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Until quite recently Michael Oakeshott has been widely regarded as a polit i cal
thinker.1 So clearly has he been taken to express his polit i cal views that there is
often lit tle ques tion as to where he lies in the polit i cal spec trum.2 He has been
per ceived by both ‘friend’ and ‘foe’ as one of the most elo quent twen ti eth- cen -
tury expo nents of the con ser va tive cause. His best known work is a col lec tion
of essays first pub lished together in 1962 as Ratio nal ism in Pol i tics and Other
Essays. The title, which is drawn from the first essay in the vol ume, belies a
much broader agenda than one might at first expect. These ‘other essays’
broach a diverse selec tion of sub jects rang ing from the idea of the uni ver sity
and what it is to be a his to rian to the part played by poetry in human expe ri ence. 
This might reveal some thing about the way in which Oakeshott works as well
as what his pro ject might be. He is not only inter ested in pol i tics (this, if any -
thing, is periph eral): he has a more gen eral con cern about a way of think ing
which is encroach ing upon how we under stand our selves. Oakeshott calls this
way of think ing ratio nal ism, and he iden ti fies in ratio nal ism an intel lec tual dis -
po si tion to view the world as a series of prob lems to be solved by appeal to
Rea son. The ratio nal ist reduces expe ri ence to instru men tal rela tions, that is, he
views all other objects in this world as means to his ends. Oakeshott iden ti fies
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1 For the most com pre hen sive treat ment of Oakeshott’s po lit i cal phi los o phy see Paul
Franco, The Po lit i cal Phi los o phy of Mi chael Oakeshott (New Ha ven, 1990). Franco places
Oakeshott’s thought in the con text of the de bate be tween ‘deontological’ lib er als such as
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con cerned not with “pol i tics” in gen eral, or with what it might be in some other as so ci a tion,
but what it must be in this kind of as so ci a tion [i.e. the one dis cussed in On Hu man Con -
duct]. And pol i tics here is nec es sar ily a sec ond ary con sid er ation.’ See Mi chael Oakeshott,
‘On Mis un der stand ing Hu man Con duct: A Re ply to My Critics’, Po lit i cal The ory, 4
(1976), p. 356.



other hall marks of ratio nal ist thought but my pres ent pur pose leads me to con -
cen trate on this par tic u lar aspect of ratio nal ism. I men tion ratio nal ism only to
give an indi ca tion of the type of think ing that Oakeshott has in his sights.
 Oakeshott’s tone and style vary in inten sity as reg u larly as his tar get is broad. 
He finds, in vary ing degrees, ratio nal ist ten den cies in think ers as polit i cally far
apart as F.A. Hayek and Karl Marx.3 The ratio nal ist’s abil ity to prof fer a plan
for attain ing a desired human con di tion implies an essen tial human ity which, in 
the course of events, we have either fallen away from or not yet attained.
Oakeshott describes this sit u a tion as one in which ‘the lion and the ox are dis -
tin guished from one another, but there is not only one law for both: the lion
shall eat straw like the ox’.4 Human ity is reduced to a sin gle fixed ideal con di -
tion. Oakeshott’s cri tique of ratio nal ism is less con cerned with the polit i cal
con clu sions which a thinker may reach about the most desir able con di tions for
a par tic u lar soci ety (whether these favour the indi vid ual or the col lec tive) than
with the way an argu ment arrives at these pre scrip tions.
 Ratio nal ism’s col lec tiv ist assump tions (rather than its con clu sions) rail
against Oakeshott’s own account of what it is to be human. Humans are dis tin -
guished from other forms of life as beings which are capa ble of exer cis ing
agency. By agency Oakeshott means the abil ity to choose between dif fer ent
courses of action.5 A belief in agency, then, is anath ema to the ratio nal ist doc -
trine that one can be more or less than human accord ing to how much one’s
choices coin cide with objec tive rea son which defines human ity. For Oakeshott
the act of choos ing is pre cisely being human. 
 Through out his career Oakeshott devoted a great deal of atten tion to under -
stand ing the his tory of West ern polit i cal thought. The fig ures who one
encoun ters among Oakeshott’s his tor i cal exegeses have thought beyond the
merely mechan i cal rela tion of state and sub ject and the dif fer ing pur suits open
to state enter prise. Oakeshott under stands many of these think ers to have pro -
vided ‘an anal y sis of the dis po si tions of cur rent polit i cal char ac ter[s]’.
Montesquieu, for exam ple, writes 

in the man ner of a me di eval al le go rist . . . who per son i fies the dis po si tions
of a sin gle char ac ter and each speak in ut ter ances ap pro pri ate to the mood
it rep re sents. [He] dis closes in three sim ple and ideal types of gov ern ment 
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what he be lieves to be the dis po si tions of a sin gle com plex po lit i cal char -
ac ter . . .6

Also, we find in Oakeshott’s account of Hobbes’s Levi a than ‘a work of art in
the proper sense, one of the mas ter pieces of our lan guage and civ i li za tion’.7

For Oakeshott a study of the his tory of West ern polit i cal thought can not pro -
vide us with per fect mod els of the state, rather it is edi fy ing for what it might
reveal about the qual i ties which are pres ent in our own char ac ters. In this
respect Augus tine is as per spic u ous as Hobbes and Cer van tes as insight ful as
Burkhardt and Nietz sche. The light in which Oakeshott casts so many of the
think ers he notices is, I think, not unsuited to illu mi nat ing the images pres ent in 
his own work. His work too may be regarded as the record of a lit er ary explo ra -
tion. It is full of some of the most potent emblems and images from the
col lec tive dream which is our civ i li za tion.
 Some com men ta tors have noticed a theme in Oakeshott’s thought which he
shares with con ti nen tal exis ten tial ism.8 But while this com mon thread is
noticed it is never acknowl edged more than in pass ing. In what fol lows I
explore this con flu ence of images for the new aspect it might pro vide in read -
ing the images which occupy Oakeshott’s pages. The most tell ing (but cer tainly 
not sole) dif fer ence between Oakeshott and many exis ten tial ist writ ers is his
more human scale of expres sion. Oakeshott notices the sim i lar i ties between a
thinker whom he greatly admires and exis ten tial ism, mak ing sure his res er va -
tions about the style of the lat ter are not missed. Thomas Hobbes ‘with a sure
and steady irony, does . . . what the lit er a ture of Exis ten tial ism is doing today
with an exag ger ated dis play of emo tion and a false sug ges tion of nov elty’.9 I
shall fol low my course, then, avoid ing the gran dil o quent ‘ex pres sions of alien -
ation, absur dity, angst and nau sea asso ci ated with Heidegger and Sartre’10 and
pre fer ring the all too human doubts and quan da ries of two tragi comic char ac -
ters imag ined in the lit er ary genius of Sam uel Beckett.
 The open ing scene in Waiting For Godot finds a tramp sit ting upon a road -
side mound strug gling, unsuc cess fully, to remove his boot. The tone of what is
to fol low is set with his first utter ance addressed to his com pan ion who has just
arrived: ‘Noth ing to be done.’ As sub se quent dia logue unfolds it becomes
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appar ent that the two pro tag o nists, Vladi mir and Estragon, are in fact doing
some thing; they are wait ing for Godot. Herein, I think, lies the crux of
Beckett’s pre sen ta tion of the human con di tion. The tramps are wait ing but they 
are wait ing for the arrival of their pur pose per son i fied in the char ac ter of
Godot. A ten sion is cast between the activ i ties of, on the one hand, doing noth -
ing, that is, wait ing for, and on the other doing some thing, that is, the very
activ ity of wait ing itself or if you like, wait ing with one another.
 In terms of dis cov er ing a pur pose upon which to act the tramps fail dis mally.
At the pen ul ti mate moment in the final act they are pre sented with a chill ing
image of life: ‘They give birth astride of a grave, the light gleams an instant,
then it’s night once more.’ Shortly after the ini tial pre sen ta tion of this image
Vladi mir recalls it infus ing its point less ness with yet fur ther angst. He laments:
‘Astride of a grave and a dif fi cult birth. Down in the hole, lin ger ingly, the
grave-digger puts on the for ceps. We have time to grow old. The air is full of
our cries. But habit is a great deadener.’ Life is no lon ger even an instan ta neous
gleam of light — it is only a point less and pain ful strug gle (per haps not to be
born).
 In what fol lows I shall develop this image of life as point less and pain ful
strug gle and fur ther regard what such an atti tude might imply when con sid er -
ing what it means to con duct one’s life (if this is deemed to be pos si ble at all). In 
this I shall have recourse to the tan dem ideas of wait ing for and wait ing with.
Now, while the poet has the lei sure of delight ing in the beauty of his mor i bund
image of life the moral the o rist does not. Beckett’s play serves as a highly suc -
cess ful medium for his por trayal of the human con di tion as tragic and absurd
— he need go no fur ther. A moral the o rist, when con fronted with a sim i lar
spec ta cle, must take this haunt ing image of an unknown and draw from it some
con clu sions about the char ac ter of human con duct. 
 One need not look too long into Oakeshott’s work before encoun ter ing a
view of the human con di tion tan ta mount to that given voice by Vladi mir and
Estragon. Oakeshott finds in reli gion ‘prac ti cal life in its most con crete
mood’.11 This high est expres sion of the prac ti cal mode of expe ri ence, or life,
can fur ther be described as a

human con di tion [which] is but rarely rec og nized as one of totally
unre lieved agony, ‘a city of dread ful night’; but its com monly felt
dis so nances are dis ease, urgent wants unsat is fied, the pain of
dis ap pointed expec ta tions, the suf fer ing of frus trated pur poses, the
impo si tion of hos tile cir cum stances, the sor row of unwanted part ings,
bur dens, ills, disas ters, calam i ties of all sorts, and death itself, the emblem 
here of all such suf fer ings.12
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 This cat a logue of the tri als and trib u la tions of life expe ri enced at its high est
inten sity could be read, iron i cally, as a syn op sis of the activ i ties and expe ri -
ences of Vladi mir and Estragon — the tramps who seem ingly do noth ing and
go nowhere! Con fronted with the point less suf fer ing of exis tence what might
one rea son ably be expected to do? Estragon might answer: ‘Don’t let’s do any -
thing. It’s safer.’ Yet, once again, the moral the o rist must find such responses
unsat is fac tory. He seeks to define the good or authen tic life. By doing noth ing
one is in dan ger of becom ing noth ing. It would appear that merely wait ing for
Godot is not an authen tic pas time.
 Oakeshott rec om mends what he calls a con ser va tive dis po si tion as one way
of ame lio rat ing the entropic ten den cies of the void upon the self and this 

cen tre[s] upon a pro pen sity to use and to en joy what is avail able rather
than to wish or to look for some thing; to de light in what is pres ent rather
than what was or what may be . . . What is es teemed is the pres ent . . . [not]
be cause it is rec og nized to be more ad mi ra ble than any pos si ble al ter na -
tive but on ac count of its fa mil iar ity.13 

For pres ent pur poses this pas sage is to be taken as an attempt to describe the
con di tions required to under stand what might be meant by human or moral
con duct. The con cern here is with the broader endeavour of inquir ing after
what it is to live rather than the social con se quences of such attempts; it is a
philo soph i cal inquiry into moral ity rather than an inquiry into the spe cif ics of
what a moral ity ought to con tain.
 This con ser va tive dis po si tion entails a denial of both any ideal past from
which an essen tial human nature can be derived as well as any pos si bil ity of a
tele o log i cal schema in which a future ‘true’ human ity might be real ized. In
short, any claim that human ity is in an alien ated con di tion is non sen si cal by this 
account of life — there is no grand pur pose inde pend ent of what we are in this
pres ent moment. Making use of the Godot anal ogy — Godot will not come, nor 
has he been and left — this is so because he has always been with us. Godot is
under con stant con struc tion and alter ation; he is not a prod uct of some grand
meta phys i cal insight but of the con ver sa tion between two tramps. So with out
know ing it they are wait ing with Godot as well as one another. Oakeshott is
quite capa ble of fur nish ing his read ers with illus tra tions of his own inven tion:

Con sider fish ing. If your pro ject is merely to catch fish it would be fool ish
to be un duly con ser va tive. You will seek out the best tackle, you will dis -
card prac tices which prove un suc cess ful, you will not be bound by un -
prof it able at tach ments to par tic u lar lo cal i ties, pi eties will be fleet ing,
loy al ties ev a nes cent . . . But fish ing is an ac tiv ity that may be en gaged in,
not for the profit of the catch, but for its own sake; and the fish er man may
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re turn home in the eve ning not less con tent for be ing empty-handed . . .
What mat ters is the en joy ment of ex er cis ing a skill (or, per haps, merely
pass ing the time), and this is to be had with any tackle so long as it is fa -
mil iar and not grossly in ap pro pri ate.14

It should be noted that the above pas sage does not inval i date the activ ity of
fish ing for profit. Oakeshott accepts the prac ti cal neces sity of instru men tal
rela tions between the self and its world but he is iden ti fy ing a rela tion ship
which dif fers from such busi ness nexus. The type of bond under con sid er ation
is non-instrumental and approaches the delight one finds in friend ship. The joy
one finds in an activ ity need not result from antic i pated ben e fits at some future
point in time. One might extract just as much plea sure from fish ing by sim ply
being at one’s favour ite spot with its famil iar scen ery as from a vul gar util i tar -
ian urge to fill one’s pot this eve ning. 
 The activ ity of a self delight ing in the pres ent is an image which can be
traced to some of Oakeshott’s ear li est essays on reli gious expe ri ence. In an
essay which until very recently remained unpushished Oakeshott contraposes
two ideal char ac ters — the worldly man and the reli gious man. Of the for mer
he says: ‘The future is the Moloch to which the pres ent is sac ri ficed, and the life 
which leaves behind it actual accom plish ments is more highly val ued than that
which strove to be its own achieve ment’,15 and the lat ter ‘is sim ply life itself,
life dom i nated by the belief that its value is in the pres ent . . . that if we lose
ouselves, we lose all’.16 Now at first glance this may strike one as a rather odd
rever sal of the usual oppo si tion of reli gion and the world. We are accus tomed
to find the reli gious life sac ri fic ing its pres ent com fort in the hope, to use
Oakeshott’s phrase, of a Good Time Com ing. For Oakeshott, how ever, reli -
gious val ues do not reject the world; they are part of the world and reject an
alter na tive set of val ues he des ig nates worldly. It is:

The man of the world [who] is care less of noth ing save him self and his
life; but to the re li gious man life is too short and un cer tain to be hoarded,
too valu able to be spent at the plea sure of oth ers, or of the past or of the fu -
ture, too pre cious to be thrown away on some thing he is not con vinced is
his high est good.17 

The man of the world and the man of reli gion are emblems of two types of self.
The worldly man dis plays a shad owy self dwell ing in a twi light betwixt an illu -
sory past and a not yet exist ing future. The reli gious man reveals a self
accept ing of its pres ent pre dic a ment. The reli gious self may find its con di tion
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unsat is fac tory, per haps even intol er a ble, but it accepts that these
incommodities are the con di tions of its exis tence and the type of self it can
bring into being.18

 The rela tion between the prac ti cal self and the world con ceived in terms of
prac ti cal expe ri ence (this could be expressed as the rela tion between the self
and life) is far from tran quil. Famil iar sur rounds and sit u a tions facil i tate a feel -
ing of iden tity for the indi vid ual. One delights in the famil iar because it
pro vides an oppor tu nity in which to con struct an iden tity or self. The self
invests itself in its world through its con struc tion or under stand ing of it, that is,
its activ ity in the world. The self is more surely reflected in a famil iar world.
The char ac ter of life, how ever, is far from con du cive to the estab lish ment of
any such famil iar i ties. The exis ten tial angst described by Oakeshott derives
from the muta bil ity of the self to which it must sub mit if it is to live. The very
essence of life is:

Mor tal ity . . . death is the cen tral fact of life. I do not of course mean
merely hu man mor tal ity, the fact we must one day cease to be; I mean the
far more dev as tat ing mor tal ity of plea sures and pains, de sires, achieve -
ments, emo tions and af fec tions.19 

Oakeshott finds in a con ser va tive dis po si tion an attempt, if not to stay the
on-going stream, at least to slow it down. A delight in famil iar ity strength ens
the image of self which, in turn, allows a greater or fuller capac ity for delight.
The ‘city of dread ful night’ comes about when it is real ized that we as liv ing
beings who seek iden tity are con fronted with inev i ta ble change. Life shows
her self to us only as a crea ture of con stant trans fig u ra tion and it is for us, who
wish to live, to estab lish some prin ci ple of iden tity. Far from the mater nal
images of nur ture that we usu ally asso ci ate with life; on this account she is
patho log i cally bent on the destruc tion of her chil dren.
 The lived or prac ti cal world pos its change as its cen tral prin ci ple. It fol lows
that any entity dwell ing within this world must also be infected with change or,
to use Oakeshott’s term, mor tal ity. An agent ‘has a “his tory” but no nature: he
is in con duct what he becomes’.20 But to speak of a ‘his tor i cal’ entity (as
opposed to a nat u ral pro cess) at all under such con di tions begs the ques tion of
how such an indi vid ual might be con sti tuted as a unity in the first place.
Oakeshott sug gests that ‘the prin ci ple on which prac ti cal think ing estab lishes
its con cep tion of the self is a prin ci ple of sep a ra tion or dis tinc tion . . . The self,
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in prac ti cal expe ri ence, is what is sep a rate, unique and self con tained.’21 The
prac ti cal self is an iden tity which is con structed in terms of its oth er ness to the
world in which it lives, that is, a world of other indi vid u als and things. The self,
or sub ject, can only be under stood, and under stand itself, through its capac ity
to divorce itself from the very world out of which it might gen er ate a self- 
under stand ing, that is, its object. 
 I began by spe cif i cally refer ring to reli gion when dis cuss ing Oakeshott’s
con cep tion of life, for it is in this frame of ref er ence that the dis so nances
between the self and its lived world are most poi gnantly felt. The full impact of
the real iza tion of ‘al ways becom ing and never being’ may cause one to become 
dis pir ited but such

de pres sion springs from the ex clu sion of hopes that were false and the dis -
cov ery that guides, re puted to have su per hu man wis dom and skill are, in
fact, of a some what dif fer ent char ac ter. If the doc trine de prives us of a
model laid up in heaven to which we should ap prox i mate our be hav iour,
at least it does not lead us into a mo rass where ev ery choice is equally
good or equally to be de plored . . . [This] should de press only those who
have lost their nerve.22

 The prac ti cal mode of expe ri ence is made up of a world of ideas which des -
ig nate doing so that ‘[t]he self appears as activ ity. It is not a “thing” or a
“sub stance” capa ble of being active; it is activ ity’.23 (Viewed in this light the
strange ness of Estragon’s asser tion, ‘noth ing to be done’, becomes clearer. For
the very act of utter ing — this denial of self — is a denial of that which, at the
same moment, the utter ance is bring ing into being — that is, the self.)24

 Moral ity, then, does not have its ref er ent in the prod uct of an activ ity but in
the activ ity itself which, as we have seen, is the self. It is with this in mind that
we can appre ci ate the obser va tion that ‘Cer van tes cre ated a char ac ter in whom
the disas ter of each encoun ter with the world was pow er less to impugn it as a
self-enactment’.25 Activ ity, which is the com ing of a self into exis tence, spec i -
fies an iden tity which acts. The self and activ ity are not con di tions of one
another, they are co-existent. So the poet might under stand ably ask: ‘How can
we tell the dancer from the dance?’26
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 Here the dance is used as a met a phor for life which Oakeshott has him self
had occa sion to use.27 But Oakeshott’s more gen teel style lends itself to a met a -
phor more sober than the pas sion ate imag in ings of pagan dance in Yeats, and it
should not be sur pris ing to find Oakeshott more often pre fer ring to sit and con -
verse than to dance. The altered image does noth ing to change the point of the
met a phor — one has merely problematized the dis tinc tion between the speaker 
and his speech or, even more gen er ally, the actor and his action. 
 Oakeshott’s met a phor of ‘the con ver sa tion’ is cen tral to his pre sen ta tion of
the lived world. It invites a more detailed con sid er ation of the char ac ter of this
mode of expe ri ence.

In con ver sa tion ‘facts’ ap pear to be re solved once more into the pos si bil i -
ties from which they were made, ‘cer tain ties’ are shown to be com bus ti -
ble not by be ing brought into con tact with other ‘cer tain ties’ or with
doubt, but by be ing kin dled with ideas of an other or der; ap prox i ma tions
are re vealed be tween no tions nor mally re mote from one an other.28

In con ver sa tion the self is com pelled to undergo con stant trans for ma tion yet it
escapes destruc tion: 

The dis po si tion to cul ti vate the ‘free dom’ in her ent in agency (and not to
re gret it) and to rec og nize con duct in terms of its au then tic ity . . . [has as -
sumed] the pro por tions of a new im age of ‘hu man na ture’, not Adam, not
Pro me theus, but Pro teus — a char ac ter dis tin guished on ac count of lim it -
less pow ers of self-transformation with out self-destruction.29 

Godot has become, not an essen tial expres sion of human pur pose or being as
was Adam, nor human ity’s friend and sav iour as was Pro me theus, but the very
thoughts and sig ni fi ca tions by which human ity con sti tutes itself. The self, or
the sub jec tive side of mean ing, can be rec og nized as a pro ce dure of becom ing
but a hori zon of mean ing has now estab lished lim its within which a self can be
con tained.
 Oakeshott dis tin guishes two lev els on which the self dis courses, that is,
comes into being. The first could be described as a self’s con ver sa tion with
itself and the sec ond more con ven tion ally refers to a self’s com mu ni ca tion
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26 W.B. Yeats, ‘Among School Children’, Col lected Poems (Lon don, 1933).
27 See Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 63: ‘Ev ery such ver nac u lar of moral con verse . . .
emerges as a rit ual of ut ter ance and re sponse, a con tin u ously ex tem po rized dance whose
par tic i pants are alive to one an other’s move ments and to the ground upon which they
tread.’ Oakeshott also oc ca sion ally makes use of Yeats. An in stance of this is the com plete
ren di tion of ‘All Things Can Tempt Me’ in his es say ‘The Voice of Po etry in the Con ver sa -
tion of Man kind’. See Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, pp. 540–1.
28 Oakeshott, Ra tio nal ism in Pol i tics, p. 489.
29 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 241.



with other selves. Oakeshott calls these respec tive activ i ties self-enactment
and self-disclosure. These terms do not refer to a dichot omy divid ing an act
into inter nal and exter nal sides, as one might speak of an agent’s inten tion and
its resul tant con se quences. Nei ther do they con sist in one’s own opin ion of
one’s behav iour in con trast to the opin ions of oth ers. Self-enactment and
self-disclosure are not moral abstrac tions des ig nat ing the ‘sub jec tive’ and ‘ob -
jec tive’ sides of an action. Each is a par tic u lar type of activ ity and as such each
is to be taken as activ ity in its full sense (that is, each type of activ ity has both a
sub ject and an object).
 These types of activ ity may be expli cated by con tin u ing Oakeshott’s met a -
phor of con ver sa tion. Oakeshott describes self-disclosure as ‘the inter course of 
agents, each con cerned with pro cur ing imag ined and wished for sat is fac tions
(which need not be self-gratifications) and in seek ing them in the responses of
another or other selves’.30 Because of this social or inter-subjective ref er ent
self-disclosure is ‘im mersed in con tin gency, it is inter mi na ble and it is lia ble to
frus tra tion, dis ap point ment and defeat’.31 Self-disclosure bears the full force of 
the ever-changing char ac ter of life — an agent may be sure of his desires (both
for him self and his world) but can never be sure of sat is fac to rily secur ing these
wants. The wants and sat is fac tions of other agents which lie out side an indi vid -
ual’s sphere of influ ence must be taken into account.
 In terms of self-disclosure Beckett’s tramps are of the utmost impor tance to
one another. Each must wait with the other even if nei ther party rec og nizes this
as a per for mance. Fur ther, both char ac ters have an exten sive acquain tance with 
the dif fi cul ties asso ci ated with self-disclosure whether these spring from one’s
inno cent mis un der stand ing of the other or from the sheer, bloody-minded
intran si gence of his fel low. There is also a prob lem of ade quately com pre hend -
ing one’s own cir cum stance, and this is made no more cer tain con sid er ing the
longed for end to their wait ing for Godot. 
 Acknowl edging the pro found degree of uncer tainty which sur rounds
self-disclosure does not pre clude one from notic ing some of the con di tions
which encour age this activ ity. Oakeshott fol lows Hegel’s famous dia lec tic of
lord ship and bond age in find ing that an essen tial con di tion of self-disclosure is
a rec og ni tion of one’s fel lows.32 This con sists in ‘a gen u ine and unqual i fied
rec og ni tion of other selves. All other selves are acknowl edged to be ends and
not merely means to our ends.’33 Oakeshott’s notion of rec og ni tion is exem pli -
fied by Vladi mir and Estragon and this stands in stark con trast to the rela tion of
a lord to his bonds man char ac ter ized by the appear ance of Pozzo and Lucky.
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Even in their exchange of out land ish insults the tramps rec og nize each other as
fel low sub jects. Estragon hits upon this new game and announces: ‘That’s the
idea, let’s abuse each other.’ The ensu ing ban ter pro vides a forum in which
con ven tions develop. This sit u a tion lends a greater pos si bil ity of suc cess to the
activ ity of dis clos ing one self. Famil iar ity with and invest ment in a com mon
prac tice con trib ute to the effec tive self-disclosure of an agent by 

stip u lat ing gen eral con di tions for . . . es tab lish ing re la tion ships more du -
ra ble than those which emerge and melt away in trans ac tions to sat isfy a
suc ces sion of con tin gent wants, and in ar tic u lat ing rules and du ties which
are in dif fer ent to the out come of the ac tions they gov ern, it may be said to
en dow hu man con duct with a for mal ity in which its con tin gency is some -
what abated.34 

This is a dis tant cry from Pozzo’s deri sive order ing of Lucky to ‘Think pig!’
and Lucky’s sub se quent solil o quy of non sense.
 The dis clo sure of selves which occurs between Pozzo and Lucky must be
express ible in moral terms. Oakeshott would call such a rela tion inauthentic or
dis in gen u ous.35 Pozzo, on the one hand, expe ri ences the world through his
bonds man — his bonds man whom he holds in con tempt becomes his world
and so his world becomes con tempt ible. Pozzo is for him self but not in him self. 
Lucky, on the other hand, expe ri ences the world not for him self but for his mas -
ter — in him self he is a mere means to another’s ends. Self-disclosure is
inhib ited in both these instances because incom plete selves are being dis -
closed.
 A moral action is car ried out by a ‘hu man being [who] is “free” not because
he has “free-will”, but because he is in him self what he is for him self’.36 Now
while Vladi mir and Estragon are not in and for them selves in their wait for
Godot — the rela tion they share with one another is pre cisely that of two auton -
o mous and mutu ally rec og niz ing sub jects. Each affirms the agency of the other
even in the demands they place upon one another and the obstruc tions they
place in each other’s way. In self-disclosure the courses plot ted by agents will
invari ably col lide and this accounts for Oakeshott’s descrip tion of the civil
con di tion thus recall ing the words of the Daoist sage Chuang Tzu: 

When the springs dry up, the fish are al to gether on dry land. They will
moisten each other with their damp ness and keep each other wet with
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their slime. But this is not to be com pared with their for get ting each other
in a river or a lake.37 

The civil con di tion, in terms of self-disclosure, requires that par tic i pants
occupy a non-hierarchical rela tion to each other, and this is exem pli fied in the
activ ity of wait ing with another. The activ ity of wait ing for pre sumes a hier ar -
chi cal rela tion. One agent is a con di tion for the other’s activ ity. The agent for
what ever rea son (real or imag ined) can not see his activ ity for what it is and this
is not con du cive to a full and authen tic expres sion of self.
 In self-disclosure the cen tral fact of life, that is the inev i ta ble mor tal ity of the
self, is some what mol li fied; an iden tity, in spite of its sus cep ti bil ity to change,
is brought into being. There is, how ever, a level of activ ity at which the self is
afforded a greater degree of shel ter from the vicis si tudes of life than in
self-disclosure. Oakeshott des ig nates this moral cat e gory self-enactment and
he means by this ‘con duct in respect of the sen ti ments or motives in which
actions are cho sen and per formed’; and 

by a mo tive I mean, not an an te ced ent drive or ten dency or dis po si tion to
choose one ac tion . . . in pref er ence to an other, but an agent’s sen ti ment in
choos ing and per form ing the ac tions he chooses and per forms . . . the mo -
tive of an ac tion is the ac tion it self con sid ered in terms of the sen ti ment . . . 
in which it is cho sen and per formed.38 

Motives are not inten tions but actions and they are con cerned ‘not . . . with rec -
og niz ing agency in oth ers but with an agent’s exer cise of his pow ers in respect
of him self’.39 In self-enactment we explore what or how it is to wait with or for
one self. Waiting for, whether we real ize it or not, is always a per for mance — it
is always a wait ing with one self or another; and I have already had occa sion to
point out that wait ing for is an activ ity which denies itself. Waiting for, in this
sense, is inauthentic activ ity. Fur ther, an activ ity which does not rec og nize
itself as an activ ity is tan ta mount to a self not under stand ing itself. ‘Waiting
for’ is a fail ure in self-understanding. What is going on here is a philo soph i cal
and not a moral cri tique of the inauthentic activ ity of wait ing for. Waiting for is
inauthentic because it is a fail ure of the self to under stand itself — and not
enact itself — it can not help but enact itself.40

116 G. WORTHINGTON

37 Cited in Mi chael Oakeshott, ‘In tro duc tion’ to Le vi a than (Ox ford, 1946), p. lxvi.
38 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, pp. 71–4. Cf. Oakeshott’s in ter pre ta tion of the use
Hobbes makes of the term endeavour: ‘In tro duc tion’ to Le vi a than, p. xxxi.
39 Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, p. 75.



 It might seem on the above account that there can be no ‘ob jec tive’ cri te rion
by which an agent’s enact ment of him self can be judged. Fur ther, one might
find one self rec om mend ing some noto ri ously despi ca ble char ac ters as exem -
plary cases of self-enactment (‘men of action’ such as Mus so lini, Lenin
and Hit ler). After all they were ‘larger than life’ enact ments of a self.
Inauthentic self-enactment occurs only in as much as an agent’s ‘en act ments
and re-enactments of him self . . . may so far for get him self as to affront his own
integ rity’.41 Such a con di tion might be tested by using a device akin to Nietz -
sche’s eter nal recur rence.42 If the self one enacts is a hos tile, xeno pho bic or
capri cious being the the o rist has noth ing more to say on the mat ter pro vid ing
that self is con tent with its sit u a tion. This self, in the the o ret i cal terms of
self-enactment, must be con sid ered sat is fac tory. The sen ti ments and motives
which man i fest the self have no extra-moral appeal. One’s sen ti ments may be
more or less con du cive to con ver sa tion (or what ever else one might value) but
at the end of the day one’s enact ment must be deemed con tin gent, that is, mor -
ally equal with those cho sen by any other act ing self. The sen ti ment in which an 
agent chooses to act may deter mine how oth ers view him; they may add grav ity 
to or ame lio rate a breech of duty or con ven tion. The pity or com pas sion with
which one might kill, say in a case of eutha na sia, has been offered as mit i gat ing 
the moral hei nous ness of the ‘crime’; and it should not be sur pris ing to find
Oakeshott join ing with other Ide al ists in attack ing moral util i tar i an ism in all its
guises.
 Beckett’s tramps must be found inauthentic in their wait for Godot. Their
wait ing for is a tragic for get ting (or Heidegger might say cov er ing-up;
verdecken) of wait ing with one self. But this is a philo soph i cal and not a moral
fail ing. In terms of self-enactment they stand beyond reproach as indeed must
all selves. Any the o ret i cal con dem na tion would require a ‘meta-discourse’
which at once par tic i pated in and stood out side the world of prac ti cal expe ri -
ence and this is impos si ble.
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40 Hiedegger makes a sim i lar point about the inescapability of ac tiv ity from judg ments of
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 Oakeshott may begin to sound like some thing of a nihil ist in his rejec tion of
any hard and fast sys tem of objec tive moral val ues. It pays to notice a sub tlety
which is often over looked and may do much to deliver Oakeshott from such a
charge. This impor tant qual i fi ca tion is noticed by Oakeshott’s early contem -
-porary, R.G. Collingwood, who cau tions against pos si ble mis un der stand ings
of his own, very sim i lar, moral the ory. Collingwood sum ma rizes his moral
argu ments as

To say ‘that act is good’ is to say ‘that act is the act I choose to do. [But]
this doc trine is ca pa ble of the most di sas trous mis un der stand ing if its es -
sen tial sub jec tiv ity is for got ten . . . I say of some great crim i nal . . . when
asked what I think of the rights and wrongs of it, ‘I can form no idea; I
can’t [place] my self in the po si tion of these peo ple clearly enough to
judge of their mo tives. Some peo ple have got to do it: the judge . . . and so
on, are bound to make that ef fort: but I have n’t the lei sure and I begged to
be ex cused.43

 Collingwood makes sev eral points here which pre-empt Oakeshott’s notion
of self-enactment, not the least is the great uncer tainty which must sur round
one’s judg ments of another’s motives.44 Oakeshott is aware that some may find 
his moral the ory to be unac cept able but insists that this is not his fail ing but, if it 
can be called a fail ing at all, lies within the nature of moral ity, that is, the lan -
guage of moral ity. He con cludes his account of self-enactment by
acknowl edg ing that:

Our moral lan guage may of ten be con fused in its iden ti fi ca tion of ‘vir tu -
ous’ or ‘vi cious’ sen ti ments, but it is not un de cided whether or not to ap -
plaud mal ice or to disapprobate a mo tive of good faith or gen er os ity . . .
The com punc tions of self-enactment are, then, de mands an agent makes
upon him self . . . [and] which can not be re quired of him by an other . . . but
which are not merely his own good opin ion of him self: the re quire ment of
think ing about him self as he should while do ing as he ought. Con duct
which no ta bly fails to ob serve this con di tion is shame ful.45

 If Oakeshott is found to be want ing in pro vid ing a solu tion to the con stant
cri sis which is the human pre dic a ment this is only in keep ing with his wider
cau tious ness and scep ti cism at those ‘ra tio nal ists’ who find in the human con -
di tion only prob lems to be solved. It may reveal not a lit tle of what Oakeshott is 
about by notic ing what he once wrote of Nietz sche: 

118 G. WORTHINGTON

43 R.G. Collingwood, Lec tures on Moral Phi los o phy for M-T-1921: Written at Var i ous
Times, May–Oc to ber, 1921 (1921), Mss. Bodelian Li brary, V446. B4., pp. 110–12.
44 See Oakeshott, On Hu man Con duct, pp. 76–7.
45 Ibid., p. 77.



In art . . . di ag no sis, is an end in it self. The rem edy is not some thing that
fol lows; if it is any where it lies in the di ag no sis it self, in the re moval of the
cor rupt con scious ness. And if we are to un der stand Nietz sche, we must
un der stand him as, in this sense, an art ist.46 

The diag no sis which Oakeshott wishes to offer the self who is con fronted with
the abyss of con stant flux might sound like one of Wittgenstein’s con clud ing
prop o si tions from the Tractatus: ‘If by eter nity is under stood not end less tem -
po ral dura tion but time less ness, then he lives eter nally who lives in the
pres ent.’47 Attending to the reli gious and poetic dimen sions of Oakeshott’s
thought shows it to be some what more sub stan tial than a series of spo radic
com plaints about the cur rent state of West ern cul ture and pol i tics. Oakeshott’s
philo soph i cal thought occurs in terms far beyond these local contingecies; he is 
com ment ing upon the supreme task of ‘mak ing the dif fi cult exchange of hope
for faith’.48
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