fer ence between medi eval realms and mod ern States. He
took the historiographically uncon tro ver sial view that mod ern States dif fered
both in enjoy ing sov er eign author ity and in the degree of power at their dis -
posal.35 The for mer change was reg is tered at a the o ret i cal level in the work of
Bodin,36 the lat ter in what Oakeshott called the grow ing abil ity to con trol men
and things that resulted from a new under stand ing of the sec u lar and nat u ral
worlds. The emer gence of these sov er eign, pow er ful States had a pro found
effect on polit i cal thought. Whereas in the medi eval period the main con cern
had been with the author ity of the ruler — the form and der i va tion of the right
to rule — in mod ern times, thanks to the mas sive increase in power that gov -
ern ments expe ri enced, atten tion increas ingly turned to their offices or activ i -
ties, to what they should or should not do, rather than to the ques tion of their
right to do it.
 Accord ing to Oakeshott, the answers to the ques tion ‘What is the appro pri -
ate activ ity of gov ern ment ?’ had fallen into two main cat e go ries. On the one
hand, gov ern ment could be seen as mainly con cerned with guard ing the law,
under stood as ‘a sys tem of pre scrip tive con di tions indif fer ent (. . . not merely
impar tial) to the sat is fac tion of wants’. On the other hand, gov ern ment was
thought of as the man age ment of ‘a com mon pur pose and the direc tion of its
pur suit’ in which law was ‘a set of pru den tial man a ge rial con clu sions spec i fy -
ing’ the nature of the pur pose and how to pur sue it.37 We have, in other words,
two quite dis tinct notions of what kind of a col lec tivity the State is, and of the
posi tion of the indi vid ual within it. We are deal ing now with ideas that
Oakeshott was putt ing for ward in the 1960s and 1970s, but the con ti nu ity with 
his pre-Second World War thought is plain. This dis tinc tion between civil and
man a ge rial (or ‘enter prise’) asso ci a tions is recog nizably a refor mu la tion in
more pre cise terms of his early dis tinc tion between the planned and unplanned 
soci ety. Hav ing given an over view of the his tory he believed lay behind these
dis tinc tions from ancient times onwards, we must now pay more atten tion to
his treat ment of their medi eval and mod ern expres sions.
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35 Cf., e.g., G. Elton, who wrote that after the sixteenth century ‘[n]o-one would wish
to deny the physical power of monarchs increased’, in Reformation Europe, 1517–55
(London, 1963), p. 301.

36 Bodin defined sovereignty as ‘that absolute and perpetual power vested in a
commonwealth which in Latin is termed majestas’; his editor tells us this ‘marks the
break’ with medieval kingship. See J. Bodin, Six Books of the Commonwealth, ed. and
trans. M.J. Tooley (Oxford, 1953), pp. xxiv, 25. 

37 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, p. 253.
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IV

Oakeshott’s essay ‘On the Char ac ter of the Mod ern Euro pean State’, which
forms the final third of On Human Con duct, was his most sophis ti cated treat -
ment of mod ern Euro pean polit i cal his tory. In it, he made use of two terms
from Roman civil law to denote the two dif fer ent con cep tions of the kind of
group ties involved in mem ber ship of a state. These terms had an ana log i cal
func tion — that is, they were employed in answer ing the ques tion ‘What is a
State like?’ Accord ing to Oakeshott, one impor tant way in which late medi -
eval and early mod ern think ers tried to under stand this new form of polit i cal
life was by com par ing it with rela tion ships with which they were already
famil iar, and two in par tic u lar fig ured prom i nently. 
 The first, societas, orig i nally described a form of con tract. In the Roman
pri vate law of obli ga tions, it required only the agree ment of the con trac tors,
the socii, and their good faith, bona fides, to come into exis tence.38

 The sec ond, universitas, referred to ‘a cor po rate body cre ated by the
[Roman] State, such as munic i pal i ties or the guilds (collegia) of dif fer ent
trades’. Although ‘both the State and cor po rate bod ies might have prop erty
which they held exactly like indi vid u als’, so that ‘some universitates, such as
munic i pal i ties, had things which they owned for the use of the pub lic . . . res
universitates’, in the eyes of Roman pri vate law the universitas was not itself
a per son.39

 It is impor tant to under stand that for Oakeshott these were not purely legal
descrip tions of two dif fer ent kinds of group life. Each also implied cer tain
moral and polit i cal val ues. Nor was he alone in think ing this; it appears that
here again Oakeshott was draw ing on his early his tor i cal edu ca tion. In his
Intro duc tion to Gierke, Maitland had cau tioned that ‘an Eng lish man will miss
a point in the his tory of polit i cal the ory unless he knows that in a strictly legal
con text, the Roman societas, the French societé and the Ger man Gesellschaft
should be ren dered by the Eng lish “part ner ship” and no other word’.40

Maitland wanted to pre vent con fu sion between part ner ships (societates) and
cor po ra tions (universitates) in the study of a period in which the appli ca tion
of both con cepts was wid en ing beyond their orig i nal legal sphere.
 As we have seen, in the over view of Euro pean polit i cal his tory that
Maitland and Gierke had devel oped, the post-medieval period had been dom i -
nated by the idea of the State as a societas. In their view, the group life offered
by medi eval universitates, by the guilds and cor po ra tions, had been destroyed
by the increas ing prom i nence of contractarian forms of asso ci a tion, and espe -
cially by the idea of the State as a con trac tual group ing. Gierke in par tic u lar
had deplored this devel op ment; in Maitland’s words, he believed that the State 

38 Ibid., pp. 199–200.
39 The Institutes of Justinian, trans. T.C. Sandars (London, 1922), p. 92.
40 Maitland, ‘Introduction’ to O. Gierke, Political Theories of the Middle Age,

pp. xxii–xxiii.



‘had become a merely col lec tive unit — a sum of pres ently exist ing indi vid u -
als bound together by the oper a tions of their own wills’.41

 Oakeshott agreed with Maitland and Gierke that ‘po lit i cal the ory . . . bor -
rowed the con tract of part ner ship . . . rather than the act of incor po ra tion’ as an 
anal ogy for (the rela tion ship between mem bers of) the State; as he put it, ‘by
the fif teenth cen tury societas had become the com mon est read ing for the char -
ac ter of a realm’. How ever, he explained both the rea sons for and results of
this change in a dif fer ent way. He rejected the view of mod ern Euro pean his -
tory as a ‘quest for com mu nity’ con se quent on the destruc tion of a ‘civili sa -
tion of . . . per sons who knew them selves as part ners in com mu nal sol i dar i ties’ 
by the ‘cold and hos tile world of transactional engage ments’.42

 One of the few works to pur sue this theme in recent years, A. Black’s
Guilds and Civil Soci ety in Euro pean Polit i cal Thought, has claimed that the
idea of societas, for exam ple, implied ‘the notion of human soci ety as an arena 
of rel a tively free-floating rela tion ships, in which peo ple were involved in
buy ing, sell ing . . . mar ry ing and enter ing part ner ships’. This Roman con cep -
tion of social life then con trib uted to what Black calls ‘the early dif fu sion of
lib eral ideas about per son and prop erty’ or ‘the val ues of civil soci ety’ in the
medi eval period. With the redis cov ery of Roman law in the twelfth cen tury,
universitas as well as societas re-entered the Euro pean polit i cal vocab u lary.
Although Black sees the degree of con ti nu ity between Roman universitas and
medi eval guilds as ‘un clear’, he believes that both involved val ues quite dif -
fer ent to those assumed in the con tract of societas,43 as both placed great
impor tance on ‘broth er hood’ and mutual aid. 
 Obvi ously, there was poten tial for ten sions and clashes between the two
sets of val ues. This is why Oakeshott wished to use them together — nei ther
would serve by itself as an anal ogy for the nature of the mod ern State. Indeed,
he believed this was why they had more or less passed out of use by the end of
the early mod ern period. Yet the anach ro nism involved in apply ing them to
the mod ern period in which they had become defunct was jus ti fied, he
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41 Ibid.
42 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, pp. 213, 320. Note that Oakeshott is not arguing in 

this passage that in the legal or general literature of the middle ages and after, universitas
implied some kind of warm, close-knit relationship, but rejecting a view of the medieval
period put forward by nineteenth- and twentieth-century critics of modernity.

43 A. Black, Guilds and Civil Society in European Political Thought (London, 1984),
p. 280; see pp. xi, 6, 35. It is worth noting that in the introduction to this work Black
acknowledges that his model of ‘civil society’ was partly suggested by Oakeshott’s
societas (p. xiv). In Community in Historical Perspective (p. 258, n. 5) he also suggests
that in certain respects Oakeshott’s societas was identical with Gierke’s notion of a
Rechtsstaat. Black also discusses Oakeshott in State, Community and Human Desire. A
Group-Centered Account of Political Values (Hemel Hempstead, 1988), his own attempt 
at a theory of human association.
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believed, because the diver gent under stand ings of what it meant to be a mem -
ber of a State which they denoted had not them selves dis ap peared.
 Before we can turn to Oakeshott’s account of the ten sion between societas
and universitas in mod ern Europe, how ever, we must exam ine how he
believed societas had been under stood when it began to expand beyond its
purely Roman, legal mean ing in medi eval times. Mem bers of societates, he
claimed, were per sons ‘each pur su ing [their] own inter ests or even joined with 
some oth ers in seek ing com mon sat is fac tions, but related to one another in the
con tin u ous acknowl edge ment of the author ity of rules of con duct indif fer ent
to the pur suit or the achieve ment of any pur pose’.44 Rela tion ships cov ered by
this very gen eral characterization included those of friend ship, suit ors to a
court, speak ers of a com mon lan guage and even mem ber ship of the human
race.
 It is par tic u larly impor tant to notice that Oakeshott did not see choice as a
defin i tive fea ture of societates. One may choose to join cer tain sorts of
societas — as, for exam ple, one chooses ones friends — but that is not the
essen tial thing; rather, ‘what is intrin sic to this mode of asso ci a tion is not the
choice to be related but the [mutual] rec og ni tion of under stood terms of rela -
tion ship — the acknowl edge ment, for exam ple, of a com mon lin guis tic or
moral con di tion’.45 The sig nif i cance of this point emerges in rela tion to the
fact that mod ern Euro pean States are com pul sory asso ci a tions — if mem bers
of a State under stood as a societas are said to be ‘free’, there fore, this can not
be because they have cho sen to belong. Their free dom lies in the fact that the
socii ‘are not joined in the pur suit of any com mon pur pose but only in respect
of their com mon acknowl edge ment of the author ity of a law which does not
and can not spec ify sub stan tive con duct and does not require approval of the
con di tions it pre scribes’.46

 A universitas, by con trast, pre sup posed ‘per sons asso ci ated in respect of
some iden ti fied com mon pur pose, in the pur suit of some acknowl edged sub -
stan tive end’. Cor po rate asso ci a tion, Oakeshott insisted, must be pur pos ive,
for it is ‘only by spec i fy ing the object, the pur pose or the inter est in terms of
which they are related’ that the mem bers can ‘give an intel li gi ble account of
their rela tion ship’.47 So, as an anal ogy for the char ac ter of a State, the idea of
universitas sug gested ‘a many . . . become one in the joint pur suit of a com -
mon sub stan tive pur pose’. Such a State he called an ‘en ter prise asso ci a tion’,
and the laws appro pri ate to it are ‘pre scribed con di tions of con duct deemed to
be instru men tal to the pur pose pur sued’.48

44 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, p. 201.
45 Ibid., p. 202.
46 Ibid., p. 251.
47 Ibid., p. 116.
48 Ibid., p. 205.



 In con trast to a societas, choice was intrin sic to mem ber ship of a
universitas. ‘The cor po rate asso ci ate is free in respect of his asso ci a tion . . .
being a choice of his own.’49 Yet — and here we come to the crux of the mat -
ter — a State is not a kind of group that one can sim ply choose to leave or join,
with out, at any rate, imme di ately becom ing a mem ber of another such group.
The con se quence of Oakeshott’s rea son ing ought to be clear — the free dom
char ac ter is tic of mem ber ship of a universitas, the free dom to asso ci ate or dis -
so ci ate at will, is lack ing where the State itself is under stood as a universitas,
because states were not, and are not, vol un tary asso ci a tions.50

 Oakeshott believed that the fact that states were man i festly com pul sory
asso ci a tions, whereas mem ber ship of a universitas implied choice, was one
rea son why universitas was less pop u lar as an anal ogy for the state than
societas was. In addi tion, a universitas was the cre ation of a supe rior legal
author ity, which did not cap ture the sov er eign qual ity of the mod ern Euro pean 
state.51 There were cir cum stan tial as well as log i cal con sid er ations. Kings
were dis tin guished from their peers not by the size of their estates but by the
office they held — they were not lead ers of a cor po ra tion ded i cated to the
devel op ment of their lands, but dis pens ers, how ever self-interested, of jus tice. 
The extreme diver sity of cus toms, lan guage and cul ture within their realms
also mit i gated against the belief that the State could be thought of as being like 
a universitas.52

V

In fact, Oakeshott saw this belief in the diver sity of medi eval and early mod -
ern Europe as per haps the sin gle most impor tant fac tor favour ing the adop tion 
of the anal ogy of societas rather than universitas.53 We have not yet made
explicit that as far as Oakeshott was con cerned, both of the types of asso ci a -
tion we have been dis cuss ing implied a cer tain kind of asso ci ate.54 It was no
coin ci dence, Oakeshott argued, that the anal ogy of societas came to be
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49 Ibid., p. 251.
50 It might be thought that Oakeshott was innovating in making ‘voluntariness’ a

feature of universitas, because pluralists tended to regard it as individualistic. This
however would be an error; the kind of group Gierke valued, for example, was precisely
one which members had chosen to belong to, one of which they were not merely naturally 
(as with the family) or compulsorily members. The kind of ‘voluntariness’ pluralists
disliked and associated with corrosive individualism took the form of acts of will by
persons acting solely in their own interests with no regard for a wider community.

51 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, pp. 157–8.
52 Ibid., pp. 207 ff.
53 Ibid., p. 233.
54 This is less eccentric than it sounds. Compare Plato, Republic, Bk. II, 369 ff.;

Aristotle, Politics, Bk. III, ch. iv. See also Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws. 
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favoured over that of universitas at the same moment as ‘a new kind of drama’ 
in the his tory of human per son al ity or char ac ter was begin ning.55 
 Over a cen tury pre vi ously, Jacob Burckhardt had drawn atten tion to this
change in his work on The Civili sa tion of the Renais sance in Italy, in which
he argued that ‘at the close of the thir teenth cen tury Italy began to swarm
with individuality’. It is rel e vant to note that Burckhardt thought that medi -
eval per sons under stood them selves only as ‘a mem ber of a . . . fam ily or cor -
po ra tion — only through some gen eral cat e gory’. This medi eval self-
under stand ing, he believed, had been sup planted by a host of new human
types, includ ing the ‘all sided man’, ‘l’uomo universale’.56

 It is sur pris ingly easy to find fur ther historiographical sup port for the the sis
that ‘a pro found change in social atti tudes began around 1100’;57 Mor ris has
argued that The Dis cov ery of the Indi vid ual was tak ing place between 1050
and 1200. Skin ner began his work on The Foun da tions of Mod ern Polit i cal
Thought with the obser va tion that ‘[a]s early as the twelfth cen tury the Ger -
man his to rian Otto of Freising recog nised that a new and remark able form of
social and polit i cal organi sa tion had arisen in North ern Italy . . . Ital ian soci ety 
had appar ently ceased to be feu dal in char ac ter’.58 Ullman has writ ten of the
end of ‘the absorp tion of the indi vid ual by the com mu nity’ in his study of The
Indi vid ual and Soci ety in the Mid dle Ages.59 With par tic u lar ref er ence to eco -
nomic prac tices, Macfarlane too has located The Ori gins of Eng lish Indi vid u -
al ism in the medi eval period.60 
 Now, it is worth recall ing an alter na tive account of the emer gence of indi -
vid u al ism. As Macfarlane points out, to his to ri ans and phi los o phers such as
Macaulay, Taw ney, Marx and Weber, indi vid u al ism is a phe nom e non of the
six teenth and sev en teenth cen tu ries, a fea ture of early moder nity, the period in 
which these writ ers believed that there had been a change from a dis trib u tive
Cath o lic ethic to an accu mu la tive Protestant one, from an inte grated and hier -
ar chi cal soci ety to a ruth less and com pet i tive one.

55 Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics, p. 64.
56 J. Burckhardt, The Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy (London, 1990),

pp. 98 ff.
57 A. Black, in The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought, c.350–c.1450,

ed. J.H. Burns (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 98 ff. See also A. Black, ‘Society and the
Individual from the Middle Ages to Rousseau’, History of Political Thought, I (1980),
p. 145.

58 Q. Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, Vol. I (Cambridge,
1978), p. 3.

59  W. Ullman, The Individual and Society in the Middle Ages (Baltimore, 1966),
pp. 5, 32. Ullman, Black notes in Community in Historical Perspective, p. xxix, ‘had a
profound respect for Gierke’.

60 A. Macfarlane, The Origins of English Economic Individualism (Oxford, 1978),
pp. 52–4.



 Oakeshott, by con trast, saw indi vid u al ism as nur tured in and by the medi -
eval period; he was, there fore, ques tion ing the rise of what C.B. Macpherson
called The Polit i cal The ory of Pos ses sive Indi vid u al ism in the early mod ern
period. So, for exam ple, for Macpherson twen ti eth cen tury ‘lib eral democ -
racy’ had its roots no fur ther back than sev en teenth-century Eng land; it was
then that ‘the prin ci ples’ of the mod ern State ‘were all devel oped’, includ ing
‘a new belief in the value and rights of the indi vid ual’ con ceived ‘as essen -
tially the pro pri etor of his own per son or capac i ties’.61

  For Oakeshott, though, the roots of indi vid u al ism were much older and
much broader. ‘Of course this dis po si tion dis played itself in com merce’, he
agreed, but added (rather rudely) that ‘any one who believes . . . that it was of
“pos ses sive indi vid u al ists” that Pico della Mirandola, or Montaigne or
Hobbes or Pascal or Kant or Blake or Nietz sche or Kierkegaard wrote is ca -
pable of believ ing any thing’.62

 It is worth reit er at ing the sig nif i cance Oakeshott placed on the emer gence
of the indi vid u al is tic per sona. Briefly, it is that it implied the kind of state
group ing or asso ci a tion that he had described under the head ing of societas.
Of course, this did not exclude socii from choos ing to become mem bers of any 
num ber of universitates con tained within the State, but the state of which per -
so nae of this kind are mem bers is not itself a universitas. The State under stood 
as a universitas implied a char ac ter of an alto gether dif fer ent kind, as we shall
now see.

VI

In a reveal ing aside, Oakeshott con fessed that his vision of mod ern Euro pean
polit i cal his tory ‘owes much to Ranke and . . . Neurankeaner his to ri ans . . .
who held that the dom i nant theme of mod ern Euro pean his tory is the ten sion
between reli gious and civil asso ci a tion, con tin u ously trans formed’.63 Well
before he came to write his essay ‘On the Char ac ter of the Mod ern Euro pean
State’, he had decided that the under stand ing of the State as a universitas
‘emerged first in mod ern Europe in a reli gious ver sion’ which had left its mark 
on all later pol i tics of that sort.64 It seems that he self-consciously set out to
re-tell the story of mod ern Euro pean pol i tics as torn between St Augus tine’s
heav enly and earthly cit ies, with those who under stood the State as a
universitas attempt ing to real ize the heav enly city here on earth, often with
hell ish results.65
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61 C.B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to
Locke (Oxford, 1962), pp. 1–3.

62 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, p. 242, n. 1.
63 Ibid., p. 286, n. 1.
64 Oakeshott, Morality and Politics in Modern Europe, p. 92.
65 A. Black seems to concur; he raises the question of whether ‘the ultimate horror

endured by Europe’ under National Socialism is not best understood as ‘the state as
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 We have no space in which to do more than men tion one or two of the fac -
tors which Oakeshott believed had favoured the under stand ing of the State as
a universitas. One such was the Ref or ma tion, which resulted in ‘not merely
the expro pri a tion of the alleged unde sir able author ity of the sacerdotium but
the appro pri a tion of this very desir able and exten sive author ity by the civil
ruler’. It was cru cial, he argued, to real ize that ‘the sac er do tal author ity which
in part thus fell to the regnum was dif fer ent in kind from that which a civil
ruler already enjoyed’.66 In par tic u lar, the acqui si tion of the Papal potes tas
docendi, the author ity to be ‘the direc tor of the edu ca tion of Chris ten dom, the
guard ian of learn ing and the arbi ter of knowl edge . . . inti mated a trans for ma -
tion of the office’ of rul ers who appro pri ated it. Tem po ral and spir i tual author -
ity were ‘as sim i lated to one another not merely juris dic tion ally but
sub stan tively’.67

  Oakeshott con ceded that in writ ers such as Aqui nas and Dante one could
already detect a belief that ‘rul ing was to have the cus tody of the mate rial,
moral and spir i tual wel fare of a com mu nity with a tele ol ogy of its own into
which the indi vid ual soul had been assim i lated’.68 He con sid ered, nev er the -
less, that this belief had remained com par a tively unde vel oped, if only because 
medi eval gov ern ments sim ply lacked the power to give it prac ti cal
expres sion.
 In the post-Reformation State, by con trast, ‘the tire less exten sion and elab -
o ra tion of a cen tral appa ra tus of rul ing’69 had made the belief that the State
was a cor po rate enter prise far more plau si ble. As well as draw ing strength
from the devel op ment of the exec u tive, admin is tra tive face of the State, the
belief that the State was a universitas was encour aged by colo nial and im -
perial ven tures. Here, States enjoyed author ity in vir tue of their dominium,
their own er ship. War fare too pro moted this view. ‘The five cen tu ries of mod -
ern times’, as Oakeshott saw them, had ‘been a period of con tin u ous war fare’,
so that ‘to be pre par ing to make war or to repel an enemy, or to be at war, or to
be coun ter act ing the con se quences of the bel lig er ence of oth ers . . . has been
the nor mal con di tion of every Euro pean state’. A State at war, Oakeshott
argued, ‘is indis put ably turned in the direc tion of asso ci a tion in terms of a sub -
stan tive pur pose’. Con se quently, ‘the sta tus of ‘‘sub ject’’ recedes before that
of . . . role-performer in an enter prise’.70

guild’; see Guilds and Civil Society, p. 217. However, Black writes in Community in
Historical Perspective, p. xxiii, that ‘one may find parallels between Gierke’s belief in a
distinctive German political culture . . . and elements in National-Socialist ideology. But
it would be naïve to suppose that such an ideology was implicit in Gierke’s way of
thinking’.

66 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, p. 222.
67 Ibid., p. 280.
68 Ibid., p. 223.
69 Ibid., pp. 267–8.
70 Ibid., pp. 272–3.



 Per haps the most impor tant fac tor favour ing the under stand ing of the State
as an enter prise asso ci a tion, how ever, was a devel op ment in the his tory of
char ac ter. Just as Oakeshott believed that the anal ogy of societas had increas -
ingly come into favour thanks to the growth of indi vid u al ism, he saw a cor re -
spond ing devel op ment in the his tory of char ac ter or per son al ity which
bene fited the idea of the State as a universitas.
 The dis po si tion of the ‘in di vid ual manqué’, as Oakeshott called it, had
emerged con cur rently with that of indi vid u al ity. The ‘de sue tude of a com mu -
nally organ ised life . . . excited some’, but it ‘de pressed and dis com forted oth -
ers’. ‘The coun ter part of the agri cul tural entre pre neur . . . was the dis placed
labourer; the coun ter part of . . . the libertin spirituel was the dis pos sessed
believer’. What ever ‘com bi na tion of actual loss, debil ity, igno rance, tim id ity,
pov erty, lone li ness, dis place ment, per se cu tion or mis for tune’ had cre ated this
char ac ter, he found him self with out the abil ity or ‘con fi dence . . . to make
choices for [him self] in mat ters of belief, lan guage, con duct, occu pa tion, rela -
tion ships and engage ments of all sorts’.71 
 As the moral ity of indi vid u al ity became more prev a lent, its con trary under -
went a trans for ma tion. ‘What had been no more than an inabil ity to hold his
own in belief and con duct became a rad i cal self-distrust . . . the dis com fort of
ill-success turned into the mis ery of guilt . . . and in the course of time his nat u -
ral sub mis sive ness prompted the appear ance of lead ers’ who could tell him
‘what . . . to ask for and to do’. This ‘anti-individualism’, more extreme than
the char ac ter of the ‘in di vid ual manqué’, implied ‘a per sona . . . that could
only be accom mo dated in the sort of asso ci a tion which the anal ogy of
universitas sug gested for the char ac ter of a state’.72

 Amongst the con crete his tor i cal exam ples Oakeshott pro vided of states
inspired by this hos til ity to indi vid u al ism were Hit ler’s Ger many and Sta lin’s
Rus sia, although he believed that Cal vin ist Geneva had fur nished a much ear -
lier exam ple.73 Although it is harder to find any thing in the writ ings of his to ri -
ans to cor re spond with his inter pre ta tion of the emer gence of anti-
indi vid u al ism, it is not impos si ble. One work that Oakeshott seems to have
admired was N. Cohn’s The Pur suit of the Mil len nium,74 which he described
as the his tory of ‘a six teenth-century chap ter in the his tory of Gnos tic belief’. 
 Cohn’s work described the attempts of mille nar ian sects to achieve a final,
col lec tive sal va tion in this life, led by ‘would-be proph ets or would-be mes si -
ahs’ whom he describes as ‘half-intellectuals’ with a sense of ‘mis sion’ that
would recognize ‘no other claims’. It is not hard to see how such fig ures could
be iden ti fied with Oakeshott’s ‘anti-individual’. Sim i larly, Cohn’s account of
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those who took part in such move ments as peo ple and who had expe ri enced
the col lapse of tra di tional social and kin ship groups and who had no ‘rec og -
nized and assured place in soci ety’, form ing an ‘un or ga nized, atom ized pop u -
la tion’, fits Oakeshott’s descrip tion of ‘the indi vid ual manqué’ quite neatly.
Cohn even included ‘peas ants with out land’ and ‘jour ney men and unskilled
work ers liv ing under the con tin u ous threat of unem ploy ment’ in his list of the
‘amor phous mass’ caught up in millenarianism.75

 It could be said that what is unhistorical is not the ‘ideal type’ of the
‘anti-individual’ and the val ues it rep re sents, but Oakeshott’s own ani mos ity
towards it. If that ani mos ity is removed, there is no rea son why it should be
any less his tor i cally via ble, by his own cri te ria, than his account of the ‘in di -
vid ual’. It may sim ply be the case that his sym pa thy for the lat ter is more
widely shared by his to ri ans. 
 We can not leave Oakeshott’s char ac ter types with out not ing that he
ascribed to both the indi vid ual and his anti-individualistic coun ter part an
appro pri ate theo log i cal under stand ing. The God of the indi vid ual was ‘an
Augus tin ian god of majes tic imag i na tion, who, when he might have devised
an untrouble some uni verse, had the nerve to cre ate one of self-employed
adven tur ers of unpre dict able fancy . . . and thus acquire convives capa ble of
“answer ing back” in civil tones with whom to pass eter nity in con ver sa tion’.
By con trast, ‘the deity cor re spond ing’ to the dis po si tion of the anti-individual
‘is the Pro pri etor of an estate of vast resources who, although he may be sus -
pected of being some what nig gardly, is nev er the less . . . a “prov i dence”, not
the author of rules . . . but the source of sub stan tial ben e fits’.76

  To be fair, Oakeshott him self recog nized that in the use of his char ac ters he
was yield ing to ‘the temp ta tion to seek a more gen eral expla na tion than a his -
tor i cal under stand ing can pro vide’. The prop o si tion that ‘hid den in human
char ac ter there are two pow er ful and con trary dis po si tions, nei ther strong
enough to defeat or put to flight the other’77 is sim ply not ver i fi able through
his tor i cal evi dence, and the few crit ics who have paid any atten tion to
Oakeshott’s views on the his tory of polit i cal thought have tended to see his
dis cus sion of the char ac ter of the anti-individual as the weak est link in his
chain of rea son ing.78

VII

Let us reca pit u late. We saw that Oakeshott encoun tered long-term views of
Euro pean polit i cal his tory at an early stage of his career, while read ing his tory
at Cam bridge, in the form of writ ings by his to ri ans such as Maitland and

75 Ibid., pp. 13–15, 282–6.
76 Oakeshott, On Human Conduct, p. 325.
77 Ibid., p. 323.
78 See, e.g., D. Boucher, ‘Politics in a Different Mode’; P. Anderson, ‘Review of

Rationalism in Politics’, London Review of Books (24 September 1992), pp. 7–11.



Gierke. This was in the late 1910s and early 1920s. By the end of the 1930s he
had gone some way to devel op ing an inter pre ta tion of his own. Like Gierke he 
iden ti fied two main forms of group life in terms of which the State had been
under stood. At this stage, he argued that Euro pean pol i tics was divided
between those who wanted to impose a planned soci ety and those who wanted
to main tain the rule of law.
 In the post-war period Oakeshott traced this story of the two forms of
association, which he later spec i fied more pre cisely as the civil and the
managerial, back to clas si cal times. He argued that the medi eval world inher -
ited (or rein vented) the ten sion between these two forms of asso ci a tion,
thanks not least to the redis cov ery of Roman legal ideas. This ten sion —
between the idea of a State as a man aged asso ci a tion directed towards an
approved end (vir tue, sal va tion, eco nomic growth, etc.) and as the guar an tor
of a frame work of laws to reg u late the inev i ta ble col li sions between indi vid u -
als pur su ing ends of their own — was passed directly from the medi eval to the
mod ern world, height ened at the same time by the increase in power and
acces sion to sov er eign author ity that mod ern states enjoyed.
 To express more accu rately the dis tinc tion between the two forms of asso ci -
a tion he was describ ing, Oakeshott seized on two Roman legal terms which
had actu ally been used in medi eval and early polit i cal life and thought,
societas and universitas. He had historiographical grounds for doing so, for
his to ri ans such as Maitland and Gierke had pre vi ously inter preted the tran si -
tion from the medi eval to the mod ern world in terms of the increas ing dom i -
nance of contractarian forms of asso ci a tion, or societates, over com mu nal,
cor po rate forms of life. Each of these terms car ried impli ca tions that stretched 
beyond the legal sphere — they invoked con trast ing and poten tially con flict -
ing moral and polit i cal val ues. In par tic u lar, the kinds of free dom asso ci ated
with these terms dif fered rad i cally. Mem bers of societates were free not
because they had cho sen to belong (whether or not they had done so — one
can not choose to be, for exam ple, a mem ber of the human race) but because
they were not sub ject to the pur suit of any ends other than self-determined
ones. By con trast, the free dom enjoyed as a mem ber of universitas lay pre -
cisely in the power to choose to dis so ci ate from the pur suit of what ever goal
defined the asso ci a tion in ques tion. This free dom Oakeshott believed was lost
when ever the state, a com pul sory orga ni za tion, was under stood as a
universitas.
 We turned next to what is per haps the most con tro ver sial fea ture of
Oakeshott’s account of Euro pean polit i cal his tory, his appli ca tion to it of the
idea, gleaned it would seem from his read ing of such major fig ures in the his -
tory of polit i cal thought as Plato, Aris totle, Hobbes and Montesquieu, that dif -
fer ent forms of asso ci a tion each imply a cer tain kind of asso ci ate appro pri ate
to them. Per haps sur pris ingly, we found that there was sig nif i cant
historiographical sup port for his belief that the late medi eval and Renais sance
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peri ods saw a major trans for ma tion of the Euro pean per son al ity in the form of
a bur geon ing indi vid u al ism. Oakeshott con nected this with the increased pop -
u lar ity of the anal ogy of societas as a means of under stand ing the state. His
belief in a con tem po ra ne ous surge of hos til ity to indi vid u al ism due to the
decline of com mu nal life, accom pa nied by a cor re spond ing increase in
demands for the devel op ment of the State along man a ge rial, pur pos ive lines
found less war rant in the works of his to ri ans at large, though it was not wholly 
absent.79

 Even when due allow ance has been made for crit i cism of Oakeshott’s treat -
ment of imper fectly his tor i cal ‘types’ such as the anti-individual, what
remains is a stim u lat ing, pro voc a tive and remark ably syn thetic account of
Euro pean polit i cal his tory. In addi tion, his insis tence on the pres er va tion of
agency (or ‘human con duct’) and his dem on stra tion of the way in which the
‘logic’ of human prac tices (one might say the dynam ics of human rela tion -
ships) pro vides a pow er ful source of his tor i cal con ti nu ity give grounds for
think ing that Oakeshott’s views on Euro pean his tory ought to pro vide a last -
ing source of inspi ra tion and reflec tion for his to ri ans.
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79 Although the explanation for this relative absence of support remains unclear,
whether it is the case that Oakeshott’s views simply have little basis in evidence or
whether historians fight shy, perhaps for reasons that are not themselves historical, of
declaring that modernity has become increasingly slavish, is an interesting question
which we have no space to explore.


