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Abstract

The purpose of this thesis is to ask: what are the issues that divide today’s Lib­
erals, Rawls, Dworkin, and Kymlicka for example, from their Communitarian 
critics, Sandel, Taylor, MacIntyre and so forth, and how may we see the political 
theorizing of Michael Oakeshott as going some way to answering, explaining 
and criticizing these issues. At root, it would appear that the principal issue that 
divides the Liberals from the Communitarians is agency: what it is, how it ought 
to be understood, and the normative consequences that are regarded as following 
from such differing understandings. In the case of the Liberals, they are said to 
employ an “unembedded” or “emotivist” conception of the self plainly indebted 
to Kant, with the normative consequences being that of the justification and 
promulgation of the procedural republic in which impartial justice is regarded as 
“the first virtue of social institutions.” The Communitarians, by contrast, are re­
garded as employing a more “Hegelian” conception of agency, one in which 
practice precedes principal, justice is an important element in a complex whole, 
and the normative consequences are that of the promulgation of a perfectionist 
“politics of the good.” However, in this dissertation, I dispute that the issue that 
divides the Liberals from the Communitarians is one of philosophy. I prefer in­
stead to suggest it is actually one of politics and that such politics as it is com­
posed can best be seen by examining the respective political dispositions, 
though not philosophies, of Kant and Hegel, and through the lenses of Oake­
shott’s understanding of Rationalism in Politics. I say this because while the 
Liberals and the Communitarians borrow the political dispositions of Kant and 
Hegel, they eschew the metaphysics with which Kant and Hegel underwrote 
their political philosophies, and it is from such metaphysics that they acquire 
their normative legitimacy. However, without such metaphysics, they merely 
become examples of what Oakeshott terms Rationalism in Politics. Once I have 
staked out these two ‘dispositions’ in political theorizing in Chapters 4 and 5 ,1 
then examine the respective relevant expositors of these dispositions in the cur­
rent debate. John Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice will be examined in Chapter 6 as 
the paradigm example of Deontological Liberalism. Chapters 7 and 8 will exam­
ine Alasdair MacIntyre and Charles Taylor’s critique of the contemporary theory 
and practice of Liberalism respectively. Chapter 9 will examine Richard Rorty’s 
attempt at a post-modern ideal, Liberal utopia as a response to our current condi­
tion, and lastly, in chapter 10,1 shall examine Oakeshott’s ideal character of 
civil association as presented in On Human Conduct as a non-normative resolu­
tion of certain important facets of the Liberal-Communitarian debate. Chapter 
11 shall provide a summary of the dissertation so far, as well as examine the al­
ternative politics of truly rational conduct. By constructing the dissertation in 
this way, I hope to demonstrate the following points: One, that today’s debate is 
as much about politics as it is philosophy; two, that there really is much more 
common ground between the Liberals and the Communitarians than either side 
is willing to recognize; three, that the Liberal-Communitarian debate is much 
more parochial and historically bound than might otherwise be thought; and 
lastly, that in Oakeshott’s critique of what he calls Rationalism in Politics, 
which I examine in Chapter 3, standing on the shoulders of his idealist concep­
tion of philosophy presented in Experience and its Modes, we may gain a per­



spective and critique of the debate that would otherwise remain hidden.
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Where ends are agreed, the only questions left are those of means 
and these are not political, but technical.
-Isaiah Berlin

Chapter 1 - What Divides the Liberals from the Communitarians? More­
over, How May We See the Political Philosophy of Oakeshott as An­
swering, Explaining and Criticising These Points of Contention?

1 - 1  What Are the Issues?

What are the issues that divide today’s Liberal political philosophers, Rawls, 

Barry, Nozick, Dworkin and Kymlicka for example, from their Communitarian 

critics, Sandel, Taylor, MacIntyre, Rorty, Walzer and others?1 Moreover, how 

may we understand the political theorising of Michael Oakeshott as answering, 

explaining and criticising these points of contention? This is the subject of the 

following dissertation.

At root, the issues that divide the Liberals and the Communitarians appear to 

derive from a common source: the issue of agency, specifically: what agency is; 

how agency ought to be understood; and the normative consequences which are 

regarded as following from such differing conceptions.

The Liberal theorists are said to employ a conception of agency and a manner of 

political theorising plainly indebted to Kant, with the normative consequences 

for them being that of “the procedural republic,” where “right” is understood as

1 There is another understanding of the term “Communitarianism”: that is the
Communitarianism espoused by such people as Amitai Etzioni in his book The 
Spirit o f Community: Rights, Responsibilities and the Communitarian Agenda, 
Ira Magaziner and his “Politics of Meaning” and that found in the “The Respon­
sive Communitarian Platform: Rights and Responsibilities, ” in The Responsive 
Community (Winter 1991/2). This variety of Communitarianism is much more 
overtly political, and less “philosophical” than the sense of Communitarianism 
that I am interested in. We can call these Communitarians, following The 
Economist (“Freedom and Community, ” December 24,1995), the “low” Com­
munitarians. With them, I am not here concerned.



“prior to the good” and “justice as impartiality” is promoted as “the first virtue 

of social institutions.” As Rawls would have it, “Each person possesses an in­

violability founded on justice that even the welfare of society as a whole cannot 

override... the rights secured by justice are not subject to political bargaining or 

to the calculation of social interests.”2

By contrast, the Communitarians are said to employ a more “Hegelian” under­

standing of agency and the state. This is said to lead them to promote a more 

Aristotelian “politics of the good,” where impartial justice is not seen as the first 

virtue of social institutions, but rather an important element within a more com­

prehensive whole. As Michael Sandel puts it, “[Deontological] Liberalism over­

looks the danger that when politics goes badly, not only disappointments but 

also dislocations are likely to result. And [Deontological Liberalism] forgets the 

possibility that when politics goes well, we can know a good in common that we
a

cannot know alone.”

In this dissertation, however, I shall attempt to demonstrate that the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate has as much to do with politics as it does philosophy. 

Furthermore, I will contend that Oakeshott (especially the Oakeshott of On Hu­

man Conduct) in a distinctively non-normative way (and therefore according to 

my thesis, a non-political way) coherently combines a Communitarian concep­

tion of the subject with a Liberal, procedural account of the state.4 1 will argue 

that this possession of certain important facets of Liberal and Communitarian 

theorising by Oakeshott both answers and overcomes the criticisms that the Lib­

erals and the Communitarians make of each other’s respective positions.5

Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972) 
pp.3-4

Sandel, Michael. Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982) p. 183
4 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975)
5 Oakeshott’s non-normative conception of political philosophy is perhaps what 
is most distinctive about his political theorizing, and what most distinguishes 
him from the Liberals and the Communitarians of today’s debate.



I will also attempt to show that Oakeshott’s account of political theorising is su­

perior to that of the Communitarians insofar as Oakeshott understands that the 

employment of an embedded conception of agency does not necessarily require 

the advocacy of “a politics of the common good.” (Such a conception of politics 

may or may not contain such au courant Communitarian ideals as “virtue,” 

“community” or “authenticity.”) Nor does Oakeshott show it to be the case that 

the promulgation of the Liberal ideal of “the neutral state” necessarily requires 

the promulgation of the unembedded, atomist individual, the bane (according to 

the Communitarians) of all Deontological Liberal theorising. I will also argue 

that Oakeshott’s political theorising is superior to that of the Deontological Lib­

erals (such as the aforementioned John Rawls). Indeed, Oakeshott does not un­

derstand the practice of political philosophy to be the philosophic determination 

of normative ideals, ideals of which it is then incumbent (if we agree with the 

rationality of their arguments and the method of their argumentation) for us to 

realise in practice. That, according to Oakeshott, would be to fall into the em­

brace of that most distinctive feature of the modern political tradition, 

“Rationalism in Politics.”

Lastly, Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct provides us with an ideal example of 

how political philosophy ought to be conducted if we agree that philosophy may 

never be used to direct practice as this dissertation shall from beginning to end 

contend.

In these many respects and more, Oakeshott directs us away from the theory and 

practice of politics as exercises in “Rationalism in Politics” and directs us to­

ward the concept of politics as participation in “The Conversation of Mankind” 

and “The Pursuit of Intimations.” Oakeshott, in summary, believes that the prac­

tices of Rationalism in Politics “threaten our Rational Conduct.” What Oake­

shott precisely means by these terms I shall clarify in Chapter 3.

Since Oakeshott is not a straightforwardly normative political theorist, we shall 

therefore be able, with Oakeshott’s help, to see that the relations between the 

ontology employed (how agency is understood) and the normative claims (how

-10-



we ought to regulate the state) are not nearly as closely related as the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate assumes them to be. Moreover, in Oakeshott’s critique of 

what he calls “Rationalism in Politics,” we shall gain a particular perspective on 

the debate that is largely, I contend, absent from within it.6

Oakeshott, as I earlier suggested, understands the practice of politics as “The 

Pursuit of Intimations,” the practice of political theory as a particular mode of 

participation in “The Conversation of Mankind,” and the practice of normative 

theorising as a species of “Rationalism in Politics.” He derives these theses from 

his idealist conception of philosophy as a whole. I shall discuss these topics in 

Chapter 2 but, in short, Oakeshott believed that political philosophy may never 

be normative because philosophy may never direct practice. Philosophising is 

reflection on the presuppositions of experience. Indeed, philosophy’s purpose 

for Oakeshott is always as a prophylactic to more ambitious theorising. Accord­

ing to Oakeshott, philosophy’s raison d ’etre is, and as I hope to show, to help 

eliminate the crookedness in our thought and to clarify and enhance our under­

standing of our social practices.

1 - 2  What Liberalism is & is not

Isaiah Berlin in his influential essay “Two Concepts of Liberty” remarks that 

historians of political thought have noted almost two hundred different under­

standings of the term “liberty.” Before examining any further the issues that I 

have so far only mentioned, it would be helpful to direct a cursory glance at the 

nature of Liberalism and what it is understood to be.

6 This is perhaps somewhat ironic, insofar as the Communitarians specifically 
build their critiques upon coruscating critiques of “the project of the enlighten­
ment.” In this way, however, I hope to call a pox on both their houses by show­
ing how Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in Politics applies both to the Lib­
erals and the Communitarians through their promulgation of such au courant 
ideals as community, embedded conceptions of the self, and narrative unity of 
the self. This will confirm, what I only suggest here, that the debate between the 
Liberals and the Communitarians is inherently an exercise in “Rationalism in 
Politics.”
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Liberalism is not one thing, with an essential, stable and enduring identity. “Lib­

eralism” and the varied conceptions of liberty that underwrite “Liberalism” 

should rather be understood as an assemblage of sympathies, predilections, phi­

losophies, social policies, identifications, rights, practices, economies and tradi­

tions characteristic of the theory and practice of politics and ethics in the modern 

history of Western European states and their close relations during the last few 

centuries. Our political tradition has at times manifested itself in other rival and 

competing traditions such as fascism or communism. However important these 

may be, I am not directly concerned with them here.

Liberalism, with perhaps no single element identifying it, clearly has beginnings. 

Indeed, we can easily identify a time when Liberalism did not exist, though its 

origins may be difficult to pinpoint. Though it is not my aim to provide a history 

of Liberalism (such histories are legion and in the course of this dissertation we 

shall examine a good few in some detail) this is, however, still a good place to 

begin.

Antecedents to Liberalism are sometimes said to appear in ancient Greece and in 

Rome, (precursors to Liberalism can be seen in the Sophists, the Pyrrhonists and 

the Epicureans for example). Nevertheless, Liberalism as a recognisable politi-
n

cal tradition and social practice is perhaps no older than the sixteenth century. 

Why recognisably Liberal theories of politics and intimations of Liberal prac­

tices should appear at this time is certainly open to question. But I think it can 

reasonably be gleaned that Liberal theories of politics arose to make sense of the 

new political situations and possibilities brought out about by, inter alia, the de­

cline of belief in classical natural right, the discovery of the new world and the 

beginnings of trade in its goods, the need to secure the rights of the individual 

against that of newly emergent non-ecclesiastical and or tyrannical sovereigns, 

the dawn of enlightenment rationalism and the great questions concerning au­

7 Strauss, Leo. Liberalism: Ancient and Modern (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1968)
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thority that dominated the age.8 Controversies over religion in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries and the waning of the ancient feudal and medieval orders 

can also be considered historically relevant.

Although Liberalism is to be regarded, therefore, as an historically contingent 

and variable development in our modern history, having murky beginnings and 

no foreseeable end, there nonetheless exist features which may help us identify 

what we may understand as recognisably Liberal philosophies and practices.9 

One such schema of family resemblance (and my choice here may be quite arbi­

trary as nothing much in this dissertation depends on this schema) is that offered 

by John Gray in his book, Liberalism.10 Liberalism, Gray suggests, has four 

principal features. It is above all else individualist, emphasising the freedom of 

the individual as a significant constraint against the power and right of the col­

lective. It is usually, but not always, universalist, treating man as a species with 

inherent rights owed to him as a member of the species antecedent to the rights 

given to him by society. It is egalitarian, in a political, social, or economic sense 

and is, more often than not, meliorist, believing in the essential perfectibility and 

corrigibility of man and his social conditions.11

With this no doubt imperfect schema, we can see that the works of thinkers as 

diverse as Locke, Kant, and Mill, as well as more contemporary theorists such as 

Rawls and the rest of the Communitarians including Rorty, and Taylor, despite 

their different emphases, all contain at least one of these key features. The 

Communitarian family of criticisms of Deontological Liberalism is, I would like

81 am thinking here of the discussion of Classical Natural Right in Leo Strauss’s 
Natural Right and History. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970)
9 An Aristotelian taxonomy in which we could readily identify and order Liber­
alism according to genera and species will not do here however. Instead, we 
must depend on “family resemblances.” What I mean by family resemblance is 
the Wittgenstinian idea, though one essential feature may not be shared by all 
members of a family, i.e. a prominent nose, there are enough similarities be­
tween the family members to allow us to recognize them as members of the 
same family. For example, in the sets, abc, abd, adc, bed, while no element oc­
curs in all four members, all four members can be seen as bearing a “family re­
semblance” to each other.
1 n Gray, John. Liberalism (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1986)
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to make very clear, a Liberal one (with the possible exception of Alasdair Mac­

Intyre’s) and the variety of political theory they have focused their objections on 

is a particular and peculiar variety of Liberal political theory: what has become 

known, at least since Michael Sandel’s Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice, as 

“Deontological Liberalism.” I shall address what precisely Sandel means by the 

term “Deontological Liberalism” in Chapter 5.

1 -  3 A Few Features of the Liberal & Communitarian Debate

However, I should also like to note that Liberalism, whether we consider it from 

the standpoint of theory or practice, has undergone a fundamental transforma­

tion over the last three centuries, especially in North America. Whereas the Lib­

eralism of the classical Liberals of the 18th and 19th centuries, such as Mill, 

Locke, and so on, was principally concerned with the preservation of an individ­

ual’s liberty in religion, economics, family life, and voluntary associations from 

the interference of the state, Liberal theory and practice have, in the twentieth 

century, become increasingly identified with the social policies and practices of 

the New Deal. So, while Rawls and his followers will often be seen to identify 

themselves as Liberals and their politics as examples of Liberalism, such identi­

fications would seem very strange to a Mill or a Locke.12 Still, the above out­

lined schema holds, insofar as these modern Liberalisms share significant fea­

tures in common with the Liberalisms that preceded them such as individualism, 

universalism and egalitarianism.

Such a shift in language and politics is mirrored in the rise of Rationalism in 

Politics as the pre-eminent form of political discourse and practice in our soci-

11 Gray, John. Liberalism, p.x
12 The 20th century liberalism of the New Deal is differently oriented. Here the 
state has come to be increasingly used to serve economic and other ends that its 
forefathers would never have imagined. Laudable though these ideals may be, 
they are, however, modern ideals and not the ideals of the classical Liberals.
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ety. I intend to show that insofar as we might identify Oakeshott with Liberal­

ism, it is the Liberal tradition of the 18th and 19th centuries with which Oake­

shott ought to be identified.

The issues that divide the Liberal-Communitarian debate (which has grown 

from the soil of both ancient and modern Liberalism) are regarded as having de­

rived from differing ontological understandings of the agent. In general, the Lib­

eral understanding of agency and society, in Charles Taylor’s words, is some­

times said to be more “atomist,” containing an “unembedded conception of the 

self,” which advocates “the procedural republic” while that of Communitarian­

ism is said to be more “holist” advocating an “Aristotelian politics of the good” 

whether it is the historicised Thomism of Alasdair MacIntyre or that of Taylor’s 

more ambiguous “Ethics of Authenticity.”

Contemporary Deontological Liberalism, it is said by the Communitarian cri­

tique, begins with an agent characterised as a rational chooser, antecedent to his 

“ends” and to his “society” and theorises normatively from this ahistorical, aso­

cial, universalist and uninformed standpoint. As John Rawls writes in A Theory 

of Justice, “The self is prior to the ends which are affirmed by it; even a domi­

nant end must be chosen from among numerous possibilities.”13 Charles Taylor 

argues, however, that in order for Liberalism to assert “the primacy of rights,” as 

the Liberalism of Rawls most certainly does, this manner of Liberalism must 

rely on the false philosophy of “atomism,” a philosophy in which the individual 

is seen as fully constituted apart from society.14 Michael Sandel suggests that 

such a self as Rawls presupposes for the purposes of producing a normative the­

ory of ethics and politics is, at best, incoherent; at worst, it is destructive.15

That said, Taylor only offers us Hobbes, Locke and Nozick as examples of the 

doctrine of “atomism.” Nevertheless, Taylor argues that such a false understand­

ing of the individual pervades contemporary social sciences and provides the

1 ^ Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice, p.560
14 Taylor, Charles. Charles. “Atomism” in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 
Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985)
15  •Sandel, Michael. Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice
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(false) justification for the procedural republic. Furthermore, he regards the lat­

ter as destructive of the communities of which we are a part and contributes to 

the “flattening of our moral horizons” and other related “malaises” of modernity.

The Communitarians give a number of pejorative names to this understanding of 

agency such as the “unencumbered self’ or “the individualist thesis.” Such an 

atomic agent, detached from society and history, is not only a phantom without 

utility but according to the Communitarians, a positively noxious spectre. Any 

normative conclusions, they argue, that might be derived from the concept of 

such a detached, ahistorical, asocial man would be specious and incongruous 

with what they consider to be a satisfactory understanding of human agency, 

identity, society, and history.

But is this “unencumbered self’ the real issue between the Liberals and Com­

munitarians? As Will Kymlicka notes:

If this really were the debate, then we would have to agree with the 
Communitarians, for “the social thesis” is clearly true. The view 
that we might exercise the capacity for self-determination outside of 
society is absurd. But Liberals like Rawls and Dworkin do not deny 
the social thesis. They recognise that individual autonomy cannot 
exist outside a social environment that provides meaningful choices 
and that supports the development of the capacity to choose 
amongst them.16

The Communitarians contend that, unlike the Liberals, they see the individual 

and society as related in a more interdependent and indivisible way. An agent’s 

constitutive ends, they say, cannot be regarded as contingent to their personhood 

but rather must be considered an integral component of undamaged selfhood.

Such a conception of agency, the Communitarians argue, neglects to take into 

account the development and supporting conditions necessary for the agent to 

make meaningful choices if the agent is to successfully “realise” him or herself. 

Thus, an adequate normative political theory must not only preserve but also 

seek to encourage the conditions for the maintenance of the good society and the

16 Kymlicka, Will. Liberalism, Community and Culture (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1989) p.75
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self-realisation of the agent by promoting a perfectionist or even Aristotelian 

“politics of the good.”17 Moreover, the Communitarians argue that Liberal theo­

rising is fraught with fallacious universalising pretensions. These pretensions 

cause Liberal theorising to neglect the significance of other cultures, societies, 

and associations in an unconscious, arbitrary, callous, culturally specific and 

ahistoricist way.

The Communitarians adopt, they say, a more “hylomorphic” or “Hegelian” con­

ception of man by rejecting the impossible “Cartesian project” of attempting “to 

distinguish the subject of experience from the object of experience.” Instead, 

they suggest that an adequate account of agency must see the agent as insepara­

bly bound to the pre-existing constituent ends of the practices, relations and 

communal notions of the good of society -  the Sittlichkheit -  of which he or she 

is an inseparable part. As MacIntyre famously remarks: “What is good for me 

has to be the good for one who inhabits these roles.”18

Liberal critics of Communitarianism, however, suggest that the Communi­

tarians, by regarding the individual in this way, unduly emphasise the concepts 

of society, tradition, and history, sacrificing the freedom, equality, and autonomy 

of the agent to perhaps not so “shared conceptions of the good.” They say that 

the Communitarians reduce the agent to a product of his social and historical 

context, making him a victim of the unfairness of existing contingent circum­

stances, thereby depriving him of the conceptual resources for correcting his of­

ten less than satisfactory condition.

Charles Taylor’s response to the Liberals is that they are using “an utterly facile 

moral psychology” and “a deeply wrong model of practical reasoning, one based 

on an illegitimate extrapolation from reasoning in natural science.”19 Taylor con­

tinues that the result of adopting this false model is the promotion of freedom as

17 *This can run from the advocacy of mild forms of civic republicanism, as in 
Charles Taylor, or to more extreme forms as, for example, suggested in MacIn­
tyre.
18 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue (London: Duckworth, 1993) p.205
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a “...void in which nothing would be worth doing, nothing would deserve to 

count for anything.”20

A more serious Communitarian accusation states that, though Liberalism goes 

some distance to protecting the right to form and maintain the sorts of associa­

tions that the Communitarians show such partiality towards, Liberalism itself is 

ultimately a self-devouring artefact. It is so in the sense that it inevitably cor­

rodes the conditions necessary for maintaining the sorts of associations, tradi­

tions, and practices that constitute it. This includes not only the conditions of 

forming associations within a Liberal understanding of the state, but also the 

very conditions that go toward sustaining such a fragile regime in the first place. 

The failure to recognise that Liberalism must be informed by a cultural tradition 

in order to exist and that such an association itself is “a good” that must be pur­

sued, leaves the conditions of its perpetuation vulnerable to the very arguments 

that were meant to justify and promote it. Unless Liberalism is itself understood 

to be “a good” then Communitarians maintain that it is in danger of causing its 

own demise.

It should be apparent by now that the Liberal-Communitarian debate is a very 

complex one. This dissertation will attempt to elaborate on the differences pur­

portedly separating the two sides, whilst ultimately showing that there is much 

more common ground between the Liberals and the Communitarians than would 

at first appear.

The principal difficulty with the debate is that each side has overstepped the 

boundaries of what philosophy may legitimately do or say. The controversies of 

these debates are, for the most part, political and not philosophical, as a careful 

analysis of Oakeshott’s understanding of “Rationalism in Politics” should dem­

onstrate. By abandoning the metaphysical foundations upon which Kant and

19 Taylor, Charles. Charles. Sources o f the Self: The Making o f the Modern Iden­
tity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) p.7
20 Taylor, Charles. Charles. Hegel and Modern Society (Toronto: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979) p. 159
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Hegel founded their respective politics, I will argue that both the Liberals and 

the Communitarians have rendered their political theorising impotent.

I will contend that the ontological question, “how should we understand 

agency?” and the philosophical question, “what normative consequences follow 

from such an understanding?” are much less closely related than the debate as­

sumes. For we often see the ontological question, “how should we understand 

agency?” being elided into the political question, “what kind of politics do we 

want?”

In order to fully understand this, we must stand back from the debate in order to 

gain a birds-eye view of the issues involved.21 A good place to start is with the 

taxonomy proffered by Richard Rorty. He divides the debate between today’s 

Liberals and Communitarians into three.22

Table 1 -  Rorty’s Taxonomy of Political Philosophy

The Kantians The Hegelians The Post-Modern, Bourgeois 

Liberals

The Early John Rawls, 

Ronald Dworkin and 

Robert Nozick;

Alasdair MacIntyre, 

Michael Sandel and 

Charles Taylor;

John Dewey, Michael Oakeshott, 

Richard Rorty and the later John 

Rawls.

21 Oakeshott, however, shows how we can combine a Communitarian account of 
the agent with a liberal account of the republic that seems immune to the liberal 
and Communitarian criticisms of each other’s theories. To understand how all 
this can be, it will first prove profitable to examine in some detail Kant and 
Hegel, the philosophers in which these rival dispositions in modern political 
philosophy are most closely related.
22 Rorty, Richard. Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1980), Contingency, irony and solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989) and “The Priority of Democracy to Philosophy” in The Virginia 
Statute for Religious Freedom (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988)
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In the first category, Rorty places those whom he considers to be (and whom we 

shall call) “Deontological Liberals”: the early Rawls, Dworkin, and Nozick. The 

Kantian Liberals, according to Rorty, are those philosophers who attempt to 

erect, upon the basis of “our uncontroversial beliefs about justice and impartial­

ity” theories of justice that are designed, ultimately, to have universal applica­

tion beyond the limits of the communities from which such beliefs and values 

are ultimately derived.

Within the second category of Rorty’s taxonomy, the Hegelians, Rorty includes 

those theorists whom he understands as the Hegelian or Aristotelian critics of 

Deontological Liberalism. Namely, those who criticise the Deontological Liber­

als for their pretensions to universality, neutrality, and for the partisan and meta­

physically incoherent individualism that they believe lies at the heart of Deonto­

logical Liberalism. As members of this category, Rorty cites such people as 

Alasdair MacIntyre, Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor, all of whom I will refer 

to throughout the course of this dissertation.

In the third and final category, Rorty places those philosophers he regards as the 

defenders of Liberalism, who are nonetheless non-Kantian, historicist and non­

realist. These include Dewey, Oakeshott himself and, most curiously, the later 

Rawls of Political Liberalism. These defenders of Liberalism do not justify the 

Deontological, neo-Kantian Liberalism based on universal, ahistorical and 

metaphysical (all odious terms for Rorty and the Communitarians) arguments; 

rather, they try to articulate Liberalism as a particular, contingent, historical 

body of practices and understandings that they nonetheless consider worth pre­

serving. They promote Liberalism, but with the understanding that such a body 

of practices cannot be philosophically justified as universally superior to any

23 Rawls, John. Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1993)
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other body of practices, as Kant perhaps imagined. Rorty identifies this variety 

of Liberalism with the sad appellation, “post-modern bourgeois Liberalism.”

With regard to Rorty’s taxonomy, a few preliminary comments should be made. 

Firstly, that Rorty should include the later Rawls, in his final category is curious 

insofar as Rawls’s work is most often understood as the paradigm of Deonto­

logical Liberalism and is therefore the frequent target of the Communitarian crit­

ics. Insofar as this is the case, I too have chosen to use Rawls as the paradig­

matic Deontological Liberal. However, unlike the Communitarian critics (yet 

more in line with more recent Rawlsian scholarship), I will interpret Rawls as 

having much more in common with the Communitarians than they themselves 

maintain, and less in common with Kant in that Rawls is not so much a meta­

physical realist as yet another practitioner of “bourgeois philosophy.”

This very simple taxonomy of Rorty’s, which I shall examine in much more de­

tail in Chapter 9, is indeed a very good example of the confusions of advocacy, 

ontology and disposition that I contend pervade the present debate. Oakeshott, 

for one, is not correctly characterised as a “post-modern bourgeois Liberal.” 

Moreover, each thinker mentioned is a more subtle thinker than Rorty gives him 

credit for, each blurring in his work the categorical distinctions that Rorty has 

created, each less bound to his alleged epistemological foundations than Rorty 

believes.

A principal difference between Oakeshott and Rorty, for example, is that 

whereas Rorty simplifies something as complex as “the Liberalism of the rich 

north Atlantic democracies,” omitting entirely such important elements of any 

account of Liberalism as the rule of law, justice as fairness or impartiality, dis­

tributive justice, desert, the judiciary, political authority, rights and obligation, 

Oakeshott does not. As one commentator writes, Rorty “simply speaks globally 

about “Liberal democracy” without ever unpacking what it involves or doing 

justice to the enormous historical controversy about what Liberalism is or ought
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to be.”24 Moreover, while Rorty has consigned philosophy to the category of edi­

fying literature, Oakeshott believes philosophy retains a function and a place in 

our lives that Rorty believes philosophy must ultimately renounce.

Indeed, Oakeshott’s account of civil association has much in it that is akin to the 

Liberal procedural republic. However, it is at the same time sensitive to the 

Communitarian criticism of the Liberal agent and represents only a single ele­

ment that Oakeshott has singled out for special examination within a complex 

whole. For Oakeshott, the concept of civil association is not meant to be under­

stood as a normative ideal, the normative pronouncement of political philoso­

phy. Rather, the concept of civil association, as I shall try to make clear in this 

dissertation, is to be understood only as an “arrest” in our political experience. 

This ideal character of a form of association Oakeshott holds out for our particu­

lar examination, but he never argues by way of philosophy that we must em­

brace it as a normative ideal demanding realisation. For Oakeshott, it is enough 

simply to identify it.

The doctrine of civil association for Oakeshott is expressly not, in contradistinc­

tion to every other political philosophy we shall examine (with the possible ex­

ception of that of Hegel’s), meant to help “guide the overall direction of social 

change” as Rawls would have it. Nor is it to promulgate “a politics of the com­

mon good,” as the Communitarians would, though it has more affinity with the 

latter than the former. If there is a positive moral to be drawn from Oakeshott’s 

political and social writing -  and I shall argue that there is -  it is that we ought 

always to be wary of such exercises in Rationalism in Politics and understand 

them to be less the determinate outcome of sober philosophical reflection but 

rather the political pronouncements of the various actors involved in the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate. The contemporary debate in political philosophy is 

composed of purely political utterances — moves as it were in the game of poli­

tics.

24 In Paul Franco’s The Political Philosophy o f Michael Oakeshott (London: 
Yale University Press, 1990) p.233
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It is true of course that nearly all the contemporary practitioners of political phi­

losophy, including those surveyed in this dissertation such as John Rawls, 

Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre, with the exception perhaps of Richard 

Rorty, pay lip-service to the idea of normative political theory in this metaphysi­

cally and ethically non-realist era. How in this day and age could they not? But it 

is my contention that only in the political theorising of Michael Oakeshott is this 

task satisfactorily achieved, as normative political theory, in the way that the 

Liberals and Communitarians suppose it to be, is impossible in a world in which 

ethical realism no longer obtains. This does not of course make such political 

philosophy impossible; it only makes normative political philosophy in the way 

that the proponents of the Liberal-Communitarian debate conceive it impossible. 

I say this because Oakeshott shows us how a coeval development of realism in 

epistemology has, as its counterpart in politics, Rationalist practice. This fact, 

above all else, makes Michael Oakeshott unique in the Liberal-Communitarian 

debate and makes an Oakeshottian reading of this debate invaluable.

Oakeshott’s insights therefore force upon us a radical reinterpretation of the con­

temporary debate. For example, we may no longer understand the practice of 

political philosophy to be a straightforwardly normative activity. In other words, 

we may no longer understand the practice of philosophy as capable of producing 

normative principles of justice of the Rawlsian kind — principles such that if we 

agree with the rationality of their deduction, it is then incumbent upon us to pro­

mote them as regulative ideals.

Following my Oakeshottian interpretation, all we may say of Rawls (and those 

like him) is that in his two principles of justice Rawls has very successfully cap­

tured important essences of our political tradition, namely a system of bourgeois 

freedoms, and a certain democratic conception of re-distributive justice. It is,

' y c

This is not of course to say that political philosophy as such is no aid to the 
practice of politics, only that it may not result in principles of justice such as that 
of Rawls’ difference principle. This radical —  though I argue not so shocking 
interpretation — is a principal subject of my thesis.
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however, in Oakeshott’s understanding only an ideology, a particular, politicised 

abridgement of our political practice.26

We must therefore understand the contemporary debate in political theory as, in 

Wittgenstein’s words, an example of “bourgeois philosophy.” These exemplars 

of contemporary political philosophy examined in this dissertation must there­

fore be seen as highly developed examples of ideological rhetoric, i.e. particular 

hypostatised abridgements of certain rationalist features of our common political 

culture that the promulgators of these philosophies wish to illegitimately pro­

mote as rationally required regulative ideals.

In Rawls’s case, what is promoted is a certain ideal of American social democ­

racy, with its ancestry in Roosevelt’s New Deal; in the case of the Communi­

tarians, it is an account of a time and a place that most probably never was. We 

should not perhaps be surprised that what these theorists have shown us is 

merely our own cultural reflection, for this is all that normative political phi-
97losophy, unsupported by universalist foundations, may do.

If all that I say is true (and I certainly do not expect such a view to remain un­

challenged) it should direct us away from the derivation of norms of justice for 

the regulation of our society. Rather, it should direct us toward the inculcation of 

the Liberal education and traditions of which we are a part. We must turn there­

fore from the practices of Rationalism in Politics, which Oakeshott convincingly

9 f \ This is not to say that such a distillation of certain facets of the prevailing po­
litical sensibility is not itself important, only that it should be recognized for 
what it is, and not made to direct political practice in a way to which it is so 
poorly suited.
27 If the rejoinder were made that my suggestion that the universe is one in 
which realism does not obtain is itself a metaphysical proposition, I have an easy 
counter. I have only suggested that normative political theory of the kind that 
Kant and Hegel represent is only possible in a world in which such realism is 
regarded as obtaining. I have not said that realism as such does not obtain. 
Nonetheless, the fact remains, that all the contemporary practitioners of the lib­
eral Communitarian debate posit it as a given that their peculiar brand of liberal 
theorizing is non-realist theorizing. And as such, I contend, they have not faced 
up to the full consequences of what this entails for political philosophy in the 
way in which Oakeshott has.
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argues are both ineffective, wrong-headed and destructive, to non-rationalist,
9ftthough not, I should be very careful to point out, irrationalist, politics. This is 

what Oakeshott understands as truly Rational Conduct. We should therefore 

look more to creating good citizens to carry on and protect “The Conversation of 

Mankind” through the practices of civility. This is opposed to the promulgation 

of the right over the good in an effort to achieve the so-called Liberal ideal of 

neutrality or community or other such au courant political ideals. Whether or 

not we are so far gone with Rationalism in our Politics that this is no longer fea­

sible or possible, shall remain to be seen — perhaps the resources of political 

tradition and practice have been so overwhelmingly overwritten with Rationalist 

political practice that they are beyond recovery. With these important concerns 

of Oakeshott’s, and especially Oakeshott’s considerations on Liberal education, I 

shall conclude this dissertation.

These caveats considered, I shall closely examine Rorty’s (however flawed) 

schema for my dissertation. I do so both for the convenient taxonomy he offers, 

and because much of the debate understands itself to be so constituted around 

such divisions.

I shall therefore take up the political philosophies of Kant and Hegel in Chapters 

4 and 5 respectively, in order that we may understand the ways in which the Lib- 

eral-Communitarian debate has to do with Kant and Hegel, and the ways in 

which it does not.

Before, however, taking up Kant and Hegel, I shall first set out Oakeshott’s ide­

alist conception of philosophy in his work Experience and its Modes29 in Chap­

ter 2. Following this, in Chapter 3 I will commence a discussion of what Oake­

shott understands as “Rationalism in Politics” and the Oakeshottian alternative 

of “Rational Conduct.”

9ft These I shall later detail when I come to describe what Oakeshott understands 
as Rational, though not Rationalist, Conduct in the following chapter.
9 0

Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­
versity Press, 1933)
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Following upon Chapters 4 and 5, which concern themselves with Kant and 

Hegel respectively, I shall examine the contemporary variant of Kant in John 

Rawls with an examination of A Theory o f Justice in Chapter 6 .1 shall then 

close this chapter with some more thoughts upon Michael Oakeshott’s under­

standing of “Rationalism in Politics” and its relation to Rawls, “the ideal charac­

ter” of civil association, and their relation to the contemporary Liberal- 

Communitarian debate.30

Afterwards, I shall examine the Communitarian critique of Deontological Liber­

alism, especially as it manifests itself in the writings of Alasdair MacIntyre and 

Charles Taylor. In Chapter 7, which shall concern itself with Alasdair MacIntyre, 

I shall examine MacIntyre’s critique of Liberalism generally, and Deontological 

Liberalism especially. There, I shall suggest that “the emotivist self’ which Mac­

Intyre’s critique centres upon, and which pervades the Communitarian debate, is 

nothing but a Communitarian chimera: lastly, I shall challenge the notion of 

MacIntyre’s “emerging Thomistic conclusion.”

Next, in Chapter 8 ,1 shall examine Charles Taylor’s analysis of contemporary 

Liberal thought and practice, and suggest that Taylor’s “Ethics of Authenticity,” 

as a possible solution, is similarly impractical and, moreover, incoherent. I shall 

confine my discussion of the post-modern bourgeois Liberals to the work of 

Richard Rorty in Chapter 9. In Chapter 9 ,1 shall argue that while Rorty is sensi­

tive to certain foundational features of Rationalism in Politics in the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate, he is less obviously sensitive to certain rationalist sup­

positions in his own theory. This is insofar as he is, like the rest, a normative 

theorist, even if he, unlike the rest, specifically disavows the giving of reasons 

for why we ought to embrace such norms.

In Chapter 10,1 shall examine in detail the political philosophy of Michael 

Oakeshott, especially that of On Human Conduct, drawing upon my discussion

301 shall there suggest that Rawls’ project overall must be seen as inherently a 
Rationalist project, with Rawls’ second principle of justice, corresponding with 
what Oakeshott understands as an enterprise association, and in fundamental 
conflict with that of civil association.
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of Chapters 3 and 4, and relating it to the results of the previous chapters. Chap­

ter 11 shall concern itself with a summary of what we have henceforth exam­

ined, Oakeshott’s ideal of Liberal education and the idea of Rational Conduct 

that Oakeshott suggests is our alternative. With this, I shall close.

With the help of Oakeshott’s political theorising,311 intend to demonstrate in 

the course of this dissertation concerning the Liberals, the Communitarians and 

Oakeshott, the following 10 points:

1. That in the debate between the Liberals and Communitarians, there are 

no “real” Kantians, or Hegelians. No Liberal or Communitarian is in fact 

prepared to employ the metaphysics upon which Kant and Hegel 

grounded their arguments: in Hegel’s case, upon the conception of Geist, 

while for Kant, a supernal world of unchanging value;

2. That since no Liberal or Communitarian does actually employ the meta­

physic of Kant or Hegel, their political philosophies may only be under­

stood as clarifications and considerations of our common-sense intui­

tions concerning justice and the good. This makes such contemporary 

theorists as are surveyed in this dissertation -  with the exception of 

Oakeshott who is not a normative theorist -  above all else practitioners 

of what Wittgenstein called “bourgeois philosophy”;

3. That political philosophy, at least of this non-realist kind, is not a norma­

tive activity, or at least, is not straightforwardly a normative activity in 

the way that the Liberals and the Communitarians regard it;

4. That the so-called “emotivist” conception of the self that the Communi­

tarians criticise the Liberals of falsely maintaining is a Communitarian 

chimera;

31 Comprising in the main Oakeshott’s critique of philosophy in Experience and 
its Modes, his critique of “Rationalism in Politics” in the collection of essays of 
the same name of 1949 (Indianapolis: Liberty Press, New and Expanded Edi-
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5. That, following from (1) and (2), it is not important whether there is any 

connection between the conception of agency that one maintains, 

whether it be “embedded” or “atomist,” and the politics, whether it be 

the “politics of the right” or the “politics of the good” that one advocates. 

This is so because no one in this debate in fact (4) employs a purely at­

omist conception of the self;

6. That because of (1) and (2) there is really much more common ground 

between the Liberals and the Communitarian than either side is willing 

to recognise;

7. That, following from (1), (2), (3), (4), (5), and (6), the debate between 

the Liberals and the Communitarians has really much more to do with 

politics than it does with philosophy;

8. That (following 7) the politics of the Liberal-Communitarian debate is 

essentially, as Oakeshott says, an exercise in “Rationalism in Politics”;

9. That Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct both answers and explains the de­

bate between the Liberals and the Communitarians. Moreover, On Hu­

man Conduct provides a unique model for how we ought to philosophise 

about politics in a non-normative way;

10. That in light of the preceding points, our only alternative is that of Ra­

tional Conduct.

My main proposal in this dissertation is that we learn from Oakeshott that politi­

cal philosophy does not so much result in the self-conscious pursuit of rational 

ideals, such as those espoused in Rawls as the two principles of justice. It in­

stead directs us towards an understanding of politics as “The Pursuit of Intima­

tions” and political philosophy as but participation in one very peculiar strand of 

“The Conversation of Mankind.”

tion, 1962), and his positive “ideal character” of civil association in On Human
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Chapter 2 -  Michael Oakeshott & the Idea of Philosophy as Experience 
without Modification, Arrest or Presupposition

I am aware that in these days many readers will require no other evi­
dence than this confession to condemn my view out of hand. For the 
abuse which it was formerly the lot of philosophy in general is now re­
served for philosophical Idealism, which (it is the common opinion) is 
decadent, if not already dead. Its doctrines are held to comprise a mixture 
of fallacies and truisms, and “the intellectualism” in philosophy of which 
it is the chief representative is counted a spent force needing no other 
evidence of its falsity than its own decay. So far as I can ascertain, how­
ever, these opinions are founded upon no firmer basis than one of con­
fused reasoning and irrelevant anecdote. Idealism is in these days dis­
missed, it seems, because it has presumed to raise difficulties and ques­
tioned postulates which it were wiser to have left hidden and undisputed. 
There was, indeed, a time when a kind of Idealism was the orthodoxy of 
philosophy, but this fortunately is no longer the case. A received phi­
losophy is one already dead. And if by calling it decadent, the opponents 
of Idealism mean nothing more than it is out of fashion, its friends will 
ask nothing better than the dispassionate criticism which a philosophy 
without a reputation to be feared may reasonably expect. In these cir­
cumstances, then, what seems to be required is not so much an apology 
for Idealism as a restatement of its first principles, and in so far as my 
view is Idealistic (and how far it is, I do not know myself) this is what I 
have attempted.32

2 - 0  Preface

This dissertation concerning Michael Oakeshott and the contemporary debate in 

political philosophy between the Liberals and the Communitarians pivots upon 

the argument that the radical disseveration that Oakeshott tirelessly argues for 

between the theory and practice of politics does obtain. While Oakeshott argues 

that philosophy may help straighten crookedness in thought and understanding 

concerning our conduct, he does not believe it may ever serve as a straightfor­

ward guide to our political conduct in the way I have suggested the contempo­

Conduct.
32 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.6-7
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rary practitioners of the Liberal-Communitarian debate suppose.33 What I mean 

is, political philosophy, according to Oakeshott, is incapable as such of produc­

ing regulative norms, which it is then incumbent upon us to follow because of 

the rationality of their derivation. (In this dissertation, we may consider Rawls’s 

two principles of justice as a particularly relevant example.) Such normative 

conclusions and the methods of their derivation, Oakeshott believes, are the re­

sults of an ignoratio elenchi, or the error of irrelevance, an error that in the case 

of our political conduct leads us down the perilous path of “Rationalism in Poli­

tics.” Such defective political conduct as Oakeshott suggests Rationalism in 

Politics is, which Oakeshott supposes underlies virtually all our politics today, is 

a legacy, according to him, of the failed project of the enlightenment to deduce, 

as Alasdair MacIntyre aptly describes it, “a tradition-independent justification of 

the Liberal, individualist viewpoint.”34

In order, however, to understand this most serious charge of Oakeshott’s, we 

must first understand the theory of knowledge that leads Oakeshott to make it. It 

is, therefore, the task of this first chapter upon Oakeshott to exposit what Oake­

shott understands of philosophy as experience without modification, arrest or 

presupposition. Later I will go on to show the significance to Oakeshott’s politi­

cal theory of what he considers the unbridgeable gulf between theory and prac­

tice that results from this understanding.

In the next chapter, I will examine what Oakeshott means by “Rationalism in 

Politics,” and the consequences of such in our contemporary ethical life, as well 

as Oakeshott’s positive alternative of Rational Conduct. In my penultimate chap­

ter, I shall examine Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct as an example of how po­

litical philosophy ought to be conducted.

331 have suggested this in Chapter 1, and shall produce evidence for this conten­
tion throughout this dissertation.
34 The practice of Rationalism in Politics, according to Oakeshott, threatens us in 
two ways: first, it threatens our negative freedoms through the imposition of ra­
tionalist plans; and secondly, it threatens our positive freedoms by undermining 
the traditional political knowledge or cultural capital that a society needs to gov­
ern itself felicitously. In Oakeshott’s terminology, the practices of Rationalism 
in Politics threaten the practices of Rational Politics.
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In exploring Oakeshott’s conception of philosophy in Experience and its Modes 

here, along with Oakeshott, I shall only mention three rival modes of experi­

ence: those of history, science, and practice. Putting to one side the modes of 

science and history, I shall leave discussion of the mode of practice to the fol­

lowing chapter. It is the mode of practice, however, dependant as it is upon 

Oakeshott’s epistemology as a whole, which accounts for Oakeshott’s ethical 

relativism, though it is a relativism, as I will try to show, far more self-critical 

than most.

Such “modes” are for Oakeshott self-contained ways of regarding the world, 

such that the ways, means and standards of judgement peculiar to one, may not 

be legitimately used in another. To confuse these modes, Oakeshott believes, is 

always, as I have already said, to fall into the error of irrelevance, or ignoratio 

elenchi.

The modal nature of Oakeshott’s considerations upon philosophy, however, does 

not lead us into a simple-minded relativism, as some have suggested. Oakeshott 

believes it is still the task of philosophy -  philosophy in this case understood as 

experience without arrest, modification or presupposition -  to define the limits 

and ultimate postulates of each defective and abstract mode of experience, and 

to highlight the danger of the failure to observe these limits. Philosophy as such, 

for Oakeshott, though limited, maintains its distinctiveness as a unique, and in 

some ways superior, manner of knowing.

Where we are concerned, however, the first and last of the modes discussed in 

Experience and its Modes shall be of most importance. With regard to the first, 

that of history, it is Oakeshott’s principal contention that history as such may 

never be used to direct political practice. According to Oakeshott, from history 

we may not draw principles of conduct, without such history ceasing to be his­

tory, and illegitimately becoming a kind of informing ideology.

How history is used in political theory, legitimately and otherwise, especially by 

such Communitarians as Charles Taylor and Alasdair MacIntyre, and even to an
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extent Richard Rorty, we shall examine in the course of this dissertation in 

Chapters 6, 7, and 11 respectively. As I will try to show, though history is all that 

we have to guide our conduct in the present (as Oakeshott, MacIntyre and Taylor 

rightly show) it is still not suited for the uses toward which MacIntyre, Taylor 

and others are inclined to put it, since the contradictions inherent in its examina­

tion, as with the other modes, make it ultimately defective.

The mode of experience termed practice -  that is, the mode of experience which 

comprises our agency, and the range of practices within which such agency is 

exercised -  is perhaps the most important for this dissertation, and shall be ex­

amined in some detail in the next chapter. For it is the vexing question of agency 

(what it is; how it ought to be understood; and the practical consequences which 

are said to be the result of it), that occupies so much of the literature of the Lib­

eral-Communitarian debate. And it is from Oakeshott’s understanding of the 

mode of practice that his ethical non-universalism about values is derived.35

Science, experience seen sub species quantitatis, and in terms of cause and ef­

fect, I shall have less to say about here. Of course, Oakeshott in Experience and 

its Modes devotes a whole part of the work to the mode of science. However, the 

mode of science has the least relevance to our endeavour. And it does not go too 

far to say that of all the sections of Experience and its Modes the one devoted to 

science has aged the least well.

Oakeshott does not suggest that these three modes are the only modes, since ac­

cording to his thinking, as we shall see, experience may be arrested and exam­

ined for coherence at any point. He does, however, regard these three as particu­

'J C

As I shall argue throughout this dissertation, in many respects, differences in 
the conception of agency between the Liberals and Communitarians are often 
more apparent than actual. Furthermore, I will show that the differences between 
Liberals and Communitarians in general are more political than philosophical, 
and that philosophy as such cannot wholly account for such differences.
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larly significant to experience regarded as a whole, especially concerning their
' i  f i

relation to our ethical and political practice.

Once I have the subject matter, limits, and characteristics of the modes of history 

and practice in place, I will then in later chapters employ these modes and Oake­

shott’s conception of philosophy in an effort to show how the contemporary de­

bate in political philosophy is an unstable melange of rationalist and non­

rationalist practice and theory. I will then reveal, using Oakeshott’s own theoris­

ing, how the various theoretical practitioners of the Liberal-Communitarian de­

bate exceed the limits of these inviolate modes and thereby demand more of phi­

losophy (as a guide to our ethical conduct) than it has to offer.

2 - 1  Introduction to a World in which Metaphysics no Longer Obtains

It is a principal contention of this thesis that only in the political theorising of 

Michael Oakeshott do we come face to face with what the theory and practice of 

political philosophy must entail in a world in which neither metaphysics nor the 

possibility of metaphysics any longer obtains. Neither Kant nor Hegel, nor for 

that matter Plato and Aristotle, can be said to have ever faced such a problem. 

For though the character and content of metaphysics was always controversial, a 

belief in at least the possibility of a realist metaphysic as the foundation neces­

sary for ethical theorising was almost universally held. For Plato, ethical phi­

losophy was at one with metaphysics; similarly, Aristotle’s ethics is based on a 

very particular metaphysical biology. And while Kant himself believed in a

36 Later, in the “Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of Mankind” (London: 
Bowes & Bowes, 1959) Oakeshott adds a further mode, that of poetry. This is 
seen to rather complicate the account of philosophy in Experience and its Modes 
at least in terms of the essays of Rationalism in Politics. Later still, when Oake­
shott comprehensively restates his account of philosophy in On Human Con­
duct, the modes will seem to multiply innumerably into platforms of conditional 
understanding. These changes I do not think seriously mitigate Oakeshott’s 
point that philosophy’s purpose is always explanatory, and can never be em­
ployed as a method for deriving norms of conduct.
37 Even in the case of Richard Rorty, that avowedly anti-realist philosopher, I 
argue there is a veiled realism in terms of the pragmatism with which his theory 
is underwritten.
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noumenal world and our inherent capacity for self-directed autonomy, Hegel be­

lieved in the notion of Geist as the progressive self-actualisation of freedom in 

history. Though these varied theorists may have held different views of the ulti­

mate character of reality, the fact remains that the intellectual edifices that such 

theorists erected were built upon such realist foundations or, in the case of 

Hegel, a universalist historicism.38

With nearly a century of anti-realist criticism in metaphysics and near universal 

acceptance of anti-realist ethical epistemology about values in our contemporary 

ethical theorising, the denouement of the project of the enlightenment, norma­

tive political philosophy as an activity, I contend, is left devoid of what was once 

its most important resource.

2 - 2  Oakeshott & Experience & Its Modes

Experience and its Modes, published in 1933, is perhaps Oakeshott’s most im­

portant work, and in it we may trace the roots of all his subsequent political 

theorising, from the early essays of Rationalism in Politics, to those of the later 

On Human Conduct and On History?9 As Oakeshott wrote in Experience and its 

Modes (and we may take this idea as a constant of Oakeshott’s intellectual ca­

reer) there can be no such thing as a theory of knowledge without there also be­

ing a theory of being. It is just such a theory, both of knowing and being, then, 

that Oakeshott in Experience and its Modes and in all his works ever after, sets 

out to establish. So, not only does Oakeshott set out his idealist epistemology in 

Experience and its Modes, but he also sets out the groundwork for his critique of 

Rationalism in Politics in order to show us the consequences of such a faulty 

epistemology in our practical lives. He does so, furthermore, to highlight the 

perils of embodying what he considers to be the defective conception of knowl­

edge that underlies much of our ethical conduct -  one that illegitimately accords

381 will elaborate upon what I mean by the “quasi-realist foundations of Hegel” 
in my Chapter upon Hegel.
39 Oakeshott, Michael. On History and Other Essays, (New Jersey: Barnes & 
Noble Books, 1983)
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sovereignty to technique and diminishes the practical knowing how of the cul­

turally and politically literate individual.

Oakeshott’s contention that a theory of being is a necessary accompaniment to a 

theory of knowledge may indeed seem more continental than not. Regardless, I 

suggest that it is the attempt to provide a theory of knowledge without also pro­

viding a theory of being -  to carry on the Enlightenment tradition of political 

theory and practice without subscribing to the realist ethical foundations upon 

which such an account is necessarily dependent -  that has stymied the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate since its inception.

This hollow adherence to Enlightenment Rationalism (hollow because it is 

enlightenment rationalism without the realist metaphysics with which the 

Enlightenment was undergirded) I will suggest, has resulted in a situation in 

which according to Oakeshott, “almost all politics today have become Rational­

ist or near-Rationalist.” And the traditional forms of knowledge and practice, 

upon which Oakeshott contends successful political practice depends, have been 

increasingly degraded.40

This is not quite, however, to suggest that what Oakeshott calls Rationalism in 

Politics is to be directly equated with the realist metaphysics that Experience 

and its Modes is concerned to refute, thought they are intimately related; rather, 

the practices of Rationalism in Politics, of which I suggest the participants of the 

Liberal-Communitarian debate are alike culpable, are a coeval and related de­

velopment of the Enlightenment’s attempt at deducing, in Alasdair MacIntyre’s 

definition, a tradition-independent justification of the Liberal, individual view­

point.

As Oakeshott sees, perhaps more clearly than anyone, while the relation between 

realism about things and Rationalism in Politics, which is based upon realism 

about values, is not direct, it is certainly not accidental either. The view taken 

concerning the one has an effect on the view we take upon the other, if only in­

40 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.5
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directly. I would suggest that a fundamental asymmetry has presently developed 

between the anti-realism of today’s political philosophers, and the Rationalism 

in Politics inherent in their political philosophies. As Oakeshott so succinctly 

puts it in Experience and its Modes,

It is, however, one thing to renounce a doctrine [what I have sug­
gested the Liberals and Communitarians have done] and another to 
rid oneself of its influence [what I suggest they have not.] The no­
tion of reality as separate is so ingrained in our way of thinking that 
it is not easily thrown off. And our way of talking serves only to 
emphasise this vicious and negligent dualism.41

Relieving ourselves of the aforementioned “vicious and negligent dualism” both 

“about things” and “about values” can be understood as Oakeshott’s central pro­

ject, epistemologically and practically. This is not only the case in Experience 

and its Modes and the essays of Rationalism in Politics, but also in Oakeshott 

later work of On Human Conduct and in the final essays of On History.

Of course, aside from Experience and its Modes, Oakeshott wrote much, and on 

a great miscellany of subjects; still, Experience and its Modes is where Oake­

shott’s comprehensive views upon philosophy and the relationship between the­

ory and practice are presented systematically, and it is where I shall begin.42 In­

deed, much critical misinterpretation of Oakeshott (hostile and otherwise) can 

be understood to directly derive from a lack of acquaintance with this most 

seminal work.

It is, of course, not incumbent upon all those who criticise Oakeshott for the es­

says of Rationalism in Politics or On Human Conduct to read Experience and its 

Modes. My point is only that through a close reading of Experience and its

41 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.61. As I intend to show, 
there are actually two realist/non-realist dualisms with which we are here con­
cerned, which though related are not identical and should not be confused. There 
is the dualism between realism and non-realism concerning “things.” I will ex­
amine this dualism, which is in the main the subject of Oakeshott’s Experience 
and its Mode’s in this chapter. In addition, there is the dualism between realism 
and non-realism concerning values; this I will tackle secondly when I come to 
discuss the mode of practice in the next chapter. The mode is of most impor­
tance as far as this dissertation is concerned.
42Not excluding how to pick a winner at the Derby!

-36-



Modes we may come to a better understanding of Oakeshott. A thorough exege­

sis of Experience and its Modes is an essential element of this dissertation, and 

will show (among other things) that the essays of Rationalism in Politics are not 

simply the outpourings of a conservative ideologue; rather, they are the consid­

ered practical results of an entire and sustained (both metaphysically and ethi­

cally) epistemological world-view. If the conclusions derived are in the main 

more conservative than radical, more Communitarian than Liberal, then so be it.

2 - 3  Idealism, British and Otherwise

It should first of all be remarked that the term “Idealism” here means something 

very different from what we often mean by idealism in matters of politics and 

ethics. Instead of a high-minded and passionate pursuit of high ideals or princi­

ples such as truth, justice and equality in our moral and political dealings with 

others (though it is not mutually exclusive of these), here “Idealism” is a phi­

losophical position. But before outlining this position, it may prove useful to 

take a step backward and say something on the subject of philosophy in general.

Philosophy, by its very nature and subject matter, always presupposes a back­

ground in thought. And the unique and seemingly near hermetic conception of 

philosophy that Oakeshott first presents in Experience and its Modes is no ex­

ception. Such a background in thought is always twofold. In the far background, 

there is that tradition of philosophy that any philosopher must necessarily take as 

their point of departure. And in the foreground, there is always that view or fam­

ily of views that have gained such great currency, that the philosopher is moti­

vated to both understand and correct them in their own theorising.

The importance of such a background to different thinkers varies. The oeuvres 

of Hegel and Aristotle would seem to imply the whole of the preceding history 

of philosophy as a necessary precondition to their own theorising. In Plato, by 

contrast, philosophy at times would seem independent of tradition. Nevertheless, 

philosophy out of nothing is itself inconceivable. And Plato through Socrates 

could not have expounded the doctrine of forms without his sophistic predeces­
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sors’ denial of such a supernal reality underlying and informing the world of ap­

pearances. While Oakeshott may be very sparing with the credit that he gives to 

those whose footsteps have preceded his, his “footprints” can in outline, though 

perhaps not in great detail, be readily discerned.43

The background of Oakeshott’s thought, as is well known, is very much that of 

Philosophical Idealism, both in its continental form, as say found in Hegel’s 

Phenomenology, but also in the form of the more sceptical British tradition of 

Idealism, such as Bradley’s Appearance and Reality.44 Oakeshott, in a rare ex­

pression of indebtedness, writes of those two works as the ones he has learnt 

most from.45 It is also commonly suggested that Oakeshott, more close to home, 

is also greatly indebted to such British Idealists as Green, Bosanquet, R. G. 

Collingwood, McTaggart and Pritchard. This is certainly true, but it is also the 

case that Oakeshott finds influence in Dilthey, and Croce, and Oakeshott often 

remarks on how much he has been inspired by such sceptics as Hume and Mon­

taigne. Later still in On Human Conduct, we may see the influence of Wittgen­

stein and Winch upon Oakeshott’s work.

The foreground of thought that Oakeshott is motivated to write against is that of 

the renaissance in epistemology led by those such as Moore, Russell and Witt­

genstein at Cambridge, and later that of Ayer and Austen at Oxford, and their 

rejection of Idealism as a credible description of the world. That the philosophi­

cal labours of Russell, Moore, Wittgenstein, Ayer, Austen and Whitehead in the 

earlier part of this century may have marginalized philosophical Idealism from 

its near hegemony in the late nineteenth century British academy should not, 

however, wholly exclude it from our present consideration. For, as I will try to 

show with the help of Oakeshott, Idealism as a way of accurately describing our 

knowledge of the external world still has a lot to commend it. Such views as

43 As Oakeshott writes in the preface of On Human Conduct, “And when I look 
back upon the path my footprints make in the snow I wish that it might have 
been less rambling.” On Human Conduct, preface, viii
44 Hegel, G. W. F. Phenomenology o f Spirit, Trans, by A. V. Miller (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1977) Bradley, Appearance and Reality (Oxford: Ox­
ford University Press, 1893)
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Oakeshott expounds have increasingly gained currency, especially as Russellian 

realism and its variants have fallen out of favour.

For what is perhaps most modern about Oakeshott’s idealism, and most distin­

guishes Oakeshott from his contemporaries in political philosophy and his 

predecessors in idealism is not his thoroughgoing rejection of any form of real­

ism in his theorising, since in the case of the Liberals and the Communitarians 

such rejection of ethical realism is part and parcel of modern ethical theorising; 

rather, it is Oakeshott’s realisation of the consequences of such anti- 

foundationalism for our ethical practice, and his identification of the related per­

ils of “Rationalism in Politics”46 that makes his work unique and provides us a 

fresh perspective on both the Liberal-Communitarian debate and idealist phi­

losophy in general.

45 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.6
46 This may all bring to mind the avowedly similar project of Richard Rorty’s, a 
project that I shall examine in some detail in Chapter 9. For Rorty in Philosophy 
and the Mirror o f Nature sought to wrest from us the idea of mind as a glassy 
essence in which reality was, albeit imperfectly, reflected, and replace it with a 
notion of mind as in some sense being all that there is. He then attempted to 
show us what the ethical consequences of such a radical revision of Western 
Philosophy meant for our moral and political practice in Contingency, irony and 
solidarity. Oakeshott, we shall see, pursues substantially the same position in 
Experience and its Modes and the essays of Rationalism in Politics. Indeed, the 
similarity between Oakeshott and Rorty in matters of epistemology is in places 
remarkable. Where they differ is that Rorty and Oakeshott take the conse­
quences of such a world-view very differently. As one commentator has pithily 
noted of Rorty’s project: “Rorty simply speaks globally about ‘liberal democ­
racy’ without ever unpacking what it involves or doing justice to the enormous 
historical controversy about what liberalism is or ought to be.” (Bernstein, Rich­
ard. In Franco, p.233) As I will try to show, this is not Rorty’s principal error -  it 
is Rorty’s conjoinment of this oversight with his utopian politics. In chapter 9 I 
shall make these differences clear, drawing a clear line between Oakeshott and 
Rorty. Broadly, however, it can be said that Oakeshott’s believed such an epis­
temology leads us to embrace a sceptical conservatism in matters of political 
practice, with philosophy maintaining an inviolate autonomy over practice. 
Rorty, by contrast, finds instead in his epistemology license to support a radical, 
liberal utopianism. He does this by drawing upon the disputable resources of 
American pragmatism for the sake of making a better world and better citizens 
of us according to Rorty’s own contingent values and beliefs. Rorty, effectively, 
by reducing philosophy, and especially political philosophy, to the role of “edi­
fying literature” nullifies philosophy, making it one with narrative fiction.
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2 - 4  Oakeshott & Idealism

Idealism (the theory, not the disposition) is the view that there cannot be any­

thing said to exist other than that which is thought, that reality is fundamentally 

mental, that the universe is composed of a singular related whole, and that the 

proper subject matter of philosophy is experience without arrest or presupposi­

tion. Furthermore, Idealism maintains that the appearance of the world as con­

sisting of a finite plurality of separate and discrete parts is contradictory and 

deeply misleading.

Philosophers such as Hegel developed idealism as a way of overcoming and 

surpassing what they saw as the necessarily fruitless debates in philosophy be­

tween the Rationalists and Empiricists. While the Rationalists hypothesised a 

realist world lying behind the vagaries of experience, the Empiricists, by con­

trast, denied that we could have knowledge of anything other than what was 

immediately apparent to the senses.47 Empiricism, as a theory of knowledge, 

was thought by the Rationalists to be incapable as such of accounting for all that 

required explanation.

Idealists, of course, also held that Empiricism was a faulty doctrine, but what 

distinguished Idealism from Rationalism was its rejection of an external reality 

underlying the world of appearances and its correlative rejection of correspon­

dence theories of truth for a coherence theory of truth, which holds that the co-

47 A taste of this perhaps over-discussed debate, which is concerned with the po­
litical philosophies of Kant and Hegel, I shall grant in Chapters 4 and 5. This is 
not, of course, an argument. In addition, the following is not, I should be very 
careful to make clear, an essay upon epistemology. So while this is certainly the 
place to present Oakeshott’s arguments concerning idealism, it is not, however, 
the place to make a comprehensive statement of twentieth century anti-realism, 
particularly because all the practitioners in the debate do claim themselves to be 
anti-realists in matters of ethics. This fact only, in my opinion, crucially distin­
guishes them from Kant and Hegel -  the models that I have used to characterise 
the twin dispositions in ethical theorising, which I suggest best explain the Lib- 
eral-Communitarian debate. They both in their differing ways are at bottom 
ethical realists. Kant subscribes for the purposes of founding his ethical theoris­
ing upon a supernal world of unchanging value. Hegel, by contrast, depends for 
his theory of the state upon the notion of objective world spirit.
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herence of a proposition with the rest of experience is the ultimate test of the 

veracity of that proposition. In Idealism, in contrast to Realism, the veracity of a 

proposition depended on the satisfactoriness of that proposition to the whole of 

experience regarded from a single, unified standpoint.

Clearly, Idealism in this form is born out of a kind of rationalism, insofar as 

what is real must be uncovered from how experience manifests itself. However, 

as we shall see, Oakeshott divests himself of this vestige of Rationalism in his 

own theorising by rejecting “the absolute,” a rejection presaged in Experience 

and its Modes, and made in ever stronger terms throughout Oakeshott’s career. 

By “absolute,” I mean a firm and absolute point from which the veracity of ex­

perience as a whole may be judged.

Idealism, on first view, may seem deeply counterintuitive, contrasting as it does 

with the way in which we generally understand the world. Certainly, it would 

seem that the world must be composed of entities other than the mental, and that 

the world is essentially plural. Such a world-view as was held by Berkeley, who 

understood the world to be composed of a community of minds and their ideas, 

with God’s mind being the infinite cause of most, would certainly seem super­

seded. Yet, I submit, these are not knockdown arguments, and we should not on 

their basis reject the whole of Idealism.

Oakeshott, in Experience and its Modes, Rorty in Philosophy and the Mirror o f 

Nature, Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations, and Quine in Word and 

Object among others, make, I would suggest, sound and convincing arguments 

for Idealism. These theorists argue convincingly that we would be mistaken to 

ascribe existence to anything other than that which has been thought, and that 

we are misled if we believe in correspondence theories of truth and the reality of 

discrete “facts” and “propositions.” This is not to say that these things do not 

exist, only that when we consider them, we are considering them from the 

standpoint of the mental. Idealism in fact accommodates us to this world, devoid

A Q

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations translated by Anscombe, 
G. E. M. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1953) Quine, Willard V. O. Word and Object
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of a supernal world of universals that so many have thought must underlie it.

For, as soon was pointed out, one could remove God from Berkeley’s formula­

tion entirely -  as was performed by T. H. Green and F. H. Bradley, themselves 

following the innovations of Hegel -  while yet preserving the integrity of the 

whole.

However, philosophical idealism, at least as Oakeshott conceives it, is not sim­

ply a re-description in other terms of the same reality with which we are already 

acquainted, or merely the re-deployment in another vernacular of a long forgot­

ten (and perhaps justly) buried theory. We must not underestimate the important 

consequences of adopting such a theory, which offers a better account of how to 

understand the world and our place in it, especially a theory as sceptically de­

ployed and metaphysically parsimonious, both about things and about values, as 

Oakeshott’s. It is my contention, however, that the Liberal-Communitarian de­

bate has done just this.

Oakeshott’s theory, because of its unstinting scepticism, leaves no room for 

much-venerated Idealist conceptions such as “the absolute,” or “objective world 

spirit” as employed by some of Oakeshott’s predecessors in Idealism such as 

Green, Hegel or Bradley. Oakeshott’s Idealism, instead, banishes from view all 

those stable and inviolate entities such as intuitions, facts, or judgements that 

had formerly been used as the foundations of the self or society upon which uni­

versal, ahistorical blueprints for society were justified, but which have univer­

sally escaped incontrovertible justification.49

Oakeshott’s conception of experience, however, is one where each new incorpo­

ration bears its imprint on the whole, and the whole gives sense to the incorpora­

tion, with no element ever achieving complete stability or certainty in the face of 

any new experience until a situation of perfect knowledge has been achieved. 

This achievement, however, is a practical if not theoretical impossibility, which 

goes some way in explaining Oakeshott’s banishment of the idea of the absolute.

(Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1960)
49 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.9
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For Oakeshott, who understands philosophy as experience without arrest, modi­

fication or presupposition, philosophy must always confine itself to the explora­

tion of the local and contingent. In the case of metaphysics, this concerns things; 

in ethics, values.

So when we come to examine Oakeshott’s understanding of the mode of prac­

tice, we shall see that ethical philosophy so understood may never produce uni­

versal, ahistorical criteria with which we may regulate our polities: understand­

ing is always historical, and as such is always less than universal.

This is, on the face of it, an exceedingly radical position -  not the contention 

that metaphysical realism about things does not obtain, which we shall also ex­

amine in this chapter -  rather, the related suggestion that ethical realism about 

values does not obtain, which we shall examine in the next.

While those theorists whom I shall subsequently examine agree that realism 

about values does not obtain -  or rather their arguments do not depend upon re­

alism about values obtaining -  they yet persist in setting out rules for ethical be­

haviour, which can only hold together on a foundation of realism. Without such 

realism about values, arguments about how we ought to conduct ourselves, as 

exemplified by the members of the Liberal-Communitarian debate, shift from 

philosophy to politics -  politics based on a faulty Rationalism, which render 

them either ineffectual or deleterious.

2 - 5  The Subject Matter of Philosophy -  Experience without Arrest, Modi­
fication or Presupposition

This passage from Experience and Its Modes defines Oakeshott’s understanding 

of the mode of experience, emphasizing the union of subject and object at its 

core:

“Experience” stands for the concrete whole, which analysis divides 
into “experiencing” and “what is experienced.” Experiencing and
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what is experienced are, taken separately, meaningless abstractions, 
they cannot, in fact, be separated.50

Moreover, according to Oakeshott,

There is no sensation unmodified by apperception; for everything in 
sensation is presented, not in utter isolation, but as part of a system 
of experience, as part of ourselves. And separated from this system 
it loses its character as experience. In short, if we take immediacy 
seriously, nothing in experience can be said to be immediate; for 
immediacy and experience are mutually exclusive. Judgement and 
experience are inseparable. Wherever there is judgement there is in­
ference, and immediacy has given place to mediation.51

The statement that there may be no perception without there also being judge­

ment, no experience without there also being mediation, has been both affirmed 

and rejected. This was, however, not always so, and is only so today after the 

great change in the temper of philosophy that characterises twentieth century 

philosophy, of which such important writings as W. V. O. Quine’s “Two Dogmas 

of Empiricism,” Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations and Richard 

Rorty’s Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature are important examples.52 Today, 

once again, it is generally accepted that there may be sensation without judge­

ment, and experience without mediation. So we have, in effect, come full circle.

When Oakeshott published these words in 1933, theories of knowledge that 

maintained that sensation could be divorced from judgement, that facts and 

propositions were inviolate, stable, and unchanging, and that realism obtained, 

had reached their apogee in the Anglo-American academy. So it was not quite 

the whole story when I suggested that the background of Oakeshott’s thinking 

was British and German Idealism. By the time of the publication of Experience 

and its Modes, Idealism had been overtaken by the burgeoning Anglo-American 

Analytic philosophy inaugurated by Russell and Moore’s rejection of idealism in 

the first quarter of this century. And it is against this backdrop that Oakeshott 

wrote.

50 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.9
51 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p. 17
52 My point is not that there is nothing in realism: only that the Liberal- 
Communitarian debate most avowedly is a non-realist debate. Realism as a the­
ory still has zealous adherents whose defences are not so easily dispensed with.
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2 - 6  Russell & the Philosophy of Logical Atomism

There are perhaps at least two reasons that can be proffered against singling out 

Russell’s theory of logical atomism as the theory that Oakeshott was writing 

against: first, it would be historically inaccurate (though in my defence it must 

be pointed out that Russell’s influence has been enormous); and second, families 

of theories, rather than single theories represented by particular theorists, are 

what tend to be challenged by subsequent thinkers.

Moreover, Russell himself, at least in the phenomenological account of experi­

ence presented in Our Experience o f the External World, saw himself as arguing 

against realism. He did so by adopting a radical scepticism that sought to con­

sign all that was not either the stuff of existential logic or directly perceived to 

the twin realms of either logical fictions or nonsense.

But Russell, for most of his career anyway, subscribed to one form of realism or 

another, asserting in The Philosophy of Mathematics that he believed in “num­

bers, the Homeric gods, relations, chimeras and four-dimensional spaces” as be­

ing, in part anyhow, ultimate constituents of the universe. Russell was of course 

later to reduce the population of this overcrowded metaphysical menagerie 

through judicious employment of Occam’s razor.

Russell’s theory serves as a useful example because it is predicated on a distinc­

tion to be found in experience between sense and judgement (a distinction that 

Oakeshott contends does not and cannot obtain in experience). It is also essen­

tially pluralist (insofar as it is predicated upon a conception of discrete and iso­

lated facts), and relies on a correspondence theory of truth (between existential 

“facts” on the one hand, and mental “propositions” about the world upon the 

other).

In many respects though, it is not simply the theory of Russell’s logical atomism 

that I wish to make clear, in an effort to give us a better account of Experience 

and its Modes. I also want to make clear that the Anglo-American disposition in
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philosophising that came out of the early part of the twentieth-century’s political 

thought and is still very much with us, if perhaps not in its subscription to real­

ism “about things,” then in its subscription to the practices of Rationalism of 

Politics -  practices which presuppose the sovereignty of technique of which 

ethical realism or quasi-ethical realism, Oakeshott contends, is the coeval coun­

terpart. I wish to make clear, then, this asymmetry between philosophical epis­

temology and practical disposition, which Russell on the one hand preserves in 

his supposition that pure philosophy is separate from ethics, and on the other 

hand ignores in his populist writings.

For as will be noted, Oakeshott does not simply present us with a rival episte­

mology that he takes to offer us a truer account of reality, but he also shows us 

the implications of such an account. As I will try to show, such a distinction as 

Russell makes and other distinctions like Russell’s provide the foundation upon 

which normative theorising is built; this is so because the relation between our 

epistemology and our theory of practical conduct, if not absolutely direct, is not 

wholly accidental either. And if we take it that such realism about things does 

not obtain metaphysically, this also suggests that those practices which accord 

sovereignty to technique are similarly suspect, because such “Rationalism in 

Politics” is most often predicated upon a realism or quasi-realism about val-
53ues.

But again, it is not my point that no realism as such obtains, or that realism is no 

longer regarded as obtaining: it is that theorists who theorise normatively dis­

avow such realism in their own theorising, yet continue in the practices of Ra­

tionalism in Politics. As I will try to show, today’s practitioner of Rationalism in 

Politics wrongly seeks in his social and political writings and practice to reform 

the world according to a universalist ethics predicated upon ethical realism or 

quasi-ethical realism. And so develops a once and for all ahistoricist blueprint 

for the good society and the good person with which such a society is underwrit­

ten. The irony in Russell’s case, however, is that both his and Oakeshott’s pro­

jects spring from a similarly deep and abiding scepticism. Both also result in the
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same view of the place and role of pure philosophy as being interpretation and 

clarification of the world, rather than the determination of normative values.

2 - 7  What There Is, for Russell That Is

In his wonderfully lucid prose, Bertrand Russell in his lecture series, “The Phi­

losophy of Logical Atomism” gives us a very powerful account of what there is, 

and how we should go about finding it, combined with a sermon setting out the 

end and purpose of philosophy.54 As does Wittgenstein, Russell (and Oakeshott 

too), here provides us not so much with a theory, as a methodology by which to 

philosophise.

Russell writes that since the ultimate goal of philosophy is to give birth to new 

sciences, and then to gracefully release these new sciences to the scientists, phi­

losophy should principally concern itself with empirical analysis and not with 

the postulation of unwarranted metaphysical entities.

Russell’s logical atomism (not to be confused with logical positivism, though 

they do share similar practical sensibilities) proposes that it is possible to distin­

guish in experience between the raw impressions that impugn themselves upon 

the senses, and the judgements we make about them.

By way of such a distinction, Russell believed a logical world could be built, 

explaining and sorting all the miscellany of human experience into the objective 

and the subjective. Rebuilding knowledge so, Russell believed he could finally 

lay to one side subjects such as religion and aesthetics as a kind of nonsense or 

extraneous excursion of mind, and by so doing place knowledge upon firm and 

scientific footings. This grounding of knowledge in science would, he thought,

53 This we shall examine in the following chapter.
54 Russell, Bertrand, “Excursus Into Metaphysics: What There Is” in the Con­
temporary Analytic and Linguistic Philosophies, ed. E. D. Klemke (Buffalo: 
Prometheus Books, 1983), pp.223-232. Lecture VIII of the series “The Philoso­
phy of Logical Atomism.”
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rationalise our social and political practice so as to make our world a better and 

less superstitious place.

The facts or basic building blocks of experience, Russell calls “sensibilia,” a 

sensible being the fundamental base unit of sensation unalloyed with the subjec­

tive judgement that we impose upon experience. “Green patch there,” “loud 

noise now” are the famous two examples, while “this is good” is certainly not an 

example, admixed as it is with evaluative judgement. The former we can take to 

be objective, according to Russell, the latter not. From the contiguous series of 

such sensibilia, sensibilia being understood as real, one infers certain “logical 

fictions.” We infer such fictions by combining the truths of logic with the facts 

of perception so as to allow us to better understand and move within the world, 

for sensibilia on their own would leave the world a less than intelligible.

As Russell puts it, a logical fiction is an identity consisting of “a system of cor­

related particulars, hung on one to another by relations of similarity and con­

tinuous change and so on.” From a series of sensations of green patches there -  

sometimes small, sometimes large -  one soon infers the tree on the top of that 

rise, even though nowhere has that tree ever been directly apprehended.

According to Russell, we would be wrong to ascribe absolute existence to the 

tree by believing that we had had direct impressions of it. That would be episte- 

mologically too ambitious as we do not have first hand acquaintance with the 

tree, only impressions that lead us to the inference. I may infer such a tree to ex­

ist, and there can be said to be a kind of realism here: the sensibilia, sense im­

pressions denuded of judgement, are real. But my supposition that there is such 

a tree existing can only be a logical fiction, though this in itself shall constitute a 

fact. And as a fact, it participates in being as a particular exemplar of the univer­

sal. The same shall go for the chair that I am now sitting upon: all that I may say 

of it is that I infer it to exist from the series of connected sensations produced by 

that chair. Such a logical fiction extends even to the self, which for Russell, 

along with Hume, simply is the “I” inferred to exist from the sum total of all our 

experiences of the personal.
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Now I have not the time, nor the place to recount in their entirety the intellectual 

edifices that Russell builds, nor to show all the steps of his argument. The im­

portance of this digression, however, has been only to show the strength of 

views at the time of Experience and its Modes that understood judgement to be 

separate from sensation, the world to be plural, and that posited a world of facts, 

unalloyed by judgement. Oakeshott’s work, then, is set against a background in 

which a kind of neutral objectivism, as well as a correspondence theory of truth, 

have been established.

Those who followed in Russell’s footsteps (though not quite Russell himself, for 

the relation between Russell’s pure philosophy and his politics is a very compli­

cated one) promoted the notion that philosophy could direct practical activity 

through the issuance of normative rules of conduct. But the kind of realism that 

underlay these rules became, in their absence, part and parcel of the sovereignty 

of technique that has come to characterise the practices of Rationalism in Poli­

tics. For it is a central contention of this thesis, that though such philosophy may 

have been set to one side, the legacy of such philosophy is still very much with 

us.

2 - 8  Philosophy, Oakeshott & The Modes in Comparison

Philosophy for Oakeshott is an activity or method that has no terminus or end 

other than that of understanding and explanation.55 It is, in Oakeshott’s termi­

nology, a self-moved and self-complete activity that, as Oakeshott will show in 

his later works (though all the seeds of that later work have been sown here) 

may never supply normative imperatives of the kind that the Liberals and Com­

55 Experience and its Modes, by contrast, according to Oakeshott in the opening 
pages of the work, is to be the examination of a singular theme, that is, the idea 
of philosophy as experience without arrest, modification or presupposition. 
Whereas Russell’s logical atomism was as its name implies a system for inter­
preting empirical experience predicated upon “logical atoms, ” that is, discrete 
and certain constituents of the universe, Oakeshott’s philosophy begins at the 
farthest remove. Here, rather than with a plurality of determinate atoms, it be­
gins with an undifferentiated one. Whereas truth for Russell is a function of cor­
respondence, for Oakeshott it is a matter of coherence.
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munitarians demand. It is self-moved in the sense that philosophy as an activity 

is its own invitation; self-complete in the sense that philosophy need have no 

purpose or object other than itself. And as Oakeshott shall show, the activity of 

philosophy may begin with the observations of common sense (in line with 

much, if not all, of the tenor of twentieth-century philosophy) but these are only 

points of departure to be superseded. Oakeshott is very keen to make clear that 

philosophy as an activity necessarily destroys or transforms irretrievably the ma­

terial with which it begins. Rather than leaving things as they are, as in Wittgen­

stein’s famous dictum, philosophising is for Oakeshott fundamentally a trans­

forming exercise, irrevocably transforming the objects under its gaze. As Oake­

shott writes in On Human Conduct,

Philosophical reflection is recognised here as the adventure of one 
who seeks to understand in other terms what he already under­
stands and in which the understanding sought (itself unavoidably 
conditional) is a disclosure of the conditions enjoyed and not a 
substitute for it.

The task of Philosophy is for Oakeshott to provide a map of the terrain of hu­

man activity from the point of view of the whole. And as “the perpetual re­

establishment of coherence” in experience, it is, as Oakeshott understands it, an 

activity that only ceases with death. As Oakeshott puts it:

The unity of experience, we must conclude, is neither a unity which 
revolves around some fixed point, nor one derived from conformity 
to some original datum, nor one which involves mere abstractions, 
whether these be essences or common elements. It is a unity conge­
nial to a world or system in which every element is indispensable, in 
which no one is more important than any other and none is immune 
from change and rearrangement.56

2 - 9  Experience & its Modes

“Experience from a particular point of view” could serve as a subtitle for Ex­

perience and its Modes. For Oakeshott in Experience and its Modes is not sim­

ply concerned with what might be called pure philosophy as an excursion, say, 

into speculative metaphysics -  he is also concerned with certain modes or ar­

56 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.33
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rests in the manifold of experience made along the way that I have previously 

enumerated.57

A mode of experience, for Oakeshott, therefore, is an arrest, or backwater in ex­

perience taken as a whole that provides a settled outlook from which to judge 

and organise experience into intelligible and particular discourses such as those 

of history, science or practice. A mode is therefore a kind of halfway house to­

ward the establishment of a complete, whole and stable coherent world of all 

experience. And it is a particular world of experience seen from an arrest in the 

attempt to make experience fully coherent; its elements are continuously modi­

fied and related by all the elements that compose it. So just as all modes of ex­

perience are in effect worlds of experience, they are different worlds. Even so, 

they are similarly defective insofar as they are arrests, abstractions from experi­

ence taken as a whole, unstable. Yet as modes they nonetheless comprehend the 

whole of experience, albeit imperfectly.

A corollary for Oakeshott is that each mode of experience has the quality of 

autonomy from all other modes of experience, even though they do incorporate 

the concrete whole of experience. Each mode is separate, independent and dis­

tinct and contains its own criteria of truthfulness that may not be applied to an­

other mode of experience without slipping into falsehood. As Oakeshott writes:

It will not be necessary for me to consider in detail the relationship 
of the world of practical experience with the two other worlds of ab­
stract ideas the characters of which I have discussed -  the world of 
history and science. I have shown, in principle, that all abstract 
worlds of experience are wholly independent of one another. Be­
tween them there can be no passage of argument whatever without 
the grossest fallacy. What is true for one of these worlds can be nei­
ther true nor false for another; it is merely irrelevant. To carry a 
practical attitude into the world of science or history, or to carry a 
scientific or an historical attitude into the world of practice, must, in

• • •These modes of experience are according to Franco what is most distinctive 
about Oakeshott’s conception of philosophy, and what makes Oakeshott’s phi­
losophy so peculiarly relevant to our contemporary condition. I suggest, rather, 
that what makes Oakeshott’s philosophy so important is the degree to which he 
not only theorises his account, but draws out the implications of such an account 
for our practical lives.
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every case, turn what is significant into non-sense, turn what is 
valuable into something worthless by dragging it into the wrong 
market: and this, I take it, is the essential character of ignoratio el- 
enchi.5%

In Experience and its Modes Oakeshott goes to great lengths to explicate three 

modes of experience: science, history and practice. These are not the only 

modes. Oakeshott suggests there may be many more -  in On Human Conduct, 

“platforms of conditional understanding” multiply innumerably. Still, these three 

are forms of experience seen from particular standpoints that Oakeshott consid­

ers especially relevant for examining the question of how we ought to live, and 

reconciling a theory of being with a theory of knowledge. This reconciliation 

serves him later in the analysis of the difference between rationalist and non­

rationalist politics.

2 - 1 0  Conclusion

So we conclude this introductory chapter on the anti-foundationalist philosophy 

of Michael Oakeshott. In the preceding discussion I have deliberately tried to 

stay clear of the practical implications of the idealist metaphysic of Experience 

and its Modes, and have avoided going too deeply into Oakeshott’s metaphysics. 

The latter I leave to one side as this is not an essay in epistemology or meta­

physical realism about things. The former I leave for the following chapter on 

Rationalism in Politics, save to argue that Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in 

Politics is born out of his idealist metaphysic and is fully consistent with it. I 

have further gone on to suggest that this feature of Oakeshott is peculiar to him. 

Other contemporary practitioners have not been so consistent, and have failed to 

fully come to terms with the consequences of their professed anti-realism insofar 

as they are still engaged in the practices of Rationalism in Politics. My sugges­

tion has been, and will continue to be, that the proponents of the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate have gone too far by overreaching what philosophy 

without realist foundations is capable of in terms of the production of normative 

prescriptions. For while as I will try to show in the following chapters philoso-

r o

Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.311
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phy may explain, clarify and bring understanding to our social and political the­

ory and practice, it may not direct practice.59 Rather than concluding with my 

words, I here turn to those words with which Oakeshott concludes Experience 

and its Modes:

There is perhaps something decadent, something even depraved, in 
an attempt to achieve a completely coherent world of experience; 
for such a pursuit requires us to renounce for the time being every­
thing which can be called good or evil, everything that can be val­
ued or rejected as valueless. And no matter how far we go with it, 
we shall easily forget the sweet delight, which lies in the empty 
kisses of abstraction. Indeed, the attempt to find what is completely 
satisfactory in experience is so difficult and dubious an undertaking, 
leading us so far aside from the ways of ordinary thought, that those 
may be pardoned who prefer the embraces of abstraction. For, if 
these but give little satisfaction, and give what little not for long, it 
is at least a tangible and certain satisfaction while it lasts and should 
not be despised.60

59 Now it has sometimes been pointed out that in Oakeshott’s later writings he 
does not enforce the opaqueness of the modes to each other, and that, strictly 
speaking, such incommensurability between the modes is hard to maintain. How 
can someone at once be a historian, later a Philosopher, and, lastly, a scientist 
with no possible communication between the various modes such that some­
thing learned while engaged in one mode may not be used in another? I am not 
sure to what degree this is a devastating objection. For it seems clear that a man 
may speak many languages, engage in many differing practices, knowing the 
limits of each, being that same man. However, that said, experience of one mode 
aids understanding of the others.
60 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.356
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Chapter 3 -  Oakeshott, the Self of the Mode of Practice, the Idea of Ration­
alism in Politics & the Alternative of Rational Conduct

When we meane to build,
We first survey the Plot, then draw the Modell,
And we see the figure of the house,
Then must we rate the cost of the Erection,
Which if we finde out-weighes Ability,
What we do then, but draw a-new the Modell
In fewer offices? Or at leas, desist
To builde at all? Much more, in this great worke,
(Which is (almoft) to plucke a Kingdome downe,
And set another up) should we survey 
The polit of Situation and the modell;
Consent upon a sure Foundation:
Question Surveyors, know our own estate,
How able such a Worke to undergo,
To weigh against his Offposite? Or else;
We fortifie in Paper and in Figures,
Using the names of men, instead of men:
Like one, that draws the Modell or a house 
Beyond his power to builde it; Who (halfe through)
Gives o’re and leaves his part-created Cost 
A naked subject to the Weeping Clouds,
And waste, for churlish Winter’s tyranny.
-  Lord Bardolphe’s Speech, Henry IV, Part 2 ,1, iii, 58

3 - 0  Preface to the Idea of Oakeshott & Rationalism in Politics

In the last chapter, I detailed Oakeshott’s exploration of the idea of philosophy 

as experience without arrest, modification, or presupposition and the conception 

of mind that underlay it. I did not, however, discuss in depth the three modes or 

arrests in the manifold of experience as a whole that hold Oakeshott’s special 

attention there: the modes of history, science and practice.

Science, I shall lay to one side as not particularly relevant to our endeavour. The 

mode of history I shall take up a little later. In this chapter, I shall first examine 

the mode of practice, and the conception of the self that lies at the heart of it, for 

Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in Politics is built upon the mode of practice 

and the conception of the self with which it is underwritten.
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Following upon this discussion, I will outline Oakeshott’s critique of Rational­

ism in Politics and the related morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals. I 

will then show the deleterious consequences of Rationalism in Politics and the 

morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals in our contemporary ethical prac­

tice. Lastly, I will outline Oakeshott’s understanding of Rational Conduct and 

the morality of habit and custom, proposing them as a salve for our current con­

dition.

3 - 1  Introduction to the Idea of Rationalism in Politics

“Rationalism in Politics” is the blanket term that Oakeshott gives to what he 

considers to be the most remarkable feature of our contemporary political prac­

tice, a development which Oakeshott suggests is coeval with the failed project 

of the enlightenment to deduce a tradition-independent justification of the Lib­

eral, individualist viewpoint.

The deduction of such a tradition-independent justification of the Liberal, indi­

vidualist viewpoint has failed us, according to Oakeshott, in two related ways. It 

has failed insofar as it has not proven possible to discover a realist, objective 

world of values having a superior scope compared with the values of particular 

local communities; and it has failed insofar as the instrumental mind hypothe­

sised to make good this lack, a mind in principle capable of independence from 

the values, traditions and practices of which it is composed, has similarly been 

shown not to obtain. Despite these failures, Oakeshott portentously intones, 

nearly all our politics have become “rationalist” or “near rationalist” and the 

morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals has prevailed over the morality of 

custom and habit. I do not mean to dispute this characterisation.61 But I would 

like to point out that what underlies Rationalism in Politics, and the failure of 

the project of the Enlightenment to deduce a tradition-independent justification

61 It remains, however, to be seen how far we may relieve ourselves of such a con­
dition; still, the realisation that we are in such a situation is a first step toward its 
amelioration.
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of the Liberal, individualist viewpoint, is the emotivist or instrumental self that 

Oakeshott, MacIntyre and Taylor are so concerned to reject.

3 - 2  Introduction to Oakeshott’s Understanding of Rationalism in Politics

“Rationalism,” as it is generally understood, is the view that all practical activity 

ought to be guided by reason. And the bearer of such reason, for Oakeshott, in 

Enlightenment Rationalism, is the instrumental mind or what Alasdair Macln-
f\0tyre terms the emotivist self, and Taylor the unembedded self. Unlike MacIn­

tyre, Taylor and Richard Rorty, Oakeshott does not suggest that Rawls has em­

ployed such a self. The conception of instrumental reason, which underlies such 

rationalism, has at its centre, according to these theorists, a vision of the mind as 

a neutral instrument, operative and in principle self-complete, ultimately inde­

pendent of the materials, values and practices with which it is engaged. Such a 

view of mind was invented as a way of creating or discovering values independ­

ent of any particular tradition, in the interest of establishing norms upon which 

we might base a rational society. Of course, this view of mind is directly counter 

to the conception of mind that Oakeshott presents in Experience and its Modes. 

There, he argues that mind is inseparable from the objects of its contemplation 

(whether these be of values or things) and that the idea of mind as a neutral in­

strument presupposed by instrumental reason and exemplified, for example, by 

Descartes’ Cogito was and is a conceptual impossibility.

This understanding of Rationalism, which suggests that all activity ought to be 

guided by instrumental reason, and that the mind is a neutral instrument, has 

contemporaneously spawned, according to Oakeshott, a mistaken conception of 

the knowledge that under girds practice. It has illegitimately, according to Oake­

shott, accorded sovereignty to technique -  the type of knowledge that may be 

formulated and written within the pages of a book, as opposed to the unwritten 

knowledge that is passed on from master to apprentice. And in so doing, it has 

not taken sufficient account of the practical “knowing how” that, Oakeshott tire­
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lessly argues, is an essential component of our successful theory and practice. 

The relation between this mistaken account of mind and this distorted concep­

tion of practice is complex and indirect, though the rise of both has been more or 

less coeval.

Alongside the rise of this mistaken account of knowledge, indeed whose origins 

greatly precede it and may be considered a precursor to it, has been the rise and 

prevalence of a morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals over the morality 

of custom and habit.

Regardless of the tangled relations between these various strands of our political 

and ethical culture, this emphasis of ideals over customs, according to Oake­

shott, has had the effect of threatening the hard-won panoply of freedoms with 

which Oakeshott and we associate the modern civil condition; it has also had the 

effect of undermining the traditions of “knowing-how” and the morality of cus­

tom and habit whence such freedoms ultimately originated.

It is, therefore, Oakeshott’s contention that in order to rejuvenate our political 

practices and ethics we must forswear such rationalist practice and self- 

conscious morality for what Oakeshott understands as truly rational conduct, 

underwritten by the morality of custom and habit, which Oakeshott understands 

as “The Pursuit of Intimations.”

That said, this misconception concerning knowledge and self, the rise of self 

conscious morality over that of custom and habit, manifests itself in our political 

and ethical practice not only in the attempt to divine a permanent blueprint for 

the good society and the good person: it also manifests itself as the attempt to 

impose this blueprint on society. In Godwin’s words (whom Oakeshott notes 

most Rationalists would disagree with, though Oakeshott suggests they would 

have little reason for doing so) the ultimate view of the rationalist states that,

Taylor’s unembedded self and MacIntyre’s emotivist self will be examined in 
detail in subsequent chapters, chapters 8 and 9 respectively.
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There must in the nature of things be one best form of government 
which all intellects sufficiently aroused from the slumber of savage 
ignorance will be irresistibly incited to approve.

But Rationalism in Politics in Oakeshott’s view is more than this. It is the poli­

tics of “the felt need,” and the marshalling of instrumental reason to solve the 

unending crises of the moment: it is the politics of “uniformity” and “perfec­

tion.” And it is above all else the politics of the self-contained ideology -  the 

self-contained ideology presumed independent of the contingent tradition of be­

haviour to which, Oakeshott notes, it can only be the spectral abridgement.64

3 - 3  Oakeshott & The Idea of Philosophy as Experience without Arrest, 
Modification or Presupposition Revisited

In Experience and its Modes, as I discussed in the last chapter, Oakeshott set out 

to explore a single theme: the theme of experience without arrest, modification, 

or presupposition.65 The exploration of this single theme provides the ground­

work, if we may call it that, for Oakeshott’s anti or non-foundationalist concep­

tion of political philosophy and the morality of custom and habit. This is the

Oakeshott, Michael. “Rationalism in Politics” in Rationalism in Politics, p. 10
64 There are, of course, other versions of rationalism, such as the Rationalism of 
politics of collectivism. This dissertation concentrates upon the liberal, indi­
vidualist form, but that said, Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in Politics is 
not limited to the Rationalism of Liberal, Individualist politics.
65 As Oakeshott’s sceptical idealist conception of philosophy and the mode of 
practice has been taken up in greater detail in the preceding chapter, my discus­
sion of these topics in this Chapter shall be brief. I do wish to connect such exe­
gesis with what we have previously covered, to show the continuity and consis­
tency of Oakeshott’s idealist conception of philosophy with his political phi­
losophy and critique of Rationalism in Politics. This is to go against those critics 
who have suggested a fundamental disjunction between the two. The effect of 
such a point is to suggest that the essays of Rationalism in Politics are more po­
litical than philosophical. They are thus presumably more easily dispensed with 
as the outpourings of a conservative ideologue concerned to meddle in our po­
litical practice. I argue against this by arguing the essays of Rationalism in Poli­
tics are, indeed, a logical extension of Oakeshott’s idealist ruminations m Ex­
perience and its Modes, though not without changes. They should be considered 
firstly in terms of their philosophic import, and only secondly for their political 
implications. I also hope to show that even so, in Oakeshott, there is no neces­
sary contradiction between his arguments against normative political philosophy 
and his participation in the practice of politics.
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foundation upon which Oakeshott later builds his critique of Rationalism in 

Politics in the essays of the same name and his “ideal character” of civil associa­

tion found in On Human Conduct. These latter works we may understand as the 

drawing out of the practical and political implications of the single theme that 

occupied Oakeshott in Experience and its Modes.

The principal concern of this exploration of philosophy in Experience and its 

Modes is, of course, to reject realism (of values and of things) as a valid or true 

understanding of the ultimate constituents of our world of experience, and, as 

well, to understand what it is to live in such a world without a notion of realism 

attached to things or values. Coupled with this is the aim of rejecting a certain 

related conception of mind as a neutral and disembodied instrument in principle 

capable of complete independence of the values that, Oakeshott argues, it is in­

exorably bound with. However, Oakeshott also seeks to embody a conception of 

self independent of material causation.

3 - 4  The Modes of Experience, Again

In exploring the theme of philosophy as experience without arrest, modification 

or presupposition, Oakeshott is concerned to examine three “arrests” or “modes” 

of experience: those of history, science, and practice. Each mode (the expression 

Oakeshott takes from Bradley by way of Spinoza) is an “arrest” in the process of 

achieving complete and coherent experience (a practical if not logical impossi­

bility) that results in a settled and determinate outlook. The mode of experience 

that under girds Oakeshott’s understanding of the deleterious practices of Ra­

tionalism in Politics is that of practice, underwritten as it is by Oakeshott’s con­

ception of the embedded, practical self.

3 - 5  Oakeshott’s Conception of the Self

Oakeshott’s mode of practice is predicated upon a very particular conception of 

the self, a conception of the self that presupposes a world of separate and dis­
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crete selves. And unlike other conceptions of the self such as, say, hypothesised 

by Kant and even one interpretation of the early Rawls, Oakeshott’s conception 

of the self rejects outright the notion of the self as in principle or practice capa­

ble of complete disengagement with the principles and practices that constitute 

it. Oakeshott’s self is of course an engaged or embedded self -  insofar as it is for 

Oakeshott, as it is also for Taylor and MacIntyre, incoherent to think of such a 

self as anterior or separate to the values, practices and history that compose self 

but which are not identical to it. As such, it is a self nonetheless always capable 

of self-reflection and self-determination, and is not a self so radically engaged as 

to be without any degree or degrees of freedom.

For Oakeshott,

Freedom [then]... is a practical idea, an idea which has relevance in 
the world of practical activity and nowhere else... Freedom and ne­
cessity are conditions of the mind which has achieved (or failed to 
achieve) practical truth. They are conditions of the practical self...
The only truth that makes a man free is practical truth, the posses­
sion of a coherent world of practical ideas. Indeed, practical truth 
and freedom seem to me inseparable; where the one is, the other 
will be found also.66

Oakeshott’s point here is that the idea of freedom in the absence of the practical 

conditions of a coherent world of truth and a world of interlocking moral prac­

tices (as, say, in the civil condition), in which agency may be freely exercised, is 

incoherent at best, deeply misleading at worst.

This may not seem a particularly shattering proposition; however, if we couple 

this with Oakeshott’s anti-realism, both of things and of values, and with Oake­

shott’s understanding of the correct relation between theory and practice, we be­

gin to see the depth and breadth of his theory and its implications. And, in 

examining his views on the importance of the morality of custom and habit, and 

the deficiencies of the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals, we begin 

to see the uniqueness of Oakeshott’s relativism, and the import of his belief that 

philosophy may never direct practice.

66 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.268n
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3 - 6  The Self & The Mode of Practice

The mode of practice is for Oakeshott the world of experience considered sub 

specie voluntatis or from the standpoint of will. And the first notion concerning 

the mode of practice and of the self that Oakeshott would dissuade us of is the 

view that thought and actions are on their own separate and distinct entities. 

“‘What happens’ in practical life” Oakeshott has it, “is not the material of 

thought, it belongs itself to the world of thought; ‘action’ is not the product of 

thought, it belongs itself to the world of thought.” The converse is also true: 

theory is derived from and indeed derivative of practice.

That said, however, the mode of practice presupposes for Oakeshott, unlike the 

other modes which are singular, two separate and ultimately irreconcilable 

worlds, both “the world as it is,” and “the world as it ought to be.”68 And in this 

disagreement between “what is” and “what ought to be” is where agency, mor­

ally speaking, finds its home.

Agency is ultimately, for Oakeshott then, the recognition of perceived dissatis­

factions in the world and the agent’s attempt to reconcile the world “as it is” 

with the world as “it ought to be,” in an effort to make that agent’s world of 

practical experience an ever more coherent world. In this discrepancy between 

“what is” and “what ought to be” value enters. As Oakeshott writes,

Valuation, then, is thinking; and it is subject to the criterion com­
mon to all forms of judgement and all worlds of ideas. The criterion 
by means of which we distinguish what is valuable among the 
things we take to be valuable, the criterion by which we determine 
the truth or falsehood of our judgements of value, is not correspon­
dence with some external standard, but the coherence of the world 
of value itself. The reason why anything is taken to be valuable is 
because it appears to make our world of values coherent; and the 
reason why anything is valuable is because the coherence of the 
world of value depends on its acceptance.69

67 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.251
68 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.256
69 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.278
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As such, for Oakeshott, the world of practice is not simply that of mere thoughts 

or mere actions, but also that of the values and judgements that we impress upon 

and derive from the world: “The world of practical experience is a world of 

judgements, not of mere actions, volitions, feelings, intuitions, instincts or opin­

ions.”70 Every judgement, indeed, is itself an assertion of reality. For Oakeshott, 

the mode of practical experience is an unstable and ongoing enterprise. He 

writes,

The resolution of the discrepancy which practice undertakes can 
never finally be accomplished. No sooner is it realised at one point 
in the world of experience, then a new discord springs up elsewhere, 
demanding a new resolution, a fresh qualification of “what is here 
and now” by “what ought to be.”71

The standard of truth, then, in the mode of practice is the degree of coherence of 

practical experience taken as a whole: “Practical truth is the coherence of this 

world of practical experience.”

This has for Oakeshott a number of important implications. For one thing, such 

a view rules out a pure, universal objective realism about values, by which I 

mean a realm of values anterior or superior to any community that may or may 

not embody some or all of them. What is valuable is so for Oakeshott because of 

its relation to and coherence with our world of practical experience, and not be­

cause it conforms to any external or inviolate standard of that which is good and 

right.

However, this is not to say that the agent is independent of values or is capable 

of creating values ex nihilo. There is no solipsism here. Neither is the agent 

some Nietzschean author of all values, nor is an Oakeshottian agent completely 

bound to a pre-existing set of values over which he has little or no influence; 

rather, Oakeshott’s agent always lives within a horizon of values, derived from 

the practices and values of the society that he lives within, always maintaining

70 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.256
71  •Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.291
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the freedom to reflect upon them and act to change them so as to make his 

world, for himself, an ever more coherent world. As Oakeshott puts it,

If anything were a matter of mere opinion there could be no differ­
ence of opinion. It belongs to the character of a mere opinion that it 
can never be contradicted: in the region of mere opinions, what one 
asserts the other never denies.72

So while there is no external subjective realm of good and right as a standard for 

our actions, there is yet a world of values superior to the agent in which an agent 

exercises his agency. In other words, there is an objective system of values and 

mores within which an agent operates, specific however to the community of 

agents in which the individual lives, but not superior, external or universal to the 

community. As Franco writes of Oakeshott’s mode of practical experience:

For Oakeshott, then, practical life does not consist of isolated “ac­
tions, volitions, feelings, intuitions, instincts or opinions”; it is a 
world of experience. Nothing in it is simply given, immediate, 
brute, irrational, or unconditional. Every action, intuition, and opin­
ion belongs to a world of meaning and is what it is by virtue of hav­
ing a place in that world. None escapes the criterion of experience; 
each must be judged in terms of its contribution to the coherence of 
the world of practical ideas. Oakeshott’s view o f practical experi­
ence has nothing to do with any sort o f simple-minded relativism.73

3 - 7  The Morality of the Self-Conscious Pursuit of Ideals & the Morality of 
Custom & Habit

We now come to what Oakeshott understands as morality. Morality for Oake­

shott in Experience and its Modes is the conscious and unconscious engagement 

in the coherent and interlocking social practices of the community of which one 

is a part.

As I have already suggested, Oakeshott understands Western Europe to have 

hosted two rival versions of morality: the morality of custom and habit, and the 

morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals. However, they have not always 

existed on an equal footing, with the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of

no Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.254
73 Franco, Paul. The Politicd Philosophy o f Michael Oakeshott p59 emphasis mine.
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ideals gradually gaining ascendancy over the morality of habit and custom in the 

years since the rise of Christianity and the downfall of Imperial Rome. Oake­

shott suggests the self-conscious morality bequeathed to us by our Roman-Greco 

and Christian inheritance created a rich soil in which the practices of Rational­

ism in Politics might more easily flourish. He writes:

The morality of these (early Christian) communities was a custom 
of behaviour appropriate to the character of faith... It was a way of 
living distinguished in its time and place by the absence of a formu­
lated moral ideal... But over these earlier years, in the first of the 
two centuries, came a great change. The habit of moral behaviour 
was converted into the self-conscious pursuit of formulated moral 
ideals... A Christian morality in the form of a way of life did not, of 
Course, perish, and it has never completely disappeared. But from 
this time in the history of Christendom a Christian habit of moral 
behaviour (which had sprung from the circumstances of Christian 
life) was swamped by a Christian moral ideology.74

Now it is important to understand that though these two moralities are in some 

way in competition, they are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, the morality of the 

self-conscious pursuit of ideals would be incoherent without the morality of cus­

tom upon which it is founded. However, there are of course important differ­

ences between the two that we must examine.

The morality of custom and habit is the earlier form of morality that we are per­

haps best acquainted with from the ethical writings of Aristotle. Therein, Aris­

totle argues for an account of morality understood as the inculcation of the vir­

tues and habits of the well-educated, magnanimous man or Phronimos. Virtue 

here is a matter of acting in the right way, to the right situation, and to the right 

degree, and is more a matter of reflexive habit than it is the conscious employ­

ment of particular, moral ideals, as has become much more prevalent in the 

modern era.

By contrast, the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals is a very much 

newer innovation, coextensive with the rise of Christianity and characterised by 

a morality much more obviously reflective, self-conscious, and oriented around

74 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.483

-64-



particularly modern ideals such as justice, freedom, equality, distributive justice 

and so forth.

3 - 8  The Defect of the Mode of Practical Experience

As with all other modes of experience, the mode of practice itself is radically 

defective and may not trespass upon the other modes without slipping into ig- 

noratio elenchi or the error or irrelevance. As Oakeshott writes, “science, his­

tory, and practice, as such cannot collide; they are merely irrelevant to one an-
nc

other.” What is resolved in practical experience, according to Oakeshott, al­

ways creates new incoherences to be resolved:

Practice, we have seen, is the alteration of practical experience. And 
practical experience is a determinate world of ideas never in prac­
tice to be wholly transformed... the resolution of the discrepancy 
which practice undertakes can never finally be accomplished. No 
sooner is it realised at one point in the world of experience, then a 
new discord springs up elsewhere, demanding a new resolution, a 
fresh qualification of “what is here and now” by “what ought to 
be.”76

The ultimate defectiveness of each and every mode of experience disallows the 

results and theorems of any particular mode of experiencing from being used in 

another, different mode of experience; this entails that the results of science, or 

the conclusions to history, may not be dragged into the mode of practice to di­

rect our conduct.

Philosophy is itself, as Oakeshott is very keen to make clear, an escape from 

practical life -  a holiday excursion, as it were. But a holiday excursion in which 

the souvenirs brought back may not be employed at home in practice.

In terms of the relation between theory and practice, philosophy and politics, 

Oakeshott is with Plato, when he reiterates that for us what is farthest from our 

needs is that philosophers should wish to be kings, or that kings should endeav­

our to be philosophers. With Hegel, and against Marx, Oakeshott believes the

Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, P.316
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purpose of philosophy is not to change the world, but to interpret it. To change 

the world through the employment of philosophy is to become “that most de­

plorable creature,” the Rationalist in Politics.

3 - 9  Reiterating the Self & the Mode of Experience of Practice

To recount, Oakeshott in Experience and its Modes, in delineating the mode of 

practice and the conception of the self which underwrites it, aims to establish the 

following points:

1. That the self of practice presupposes a world of separate and discrete 

selves.

2. That the self of practice is composed of the values and norms in which it 

is engaged, but is not identical to such values, as it is always in principle, 

and in practice, capable of reflection and action upon such values.

3. That the idea of freedom is an idea of practical experience.

4. That practical activity is itself a form of experience and therefore “a 

world of ideas.”

5. That thought and action are one.

6. That the mode of practice, unlike the other modes, presupposes two 

worlds, the world “as it is,” and the world, “as it ought to be.”

7. That in the discrepancy between “what is,” and “what ought to be,” the 

realm of value enters.

8. That which is valuable is that which makes the world of practical experi­

ence a more coherent world of experience.

1 f \ Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.288 & p.291
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9. That the realm of value, owing to the above, is not anterior or superior to 

the world of practice.

10. That such a world of ideas as practice is, however, abstract and defective 

from the point of view of the whole.

11. That the standard of truth in the mode of practice, as with every mode, is 

the coherence of this mode of experience as a whole.

12. That the defect of the mode of practical experience lies in the impossibil­

ity of the mode of practice finally achieving complete coherence between 

“what is” and “what ought to be.”

13. That such a world or set of ideas, because it is defective, cannot directly 

relate with other forms of experience; in other words, that the criteria of 

truthfulness of the mode of practice may not be legitimately used to de­

termine truthfulness in any other mode.

14. And that, finally, from the standpoint of the whole, such a world of ideas 

must ultimately be rejected as a complete and autonomous world of 

ideas.

Oakeshott maintains such views not only because they cohere with his idealist 

conception of philosophy, but also because he considers will to be a part of intel­

lect or intelligence, and not some anterior or separate faculty of agency, such as 

perhaps Kant or even the early Rawls supposed. Oakeshott’s point is that mind 

is inseparable from the objects of its engagements, and that it is a fallacy to con­

sider it in abstraction from them, as we shall see when we come to discuss 

Kant’s noumenal world or “the original position” that lies at the centre of 

Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice. Similarly, it is a fallacy to believe that underlying 

the world of appearance is a supernal realm of universal values superior to the 

values of any particular community.
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Again, as with the other modes, the mode of practice is defective and abstract; 

however, its principal defect lies not in its being incomplete, though it is that 

too, but in its inherent indeterminacy. The mode of practice is defective because 

it always presupposes a deficiency to be rectified and presumes that in the sub­

sequent rectification “what was” changes to “what ought to be.” Here, however, 

complete satisfaction may never be had, as in Hobbes, since new dissatisfactions 

will always make themselves known and demand correction. There is for Oake­

shott, therefore, except for “the empty kisses” of philosophical abstraction, no 

way to get outside of practice, aside from death. Philosophy is, indeed, a kind of 

death.77

3 - 1 0  What is Rationalism in Politics? Does it result from the Realism of 
Values & of Things Related Previously? No. But it is not Unrelated 
Either.

Now that we have Oakeshott’s idealist conception of philosophy in place, and at 

least a smattering of the role of the mode of practice and the function of the self 

within it, we may begin to discuss Oakeshott’s critique of the practices of Ra­

tionalism in Politics. For it is this work which has gained Oakeshott his most 

fervent admirers, as well as his staunchest critics. Let us then turn to this cri­

tique, as it is important that we understand what Oakeshott does and does not 

mean by it.

The practices identified and characterised in Rationalism in Politics, as I have 

already stated, are the coeval development of a certain manner or style of poli­

tics based on a certain conception of foundationalist philosophy and/or the con­

ception of the instrumental mind that arose to replace it. What I am suggesting 

is, with the decline of belief in a realist world of values as say held by the an­

cient Greeks, the belief in the instrumental mind arose to compensate for this 

universalist shortcoming. It is these conceptions of both mind and values, things 

and the world that Oakeshott takes such pains to argue against in Experience

77 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.257
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and its Modes: that is, realist or foundationalist conceptions of knowledge or 

practice of any kind, and/or the mind as a neutral instrument.

The practices of Rationalism in Politics, however, are not as they might initially 

seem the direct result of the employment of a mistaken epistemology in political 

philosophy, such as the foundationalist ones we considered in the last chapters; 

nor are they the direct result of the instrumental conception of mind also dis­

cussed.

The “hidden spring” (Oakeshott’s term) of Rationalism in Politics can, however, 

be seen to be associated with, though not the direct result of, the two doctrines 

of knowledge and the two conceptions of the self presented in Experience and 

its Modes. There is a relation, though the connections may be difficult to untan­

gle, between the idealist account of epistemology therein presented as the true 

account and the misconceived metaphysical realism and/or instrumental mind 

that Oakeshott’s idealism and embedded conception of mind is so set against.

The theories that underlie the misbegotten practice of rationalism are for Oake­

shott the same theories that he argued so vehemently and carefully against in 

Experience and its Modes. These include all those realist or near-realist theories 

concerning things, running the gamut from Plato’s theory of ideal forms, Rus­

sell’s Logical Atomism, Logical Positivism, Cartesian Rationalism and so forth. 

They also include the conception of the neutral or instrumental self, the self in 

principle capable of abstractions from the materials, values and practices of 

which it is composed. It also includes those theories claiming realism about val­

ues, such as G. E. Moore’s indefinable, non-natural, though identifiable sense of 

the good.

Rationalism is the view, above all, that our practical conduct must be guided by 

reason. And the form that such Rationalism takes is that of maxims, rules and 

techniques that we may apply.
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According to Oakeshott, for every activity, for every practice or set of practices 

that one may engage in -  from thatching a roof, to ruling a modern state -  there 

are two sorts of knowledge that one may draw upon, though there is no strict 

division between them. There is technical knowledge or knowledge of tech­

nique, that is, knowledge that can be precisely formulated in rules and transmit­

ted in books. Secondly, there is practical knowledge, that is the knowledge or 

experience of “knowing-how” that has to be passed on through demonstration, 

and is not susceptible of precise, written formulation. This “knowing-how,” 

whether we understand it as connoisseurship, artistry, or judgement, is not easily 

transmitted through books or other non-apprentice-like means: it exists only in 

use, and is passed on through one-on-one demonstration and practice. The nor­

mal manner of its expression is in custom, habit or practice, and the normal 

manner of its transmission is through the apprenticeship of a student to a master. 

It is what Aristotle meant by phronesis. Oakeshott explains the distinction be­

tween these forms of knowledge thusly:

Technical knowledge can be learned from a book; it can be learned 
in a correspondence course. Moreover, much of it can be learned by 
heart, repeated by rote and applied mechanically: the logic of a syl­
logism is a technique of this kind. Technical knowledge, in short, 
can be both taught and learned in the simplest meanings of these 
words. On the other hand, practical knowledge can neither be taught 
nor learned, but only imparted and acquired. It exists only in prac­
tice and the only way to acquire it is by apprentice to a master -  not 
because the master can teach it (he cannot), but because it can only 
be acquired by continuous contact with one who is perpetually prac­
ticing.78

Whereas technical knowledge is necessarily defective, abstract and less than the 

whole, practical knowledge is incapable of being articulated in the form of writ­

ten rules. Oakeshott’s point here is that every manner of expertise is composed 

of these two kinds of knowledge, with technical knowledge, however, being but 

the shadow of the practical knowledge from whence it is derived. And this is 

where the Rationalist’s preference of reason over experience translates into his 

preference for technique over practical knowing-how. Oakeshott terms this the 

“sovereignty of technique.” He writes,

n Q

Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 15
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Now, as I understand it, Rationalism is the assertion that what I have 
called practical knowledge is not knowledge at all, the assertion that 
properly speaking, there is no knowledge which is not technical 
knowledge.79

Though Oakeshott’s suggestion concerning how we ought to understand knowl­

edge may seem a modest one, Oakeshott’s point is really much wider, for it sug­

gests that such statements of principles as say, the United States Constitution, 

are really only shadows of the traditions and practices from whence they have 

been derived and that as such their widespread application is likely to be ineffec­

tual, if not deleterious.

Examples of Rationalism in Politics may be seen in those ill-fated attempts to 

plant and foster western institutions in parts of the world where the natural con­

ditions necessary to nurture such institutions are lacking. The relative success of 

such post-communist countries such as Slovenia and Hungary, as compared to 

the much more primitive and less successful Albania, readily come to mind. In 

the case of Slovenia and Hungary, these countries were already deeply imbued 

with the practices and conditions of successful western institutions and practices 

through their pre-war participation in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Even a 

half-century of living under radically different political institutions and practices 

did not completely stifle them. For Albania, by contrast, no such pre-existing 

institutions exist, living as it did prior to the first world war as a Pashalik of the 

Ottoman Empire, and as it did after the war effectively and completely isolated 

from the rest of the world by Zog and later Hohxa.

In these examples, and many others, this assertion of Rationalism denigrates and 

devalues the practical knowledge from which technical knowledge must ulti­

mately derive. For Oakeshott, technical knowledge is in truth the inferior vari­

ety, a pale echo of the practical knowledge upon which Rational Conduct neces­

sarily depends. In the political realm, however, traditional political practices or 

nous, which are necessary, Oakeshott contends, for our successful governance, 

have been largely supplanted by the deleterious practices of Rationalism in Poli­

tics.

79 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 15
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This is not to say that such abridgements of practice as say defined in the rights 

of man or the Constitution of the United States of America do not have their 

place; Oakeshott is careful to add that they may aid in the clarification and 

evaluation of the principles that may be understood as underwriting our tradi­

tions and practices. His aim is to suggest that their place be recognised correctly, 

and that like the fable of the cart and horse, the cart not be put before the horse 

or the principles made to direct the practices from which they are derived.

3 - 1 1  Rationalism in the Field of Politics

As Oakeshott has famously written, “Rationalism has ceased to be merely one 

style of politics and has become the stylistic criterion of all respectable poli-
on

tics.” But what is this stylistic criterion? Before we answer this, we should dif­

ferentiate between what we might understand as Rationalism in Politics on the 

micro, macro and global scales. On the micro-scale, we may have the example 

of someone trying to build a guitar through reading various treaties on the arts of 

the luthier. Even with the best materials, and the best books, he is unlikely to 

produce an instrument worthy of the art. Much better would he be to apprentice 

himself to an accomplished and experienced luthier and learn first-hand how 

guitars are constructed. This is, of course, a minor example. On the macro scale, 

we may have the example of a politician or a director of a large corporation. No 

matter how much acquaintance he may have with political philosophy or the 

books of business management, nothing will prepare him for office other than 

the practical experience of holding such an office. On the global scale, we have 

the idea of the UN, of a cosmopolitan Liberal utopianism, and so forth.

Examples of such Rationalism in our Politics abound and at this juncture we 

may be better served through example rather than definition. In the essay of Ra­

tionalism in Politics, among others, Oakeshott cites these:

The notion of founding a society, whether of individuals or of 
States, upon a Declaration of the Rights of Man is a creature of the 
rationalist brain, so also are “rational” or racial self-determination

on #
Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.21
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when elevated into universal principles. The project of the so-called 
Re-Union of the Christian Churches, of open diplomacy, or a single 
tax, of a civil service whose members “have no qualifications other 
than their personal abilities” of a self-consciously planned society, 
the Beveridge Report, the Education Act of 1944, Federalism, Na­
tionalism, Votes for Women, the Catering Wages Act, the destruc­
tion of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the World State (of H. G.
Wells or anyone else), and the revival of Gaelic as the official lan­
guage of Eire, are alike the progeny of Rationalism.81

We could easily add to this many more: The founding of the European Commu­

nity and its current concern with the successful establishment of European 

Monetary Union, the Millennium Dome at Greenwich, bilingualism in Canada, 

British constitutional reform and so on. The list is (practically) never ending, for 

as Oakeshott points out, the necessary failure of a rationalist project in politics 

merely creates “the felt need” for another rationalist project to take its place and 

correct its defects.82

These examples are all products of the Rationalist mind, a concept which ac­

cords sovereignty to technique and devalues practical knowledge. This is not, 

however, to disparage every project in which laws have been codified and ap­

plied as without use or warrant and as examples of rationalism in politics; for 

many such projects, such as the rights of women, have indeed been effective and 

continue to be so. But such examples are special insofar as they are the codifica­

tion of intimations already inherent in our traditions. As such, their codification 

can be viewed as a response to customs and habits already present or developing 

within society, and therefore as an attempt to make more coherent our pre­

existing practices. As ever, the standard of conduct and the arbiter of what is of 

value and what is not, what is good and what is right, is that of the coherence of 

our practice as a whole. A legislator or ruler who is acquainted with and accul- 

turated in the practices, traditions and intimations of the society that he is to di­

rect and manage is, therefore, always the pre-condition for a society’s successful 

governance.

81 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 11
Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 16
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As to the success of certain projects of the rationalist mind, the parallel exam­

ples of the relative successes and problems of the French and American consti­

tutions also come to mind. The American constitutions succeeded mainly be­

cause they were conceived and implemented in a sparsely populated country 

largely populated by English speakers. Moreover, America was an English 

speaking society whose aims, aspirations, traditions and practices were not un­

like those of England, whence the rights, privileges, and duties outlined in the 

constitutions ultimately derived. It is no coincidence that Locke’s Two Treatises 

should have had such enduring resonance and application in North America. 

Compare this with the example of France, a country very different from Eng­

land, and one in which the principles of the first republic caused much anomie 

and strife.

The danger with Rationalism in Politics, according to Oakeshott, is that as an 

abridgement of an existing social practice, when it is enforced on a society or 

place where it is either inappropriate or the supporting conditions for its neces­

sary fruitful exercise do not exist, it is in itself insufficient.

What might be termed the general theory of Rationalism in Politics is thus com­

posed of the following:

By way of technique, the formulation of an inappropriate ideology or blueprint 

for society (i.e. “the end”). Inappropriate insofar as not derived from the tradi­

tions and practices of the society but from either another society, or through the 

self-conscious pursuit of a rarefied and empty ideal.

The formulation of the technical means for bringing about such an eventuality 

(i.e. “the means”).

The rationalist imposition of such “means” upon society for bringing about such 

a desired “end,” where the supporting conditions do not exist.

In short, the character of the rationalist is that of the planner. The plan is based 

on an ideology -  a comprehensive, self-legitimating programme of action.
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Oakeshott’s point is both that such plans more often than not are a threat to free­

dom, and that such plans are inherently misconceived. Rationalist rules, by sup­

posedly relying on knowledge separate from the practices that they are to gov­

ern, never fully comprehend such practices, and therefore undermine them.

Perhaps my examples have not been completely convincing. Perhaps what I 

have said has the character of a tautology or is so simple and well known as not 

to merit comment. But that may have to do with our greater sensitivity to such 

matters today. It is, I think, still illuminating to look at the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate with this critique of rationalism in politics in mind. For I 

wish to argue that we should re-appraise the political philosophy of the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate in light of Oakeshott’s arguments concerning the irrele­

vance or inapplicability of philosophy to our politics.

Through the lenses of rationalism in politics, the mode of practice, and Oake­

shott’s conception of the self, we must see the participants of the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate (and indeed, participants in any other debate of norma­

tive politics) as political actors and their philosophies as inherently political -  

political insofar as they attempt to change the rules governing the associations 

that we live within.

3 - 1 2  The Origins of Rationalism in Politics

The precise origins of Rationalism in Politics may be difficult to determine. 

Oakeshott contends,

The appearance of a new intellectual character is like the appearance 
of a new architectural style; it emerges almost imperceptibly, under 
the great pressure of a variety of influences, and it is a misdirection

O'*
of inquiry to seek its origins.

It is clear from this passage that Oakeshott would dissuade us from a search for 

exact origins; yet according to Oakeshott, the practices of Rationalism in Poli­

tics have their rough origins in the seventeenth century. Intimations of the mo-

O'!
Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 17

-75-



rality with which the practices of Rationalism are underwritten, the moral coun­

terpart of the political practices of Rationalism in Politics, can, however, be 

found much earlier in the Greco-Roman and Early Christian cultures from 

which, as I have already suggested, our morality takes its bearings.

Though Oakeshott would deem it a misdirection of our inquiry to cite the first 

rationalist, we may nevertheless find early examples, or name what we might 

after the famous French inspector term “the usual suspects.”

Hints of Rationalism in Politics appear early on in Bacon and Descartes. Ba­

con’s doctrine in the Novum Organon is, Oakeshott, summarises, the sover­

eignty of technique. And the purpose of Descartes’ meditations is, of course, to 

find the certain and indubitable knowledge that he supposes is the necessary 

prolegomena to the development of human knowledge.84 But while the origins 

of Rationalism in Politics may be murky, rationalism has, nonetheless, made its 

presence known in all forms of inquiry. And though it has not gone unchal­

lenged, it is, according to Oakeshott, in the field of politics where its influence 

has been the greatest, and its effects the most grievous.

3 - 1 3  Rationalism & the Self-Conscious Pursuit of Ideals

With the politics of Rationalism also came a morality. Indeed, the morality that 

Oakeshott terms the self-conscious pursuit of ideals preceded the politics of ra­

tionalism and helped pave the way for their present dominance. The origins of 

the self-conscious pursuit of ideals, which are still with us today, lie in the 

Christian morality that arose from the collapse of the Roman Empire. As we 

shall see, the self-conscious pursuit of ideals becomes very much a part of the 

Liberal-Communitarian debate. The morality of the self-conscious pursuit of 

ideals is to be contrasted with the morality of custom -  the morality of habit and 

behaviour. Oakeshott’s preference for the latter over the former is, of course, 

clear. Now, like the distinction between the sovereignty of technique and practi­

84 However, Oakeshott is careful not to paint either Bacon or Descartes with the 
tar of rationalism.
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cal knowing-how, it is not as if the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ide­

als is separate and distinct from the morality of custom, for it is in fact depend­

ent upon custom; however, it is injurious to our practical conduct if the self- 

conscious pursuit of ideals results in the neglect of the morality of custom and 

habit.

Oakeshott defines moral conduct in the following way:

Activity which may be either good or bad... It is conduct to which 
there is an alternative. This alternative need not be consciously be­
fore the mind; moral conduct does not necessarily involve the re­
flective choice of a particular action. Nor does it require that each 
occasion shall find a man without a disposition, or even without a 
predetermination, to act in a certain way; a man’s affections and 
conduct may be seen to spring from his character without thereby 
ceasing to be moral. The freedom without which moral conduct is 
impossible is freedom from a natural necessity, which binds all men 
alike.85

The morality of custom is best compared with or understood through the meta­

phor or analogy of language. Facility in conduct can be likened to fluency in 

language. The inculcation of the morality of custom and habit is comparable to 

the learning of language through association and immersion. Indeed, the meta­

phor of language is brought out in much greater detail in On Human Conduct. 

The morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals is the morality of the self- 

conscious application of a particular moral ideal or ideals to the events of the 

moment and has become increasingly characteristic of the morality of our age. 

Both forms of morality -  that of custom and the self-conscious pursuit of ideals 

-  have their advantages and disadvantages. While the morality of custom is less 

able to tackle crises and superstition, the morality of ideals often leads to a vex­

ing and self-conscious paralysis in the face of necessity. It is my contention that 

the morality of Liberalism has for too long been the morality of the self- 

conscious pursuit of ideals.

3 - 1 4  What Are Non-Rationalist Politics?

o r

Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.60
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If the practices of Rationalism in Politics are by nature so destructive, and the 

morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals so inferior to the morality of cus­

tom, what are the alternatives? Oakeshott is well aware that as such, purely ra­

tionalist politics -  those politics which are guided by the instrumental reason of 

a mind, individuated and anterior to social circumstance, which seeks principles 

in accordance with the self-conscious pursuit of ideals -  are in fact impossible. 

But it is a mistake, tout court, to suppose that everything which is not Rational­

ism in Politics is “irrationalist.” Oakeshott has a conception of what might be 

termed Rational Politics, the term he himself uses, but I would prefer to use the 

term non-rationalist politics or politics as “The Pursuit of Intimations.”

In Oakeshott’s famous essay, “Rational Conduct,” he first of all makes clear that 

we understand Rational Conduct as laudable conduct, conduct of which no man 

should be ashamed. Such conduct, he suggests, should not be confused with ra­

tionalism, which pertains to a certain hardening of sympathies and centralisation 

of views. Neither should irrationality be considered the flip side of Rationalism 

in Politics. To behave rationally is for Oakeshott above all else to behave “intel­

ligently.” And it is not to completely dispense with the morality of the self- 

conscious pursuit of ideals either; to illustrate his point, Oakeshott here uses his 

celebrated example of woman’s bloomers, what was thought to be rational dress 

for women who rode bicycles of the time. Interestingly, what Oakeshott has to 

say about the development of Victorian bloomers precisely reflects Rawls’s later 

considerations (which we will turn to later) concerning the original position. I 

shall here be quoting Oakeshott at length to illustrate this similarity:

There is little doubt about what they were thinking in the first place. 
They were concentrating their activities upon the activity of propel­
ling a bicycle. The things to be considered, and to be related to one 
another, were a bicycle of a certain design and the structure of the 
human body. All considerations other than these were dismissed be­
cause they were believed to be of no account in determining the “ra­
tionality” of the dress to be designed. And, in particular, the design­
ers were decided not to take account of current prejudice, conven­
tion or folklore, concerning feminine dress; from the standpoint of 
rationality these must be considered only as limiting circumstances. 
Consequently, the first step in the project of designing a “rational” 
dress for this purpose must be a certain emptying of mind, a con­
scious effort to get rid of preconceptions. Of course, knowledge of a
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certain sort would be required -  knowledge of mechanics and anat­
omy -  but the greater part of a man’s thoughts would appear as an 
encumbrance in this enterprise, as a distraction from which it is nec­
essary to avert attention. If one were an investor anxious to employ 
a designer on this project, one might do well to consider a Chinese, 
for example, rather than an Englishman, because he would be less 
distracted by irrelevant considerations; just as the South American 
republics applied to Bentham for a “rational” constitution... the “ra­
tionality” sought by these Victorian designers was, then, an eternal 
and a universal quality; something rescued from the world of mere 
opinion and set in a world of certainty. They might make mistakes; 
and if they were not mistakes in mechanics and anatomy (which 
would be unlikely), they would be the mistakes of a mind not firmly 
enough insulated from preconception, a mind not yet set free. In­
deed, they did make a mistake; impeded by prejudice, their minds 
paused at Bloomers instead of running on to “shorts” -  clearly so 
much more complete a solution of their chosen problem. Or was it a 
mistake? Perhaps it was, instead, some dim recognition of a more 
profound understanding of “rationality” which made them stop

or
there. We must consider the possibility later on.

The “dim recognition” of a more profound understanding of “rationality” is 

what Oakeshott understands as “Rational Conduct.” Rational Conduct is that 

conduct which relies on custom, tradition and sentiment, the morality of custom 

and habit previously discussed, and is itself dependent on the unimpaired relics 

of our tradition. I will leave a fuller explanation to my concluding chapter.

3 - 1 5  Conclusion

We have presently concluded our discussion of Oakeshott’s understanding of the 

deleterious practices of Rationalism in Politics; the misconception of knowledge 

which informs it; the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals which ac­

companies it; and Oakeshott’s conception of Rational Conduct and the morality 

of custom as a partial salve to our current condition. If we discount the possibil­

ity of a tradition-independent political philosophy based upon the notion of the 

instrumental mind or that of a realist political philosophy based upon an objec­

86 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 102
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tive world or universal values, we are left to wonder: what form of politics are 

we thus allowed, and what is the relationship of philosophy to it?

I would argue with Oakeshott that we are left with The Pursuit o f Intimations or 

rational conduct, and that the purpose of philosophy is to aid in the clarification 

and analysis of our political conduct, but not to promulgate the principles by 

which conduct should be regulated. Philosophy, as with Hegel, comes after the 

fact, and paints its grey in grey.

To recapitulate, the history of Rationalism in Politics is coeval with the Enlight­

enment’s search for indubitable, universal knowledge of both things and of val­

ues, and the resultant failed attempt to derive a tradition-independent justifica­

tion of the Liberal, individualist viewpoint through the promulgation of the in­

strumental mind. The failure of rationalism in politics is based on two difficul­

ties: one, the impossibility of the instrumental mind, and two, in the absence of 

the possibility of the instrumental mind, the equal absence of an objective, uni­

versal world of values. If there were such a thing as objective universal values, 

the attempt to realise such values in our ethical practices would not be an exam­

ple of rationalism in politics. Rather, it would be rationally incumbent upon us 

to realise such values in our social practices. However, values, for the Oakeshot- 

tian agent, are always local and relative to the agent: they are what the agent 

thinks they ought to be. The actions of such an agent reflect his ongoing attempt 

to ameliorate his perceived dissatisfactions so as to make his world an ever more 

coherent one; however, such values do not simply exist specific only to the 

agent but are caught up in the horizon or community of agents who share the 

individual’s practices. Communities, not agents, have sets of interlocking prac­

tices. This does not, however, suggest that the agent is bound by such practices 

or is simply identical with them, for an agent is always capable of self­

reflection, self-determination and self-criticism.

Rationalism in Politics, to return to the theme at hand, itself therefore arises 

from the “hidden spring” of a misconceived doctrine of knowledge, and a mis­

conceived morality, one that accords sovereignty to technique, and denigrates
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the practical knowledge or “knowing-how” which is an essential component of 

any account of knowledge. The practices of rationalism in the political domain 

include but are not limited to: the formulation of a (usually self-justifying) ide­

ology; the planning of how to implement this ideology (as a matter of tech­

nique); and the subsequent imposition of this plan upon society. Rationalism in 

Politics in so doing thereby undermines the traditions of knowledge, of know­

ing-how, on which a society successfully depends for its governance.
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Chapter 4 -  Kant, Moralitat, The Kingdom of Ends & that most Resilient 
Ideal of a Cosmopolitan Liberal World Utopia

Two things fill the heart with ever-renewed increasing awe and rev­
erence; the more often and the more steadily we meditate upon 
them: the starry firmament above and the moral law within.
-  Kant

4 - 0  Preface

In this fourth chapter of my dissertation, I intend first to set out in a straightfor­

ward and compact fashion the moral and political philosophy of Immanuel Kant. 

That the moral and political philosophies of Kant do not perfectly mesh (as has 

often been noted) does not unduly concern me, as my thesis does not much de­

pend on their consistency. Indeed, such inconsistency might serve to bolster my 

case that what is often regarded as political philosophy is often much more po­

litical than it is philosophical. Secondly, I intend to give an account of what I 

understand in terms of this dissertation to be the Rationalism of the Enlighten­

ment -  both with regard to “Rationalism in Politics” and the coextensive “mo­

rality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals” with which it is underwritten -  as it 

appears in Kant. In this account of the Rationalism of the Enlightenment and the 

ethical philosophy of Kant, I shall of course make recourse to the preceding 

chapters, wherein I in Chapter 2, outlined Oakeshott’s idealist, non- 

foundationalist understanding of philosophy and in Chapter 3 introduced Oake­

shott’s understanding of the practices of “Rationalism in Politics” and “the mo­

rality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals” that Oakeshott argues, and I concur, 

pervades our current rationalist political thought and practice.

4 - 1  Introduction

I set out the ethical theorising of Kant here because I contend that in Kant we 

find the “paradigm” statement of Deontological Liberalism, and consequently 

that of the Rationalism in Politics of the Enlightenment, even if it is a paradigm
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R7statement of Liberalism that is no longer considered defensible. Michael San- 

del very ably defines this kind of Liberalism when he writes in one of the first 

avowedly “Communitarian” works, Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice, that:

“Deontological Liberalism” is above all a theory of justice and in 
particular about the primacy of justice among moral and political 
ideals. Its core thesis can be stated as follows: society, being com­
posed of a plurality of persons, each with his own aims, interests 
and conceptions of the good, is best arranged when it is governed by 
principles that do not themselves presuppose any particular concep­
tion of the good; what justifies these regulative principles above all 
is not that they maximise the social welfare or otherwise promote 
the good, but rather that they conform to the concept of right, a 
moral category given prior to the good and independent of it.88

In setting out Kant’s moral and political philosophy here, I intend neither to give 

an authoritative statement of Kant, nor do I wish to defend Kant against either 

his past or present critics. Both would be beyond the ken of this dissertation.

In terms of this thesis, it is not important whether or not the moral and political 

theory of Kant is or is not defensible against the anti-realist and anti- 

foundational critiques which have become so part and parcel of this century’s 

academic philosophy. Nor, as I have said, is it important that I show or explore 

the inconsistencies found between Kant’s moral and political philosophy. The 

viability of the Kantian metaphysic howsoever it is understood -  whether we 

understand Kant as positing parallel and irreconcilable noumenal and phenome­

nal worlds, or twin perspectives of one world -  is unimportant to this disserta­

tion. It is unimportant for the simple reason that no Liberal or Communitarian in 

today’s debate in political philosophy actually employs metaphysical founda­

tions of the sort upon which Kant and other classical theorists grounded their 

normative theorising. Rawls -  as the prime example of one who shares the dis­

position of Kant but not the metaphysic -  writes that he has in A Theory o f Jus­

tice only sought to preserve that which is so “intuitively appealing” about Kant 

without, however, succumbing to the “mysteries of German idealism.”

on

An obvious exception to this is that of Onora O’Neill and her work The Con­
structions o f Reason. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989)
88 Sandel, Michael. Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice p.l
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Without such foundations as Kant supposed, however, political philosophy as 

such -  and I am including in this Rawls’s valiant attempt at finding “a middle 

way” between relativism and realism through “constructivism”-  may not rise 

much above what Wittgenstein called, “bourgeois philosophy.” The form of 

such bourgeois philosophy in this debate is that of Rationalism in Politics.

Nonetheless, though the explicit disavowal of metaphysical foundations on the 

part of the Liberals and the Communitarians in today’s debate is an extremely 

important feature of my dissertation, there are yet good reasons for my setting 

out Kant’s moral and political philosophy here. First, I will employ Kant as a 

convenient point of reference to those in the contemporary Liberal debate such 

as Rawls who are very often compared to and even criticised as if in some way 

they were Kant. In addition, through seeing what the contemporary inheritors of 

the Kantian political tradition (again, such as Rawls) share and do not share with 

Kant, I hope we may gain an insight into the debate that might otherwise remain 

obscure. The same shall be true for the following chapter upon Hegel and his 

relation to Kant, and the ultimate source of much of today’s Communitarian 

criticism of “Deontological Liberalism.”

The second aim, as I have stated, of this chapter is to provide an example of 

Enlightenment Rationalism, and the related practices of rationalism in politics 

and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals with which it is under­

written. Here I intend to describe what they are; what features characterise them; 

and how they are to be differentiated from other forms of rationalism and mo­

ralities, such as those maintained by the ancient Greeks or the Medieval 

Scholastics. My conclusion, given in advance, shall be that the Rationalism of 

the Enlightenment is different from other forms of rationalism in a variety of 

ways. These include the instrumental mind with which it is underwritten, the 

sovereignty accorded to technique over that of practical knowledge that we ex­

amined in the last chapter, and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ide­

als as compared to the morality of custom and habit which previously prevailed.
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Such a conception of the Rationalism of the Enlightenment includes, among 

other things, but is not limited to, a progressivist notion of history, a particular 

modern ideal of Liberal individualism based on the over-arching and rarefied 

virtues of freedom and justice, and an overwhelming belief in the power of rea­

son as a certain and true instrument for bettering our world. We may see that 

Oakeshott’s idea of rationalism in politics and the prevalence of the morality of 

the self-conscious pursuit of ideals under-writes these notions. But it must be 

also remembered, Enlightenment Rationalism is not of course a stable and en­

during entity, but rather a disposition of mind that may be seen alone or in com­

bination in almost every contemporary theorist surveyed in this dissertation with 

the exception only of Michael Oakeshott.

I shall here be examining Kant’s example of Enlightenment Rationalism through 

the lenses of Oakeshott’s idealist account of philosophy that we took up in 

Chapter 2, and the account of Rationalism in Politics and the morality of the 

self-conscious pursuit of ideals that I discussed at length in Chapter 3.

That Oakeshott constitutes the very rare example of a contemporary political 

theorist who is not also a Rationalist, both I contend distinguishes Oakeshott 

from the rest of the Liberal-Communitarians, and provides us with a unique van­

tage from which we can then critique the Liberal-Communitarian debate. For 

this debate, I shall contend, is inherently an exercise in “Rationalism in Poli­

tics,” with the ostensible differences between the promotion of the Deontologi- 

cal Liberal ideal of fairness on the one hand, and the Communitarian “politics of 

the good” being in the main political and not philosophical.

This second aim is fully in accord with my first. This is so insofar as in very 

many ways, I contend, Kant’s Weltanschauung as a whole represents the summit 

and apotheosis of the Project of the Enlightenment. Alasdair MacIntyre, the sub­

ject of my Chapter 8, defines the Project of the Enlightenment as the attempt to 

provide a tradition-independent justification of the “Liberal individualist” view 

point. If MacIntyre’s assessment of the Enlightenment Project is correct -  that 

“we still, in spite of the efforts of three centuries of moral philosophy and one of
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sociology, lack any coherent rationally defensible statement of [the] Liberal in­

dividualist viewpoint”-  nowhere shall we see more clearly this failure than in 

Kant.89

By setting out Kant’s ethical philosophy here and by sketching a preliminary 

outline of certain notable and identifiable features of the Project of the Enlight­

enment in general I hope we may discover the sorts of things “Enlightenment 

Rationalism” is meant to comprehend. And, furthermore, examine how the par­

ticipants of the Liberal-Communitarian debate embody and understand such as­

pects of Enlightenment Rationalism.90

4 - 2  Kant

Immanuel Kant, born 22 April 1724, dead 12 February 1804, if conservative by 

disposition and political temperament (for example in his barring of civil dis­

obedience, the enfranchisement of women and those others not of independent 

means) was very much however a radical in thought. And though he has been 

dead nearly two centuries, his imprimatur is clearly evident upon all political 

thought subsequent to his passing.

As one commentator writes (without hyperbole, I suggest):

Anyone practising literary or social criticism is contributing to the 
Kantian tradition; anyone reflecting on the epistemological implica­
tions of their work will find themselves doing so within the parame­
ters established by Kant. Indeed, many contemporary debates, 
whether in aesthetics, literary or political theory, show a peculiar 
tendency to mutate into disputes in Kant exegesis. All in all, in the

89 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.241
90 Now while Rawls in particular has not much time for anti-enlightenment cri­
tiques, four of the theorists surveyed in this dissertation -  MacIntyre, Taylor, 
Charles. Rorty and of course Oakeshott -  all mount their political philosophies 
on the back of such critiques. All, however, have somewhat different under­
standings of Enlightenment Rationalism, and all propose rather different ap­
proaches to shedding the burdens that the failed Project of the Enlightenment is 
regarded as having bequeathed us. (Examining these differing analyses and their 
place within their argument as a whole will be a recurrent topic of discussion 
throughout this dissertation.)
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less than 200 years since the death of its author, Kantian philosophy 
has established itself as an indispensable point of intellectual orien­
tation.91

As Joachim Ritter famously observed that Hegel was above all else the philoso­

pher of the French Revolution, Heine, Marx and Engels, among others, have un­

derstood the same to be true of Kant.92 But whereas Hegel situated himself as 

both a critic and a philosopher of what might be regarded as the aftermath of the 

political tumult that characterised the French Revolution, the central political- 

philosophical insights of Kant may either be regarded as the intellectual funda­

ment from whence the French Revolution arose, or as the central values that the 

French Revolution sought to secure. Which stand we take on this point, or rather 

the pivot upon which this stand is made -  whether Kant merely reflects in his 

writings the ideals of the enlightenment, or rather, Kant is in some way causally 

important in establishing the principles upon which the French Revolution re­

garded itself -  is the fundamental distinction which Oakeshott earlier cited be­

tween that of Rationalism in Politics and that of Rational Conduct.

It is of course true that Kant would later retract his approval of the French Revo­

lution once the full nature of the revolution came to be known, opting instead to 

argue for limited, constitutionally constrained monarchies in the face of the ex­

cesses of such bodies as the Assemblee Nationale. This, however, does not I 

think seriously mitigate my claim.

With the close of the millennium Western Europe lurches towards pan-European 

monetary union, and a federal super-state. Combine this with a concomitant 

diminution of the sovereignty of the nation state, the unsteady rise of Liberal 

democracies from the ashes of the Eastern European communist states, as well 

as the uniting of the various trade regions into ever closer economic integration. 

It would therefore seem that Kant’s ideal of a cosmopolitan world utopia is still 

very much among us, if not increasingly close to realisation.

91 Caygill, Howard. A Kant Dictionary (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995) p.l 
Ritter, Joachim. Hegel and the French Revolution Translated with an Intro­

duction by Richard Dien Winfield (London: The MIT Press, 1982) Kant’s Po­
litical Writings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) p.2, In
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The idea behind this federalist eventuality may not have wholly originated with 

Kant. Kant in many ways having taken up ideas first put forward by such social 

reformers as the Abbe de St. Pierre and Leibniz among others. But no one I sug­

gest can seriously doubt that in Kant we find the most severe and philosophi­

cally uncompromising statement of such republican cosmopolitanism.

This historical preamble, however should be set aside for now in the interest of 

realising the original intent of this chapter: that is, firstly, to explicate clearly the 

moral and political theorising of Immanuel Kant. And secondly, to develop an 

account of Enlightenment Rationalism as a background for understanding the 

topic of this dissertation -  the idea of freedom in Michael Oakeshott and the 

contemporary debate in political philosophy between the Liberals and the Com­

munitarians.

4 - 3  Kant & the System of Liberties

Kant above all else believed it necessary to provide a satisfactory account of 

autonomous moral agency so that an adequate and unconditional, universal con­

ception of positive right or recht was to be discerned. Such a concept of positive 

right -  itself, however, to be an idea of practical, not pure, reason, i.e. concerned 

with what “ought to be” -  thought Kant, would then ensure that the innate free­

dom, sovereignty and right of the individual to disburse himself as he may (pro­

vided that such activities as he engaged himself in were compatible with the 

self-same rights of others) be secured against the illegitimate encroachment of 

the state, superstition, the church, illegitimately authoritative institutions and 

associations. As Kant here defines it, right is simply the “restriction of each in­

dividuals freedom so that it harmonises with that of everyone else.” It is only the 

state, however, consonant with the dictates of reason, according to Kant, that 

may legitimately be the instrument and executor of coercion so as to preserve a 

similar situation of liberty and system of liberties for others.

This core conception of the self as a rational being and the state as a system of 

mutually compatible freedoms and liberties, not only its derivation but also its
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application, encapsulates in many respects the core element of what I have with 

the aid of Oakeshott in chapters 1, 2 and 3 described as “Rationalism in Poli­

tics.”

4 - 4  Kant & the Much Trumpeted Charge of Formalism

Now at this point it is important to make clear a possible canard of Kantian exe­

gesis that the following would seem to hold with, as it indeed does, and of 

which I am fully aware. Many, including Alasdair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, 

Hannah Arendt, assorted others, and of course Hegel with whom such a critique 

of course ultimately originates, see Kant as deriving the whole of his ethical phi­

losophy from a pure reason absolutely unsullied by the vagaries and contingen­

cies of the natural and empirical world. By way of such a view, they see Kant as 

lapsing into the almost Platonic metaphysical realism of his predecessors that 

Kant had previously taken such pains to transcend in such works as The Critique 

o f Pure Reason.

This supposition regarding Kant leads inevitably to the charge of “formalism.” 

According to this, Kant’s ethical theory with its undue reliance upon “pure rea­

son” for “practical reason” and specific disavowal of the facts of the empirical 

world is incapable of producing substantive normative principles or indeed pro­

viding the impetus to particular practical actions. And is, therefore, as a result 

radically arbitrary in its normative consequences. Kant’s ethical theory is “bar­

ren” or “empty.” As Hegel puts it (and we shall take up this theme in the follow­

ing chapter) the result of this formalism for Kant is that it results in, “... the free­

dom of the void which rises to a passion and takes shape... as the fanaticism of 

pure destruction.”93

Many of those no doubt inspired by the majesty of Kant’s thinking and the un­

ceasing demands of his ethics have quite rightly sought to rescue Kant from 

such an ignominious charge, which they consider to be “empty” and a deliberate 

misreading of Kant of which even a cursory glance at Kant’s work ought to
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evaporate. Onora O’Neill’s Constructions o f Reason is a valiant exercise in this 

regard. However, as I have tried to make clear, whether or not Kant falls or does 

not fall by the sword of “formalism” is irrelevant to my dissertation. This is so 

for the simple reason that all the Communitarians surveyed in this dissertation in 

one way or another take this canard at its face value -  namely, that it does ob­

tain. For the purposes of this dissertation, the validity of Kant’s ethic is therefore 

immaterial, and I therefore not only do not desire to become embroiled in such 

an issue, I am not required to do so either.

4 - 5  Kant & Hobbes

Hobbes’s own ideal of civil association as articulated in the Leviathan and De 

Cive -  an ideal with which Kant was of course thoroughly familiar -  was 

deemed by Kant inadequate. This was so because, according to Kant, Hobbes’s 

remedies for the travails of the state of nature were based on an account of ra­

tionalism fallaciously based upon Euclidean geometry, a too great authority 

thereby invested in the sovereign, and an understanding of man’s principal mo­

tivation as the fear of sudden death. However, that said, one may still safely un­

derstand Kant’s ultimate objective in political philosophy -  that is, to provide an 

ultimately tradition independent, universal justification of the Liberal polity -  as 

in part an ambitious re-conceptualisation of Hobbes’s original ideal of civil as­

sociation.

Kant and Hobbes, however, were of course motivated by different sets of prob­

lems, and their responses to these problems similarly differed. Whereas Hob­

bes’s political philosophising was driven by the desire to secure a lasting peace 

against the background of the religious wars and strife that occupied the six­

teenth and seventeenth centuries through the imposition of the rule of law by a 

sovereign only accountable to God, Kant’s motivation differed. Kant’s inspira­

tion being, at least in part, an ambitious attempt to reconceptualise and clarify 

the by then dominant trend in European thought and practice of Enlightenment

93 Hegel. The Philosophy o f Right, §5n
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Rationalism so as to articulate his account of civil association upon a universal- 

ist account of right or recht.94 And while the events that inspired Hobbes to 

write De Cive and Leviathan were primarily political and practical, for Kant 

they were very much also epistemological. Kant’s theorising in this regard was 

chiefly a response and a critique of the last two centuries of debate concerning 

the nature of knowledge and knowing between the Rationalists upon the Conti­

nent, and the Empiricists of England and Scotland.

Whereas such theorists as Descartes, Leibniz, and Spinoza built their epistemo­

logical edifices on what they took to be indubitable a priori logical deductions, 

Locke, Berkeley and Hume poured doubt on these supposedly unassailable 

foundations, instead declaring that all knowledge must be experiential in deriva­

tion. Philosophy as such was at an impasse, and for Kant the only way forward 

was by way of a transcendental deduction that not only took into account the 

truths of empiricism and rationalism, but also thoroughly transcended the limita­

tions of each.

To find justification of knowledge independent of experience, and not simply for 

ethical theorising, Kant deduced from the character of experience itself a tran­

scendental subject (or at least the possibility of such a subject) that he believed 

could provide the foundation upon which all knowledge -  including justification 

for a universalist ethical philosophy of practical right. Such an idea, which 

would be an idea of practical reason, i.e. normatively “what ought to be” -  could 

be established, independent of the contingencies of experience. As Kant wrote,

Thus not only are moral laws together with their principles essen­
tially different from every kind of practical cognition in which there 
is anything empirical, but all moral philosophy rests entirely on its 
pure part.95

It was not so much that Kant did not believe experience to be our only source of 

indubitable knowledge. Only that what he found in experience he believed insuf-

94 This is clearly seen in such essays of Kant’s as “What is the Enlightenment” 
and “Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose.”
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ficient to account for the manifold of experience that irresistibly presented itself 

to the senses, and, therefore, an insufficient basis upon which to found a univer- 

salist theory of ethics and right. In other words, experience itself according to 

Kant did not provide the presuppositions necessary to provide for its own intel­

ligibility.

Uncovering such presuppositions and basing his ethical theory upon them, 

would provide not so much an ideology unsubstantiated by compelling and ir­

refutable precepts (which Kant considered to be merely a political blue print, 

which it was the work of social reformers to effect) as rather a system built upon 

firm,indisputable a priori foundations.

Kant therefore deduced that the subject of experience must in principle exist for 

the subject of experience to be more than simply identical with experience itself. 

This was to go against Hume’s denial of the self, wherein Hume famously ob­

served that nowhere in the stream of sensations that paraded themselves across 

the stage of his mind did the elusive self ever appear. Kant in so doing, after re­

jecting the solutions proffered by Locke, Leibniz, Hume, Spinoza and others, 

divined an anterior, noumenal world of pure will and reason which he believed 

was prior to, and causally independent of the phenomenal, contingent world of 

experience.

As Kant put it in his famous argument for the transcendental unity of appercep­

tion:

The thought that the representations given in intuition one and all 
belong to me, is therefore equivalent to the thought that I unite them 
in one self-consciousness, or at least can so unite them; and al­
though this thought is not itself the consciousness of the synthesis of 
the representations, it presupposes the possibility of the synthesis. In 
other words, only in so far as I can grasp the manifold of the repre­
sentations in one consciousness, do I call them one and all mine. For 
otherwise I should have as many coloured and diverse a self as I 
have representations of which I am conscious to myself.

95 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding for the Metaphysics o f Morals in Immanuel 
Kant: Ethical Philosophy as translated by Ellington, J. W. (Indianapolis: Hacket, 
1983) p.3
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According to Kant, it is of the character of the subject that the subject itself, 

which may never be a part of experience, imposes upon experience certain and 

necessary presuppositions that make experience itself intelligible. The subject 

for Kant therefore can be seen as an anterior, noumenal being, prior to (or at 

least causally independent of the world of) experience, which imposes on ex­

perience the transcendental presuppositions upon which the intelligibility of ex­

perience itself depends. Upon such an indubitable basis, Kant develops his the­

ory of ethics and right. For Kant believed, a good will is not intrinsically good 

because of what a good will may accomplish, however -  though it is good for 

that too -  but for its being inherently good in and of its self.

Kant’s distrust of the incompatible solutions to the problem of knowledge prof­

fered by the rationalists and the empiricists led him in his ethical theorising to 

suspect that all particular substantive conceptions of the good -  the things that 

the good will was seen to effect -  howsoever they were derived or whosoever 

they were promulgated by, were indeed unsatisfactory. This was so because if 

any such conception of the good was made the sole motivation, the will would 

be acting for the purposes of securing something outside of itself and not for it­

self -  that is heteronomously, subject to forces alien to its own reason and will. 

This meant that they were therefore inherently inadequate as a foundation for a 

universal ethic of right such as Kant sought to provide. They were suspect and 

contestable because any particular conception of the good was always disput­

able, always deriving, for Kant, from desires, aspirations and sources susceptible 

to influences alien to the autonomous moral will of the agent. Only those actions 

done out of pure and unalloyed duty and not prudence or for the sole purposes of 

securing other substantive ends could be understood as unqualifiedly good. Any­

thing less were examples of heteronomous agency, and less than the autonomous 

moral agency that which man was not only capable of but that it was a duty to 

realise in his own person.

4 - 6  Morality
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According to Kant, the only thing that can be considered unconditionally good is 

that of a good will. As Kant puts it, .. a good will seems to constitute the in­

dispensable condition of even being worthy of happiness.”96 And will, according 

to Kant, is “a kind of causality belonging to living beings so far as they are ra­

tional.” It is in other words for Kant an innate capacity of the rational subject for 

self-determination or autonomy; in other words, autonomy is not simply defined 

negatively as that which is not subject to external determination. As Kant writes,

The will is a kind of causality belonging to living things insofar as 
they are rational; freedom would be the property of this causality 
that makes it effective independent of any determination by alien 
causes. Similarly, natural necessity is the property of the causality of 
non-rational beings by which they are determined to activity through 
the influence of alien causes.97

The animating principle of this autonomy is that of the categorical imperative: 

“Never to choose except in such a way that in the same volition the maxims of 

your action are also present as universal laws.” Man’s principal duty comes to be 

that of securing his own and others autonomy according to the dictates of his 

own reason, a reason in principle open and available to all.

As Kant put it,

To secure one’s happiness is a duty (at least indirectly); for discon­
tent with one’s condition under many pressing cares and amid unsat­
isfied wants might easily become a great temptation to transgress 
one’s duties. But here also do men of themselves already have, irre­
spective of duty, the strongest and deepest inclination to happiness, 
because just in this idea are all inclinations combined into a sum to­
tal. But the precept of happiness is often so constituted as greatly to 
interfere with some inclination which is determinate both as to what 
it promises and as to the time within which it can be satisfied may 
outweigh a fluctuating idea; and there is no wonder that a man, e.g., 
a gouty patient, can choose to enjoy what he likes and to suffer what 
he may, since by his calculation he has here at least not sacrificed 
the enjoyment of the present moment to some possibly groundless 
expectations of the fortune that is supposed to be found in good 
health. But even in this case, if the universal inclination to happi­
ness did not determine his will and if health, at least for him, did not 
figure as so necessary an element in his calculations; there still re-

96 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding for the Metaphysics o f Morals, p.7
Q7 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding for the Metaphysics o f Morals, p.49

-94-



mains here, as in all other cases, a law, viz., that he should promote 
his happiness not from inclination but from duty, and thereby does 
his conduct have real moral worth.98

Therefore as Kant understood, everyone of course sought after his or her own 

happiness. The problem however that Kant identified was that what constituted 

happiness for one, was not necessarily the same for all. To this end, Kant argued 

that a satisfactory account of autonomous moral agency would have to effect a 

more radical break from the “niggardly stepmother nature,” custom, religion or 

sentiment than had hitherto been made. This was so if Hume’s claim that “rea­

son alone can never be a motive to any action of the will” was to be shown false. 

Hume was of course the one whom Kant good-heartedly described as rousing 

him from his “dogmatic slumber.” But Kant nonetheless recognised that ethical 

philosophy would have to fully divorce itself from experience, and find 

justification of its norms independently of experience, as any law-like generali­

sations taken from experience would always be less than deductive and any 

norms thereby promulgated less than universal.

The moral worth, Kant furthermore supposed, of an action, would lie not in the 

gains to be realised by such an action but rather according to the maxim with 

which it was conducted. And the supreme maxim here is that of the aforemen­

tioned categorical imperative: will only what you could also will as a universal 

law. Duty for Kant is therefore done out of respect for the moral law. And the 

moral law is that law which may be in all good conscience willed as a universal 

maxim. True autonomy therefore lay in man as a self-legislating animal, a ser­

vant only to reason, which all, in principle, have equal access to.99

Kant therefore came to understand the Deontological rules that we should guide 

our lives by as the domain of an abstract subject of experience existing necessar­

ily prior to the objects of experience, even though such a subject could never be 

given in experience. This pre-existent subject thus provided a foundation for

98 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding for the Metaphysics o f Morals, p. 12
99 Moreover, fashioning a state under rules that were less than universal, i.e. sub­
stantive and partial, would set up possible relations of servility between mem­
bers.
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Kant’s political and moral philosophy which was safe from the controversial re­

liance on empirical or psychological understandings of the constituent or true 

ends of what happiness constituted for man. As Kant wrote, “What else, then, 

can freedom of the will but autonomy, i.e., the property that a will has of being a 

law for itself.”100 Morality for Kant now became formal and fully consonant 

with reason. “Thus a free will and a will subject to moral laws are one and the 

same.”

Reason or rationality became the basis of all things, as it alone was unique and 

undetermined. The fact we have rationality, the fact that unlike all other things 

we are capable of it, obliges us to use it, according to Kant. Thus the moral will 

becomes autonomous, metaphysical, because unlike anything else, it alone may 

remain unsullied by chance and other externalities. That we are capable of fol­

lowing laws that we legislate ourselves for Kant becomes the basis of our dig­

nity.

As Kant writes,

Now I say that man, and in general every rational being, exists as an 
end in himself and not merely as a means to be arbitrarily used by 
this or that will. He must in all his actions, whether directed to him­
self or to other rational beings, always be regarded at the same time 
as an end.101

This becomes the founding principle, or the restatement of the categorical im­

perative of the Das Reich Der Zwecke, the Kingdom of Ends, understood as a 

“systematic union of different rational beings through common laws... [accord­

ing to] universal validity.”102 What is right, then, is to be right because of duty, 

not inclination; morality is now addressed solely to the reason of the agent. The 

essential nature of man for Kant lies in his ability to choose, not in what he 

chooses. The political realm becomes for Kant the place where legitimate coer­

cion is applied, the place where people acting according to essential reason and

100 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding for the Metaphysics o f Morals, p.49
101 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding for the Metaphysics o f Morals, p.35107We will see the same in Oakeshott where he understands human conduct to 
be activity learned by intelligent agents and not subject to natural laws of ques­
tionable psychological assumptions.
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will open to all must be protected from those who are unable or unwilling to do 

so in a system of mutually compatible freedoms.103

4 - 7  Recht

Kant thus couples his intrinsically inward account of morality, with that of right, 

or recht, which, unlike morality, is exclusively concerned with the external rela­

tions, particularly of property, between autonomous individuals. Now many 

have noted a fundamental discordance between morality and the concrete politi­

cal proposals of recht that Kant makes. Earlier I wrote that this does not concern 

me overmuch as this thesis does not concern Kant’s metaphysics; its concern 

with regard to Kant is only in the political disposition that animates his writings.

So, as I suggested above, Kant believed that only an account whose conclusions 

were based on presuppositions transcendent of experience could fully respect 

the character of the moral agent as an autonomous moral being. Kant, in pursu­

ing the consequences of this radical split with nature and experience, argued, 

therefore, for a version of the social contract more formal, hypothetical and ab­

stract than that of his predecessors, Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau.

Abstracted from contingent circumstance, Kant derived a hypothetical agree­

ment between subjects who partook of transcendental reason, and thus were not 

constrained by the laws of nature, that provided principles of right which were 

fully independent and prior to those which were derived from experience. This 

was however still an exercise in practical reason, i.e. an exercise in “what ought 

to be.” The result of this agreement is a system of mutually compatible freedoms 

between individuals.104 The contemporary manifestation of Kant’s ideal of the 

person and the self is today found in Deontological Liberalism, with a rarefied 

conception of justice as impartiality and human autonomy at its centre. Impartial 

justice is conceived as the first virtue of social institutions -  a virtue that estab­

103 “Right is the restriction of each individual’s freedom so that it harmonises 
with the freedom of everyone else (in so far as this is possible within the terms 
of a general law.)” Kant, Immanuel. Theory and Practice, p.73
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lishes the primacy of rights independently of the good, and understands the good 

life as the life autonomously led.105

4 -  8 A Cosmopolitan, Federal, Liberal Utopia

Kant may be remembered today as principally a theorist, and there is an air 

about Kant today that he was one never to have dabbled in any affairs so pedes­

trian and base as that of politics. This is incorrect. Kant was also profoundly mo­

tivated to participate in the politics of the day. And the central concerns of these 

political enterprises of Kant can be seen very much as the attempt at relieving 

the world from the condition of war and the threat of war. But not only that. He 

was also highly concerned to emancipate man from his less than satisfactory 

conditions of servility through the cultivation of his own autonomy by way of 

his own reason. This was to be achieved by way of founding civil societies upon 

principles of right. Now the similarity of this motivation to Hobbes may be re­

marked. But while Hobbes’s concern was practical, pragmatic and nominalist -  

principally how to secure the peace -  the form of the laws for Hobbes was of 

less importance; Kant’s however was utopian and underpinned by a transcenden­

tal metaphysic of right. And while Hobbes saw the threat of war and the ends of 

individuals as always in some way ultimately incompatible, Kant sought out the 

grounds for a more lasting and harmonious solution. However, Kant further real­

ised that such an order could not be developed in countries enjoying antagonistic 

external relations with other such nations. A cosmopolitan world order would be 

understood by contrast as the “matrix within which all the original capacities of 

the human race may develop.” And that the greatest problem of civil society was 

indeed that of “attaining a civil society which can administer justice univer­

sally.” Such a cosmopolitan world order would be, Kant writes, a “federation of 

peoples in which every state, even the smallest, could expect to derive its secu­

rity and rights not from its own power or its own legal judgement, but solely

104 Kant, Immanuel. Theory and Practice, p.73
105 History has been kind to Kant. This is insofar as some of the most far reach­
ing changes in the conduct of the Modern Western European states since the war 
in the drive toward a federated Europe seem to be exactly of this kind.
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from this great federation (foedus Amphictyonum), from a united power and the 

law governed foundations of a united will.” In accordance with this regulative 

ideal, every individual should act in concert with this ideal towards the realisa­

tion of this “progressive organisation of the citizens of the earth within and to­

wards the species as a system that is united by cosmopolitan bonds.”106

To this end, Kant argued that constitutional republics founded upon principles of 

right with their democratic participation in decision-making were the least likely 

to go to war. Furthermore, they were the least likely to engage in the expensive 

preparations for war. And as well, they were those societies in which individuals 

had the greatest chance of developing their own reason to become the autono­

mous individuals that they were not only in principle capable of, but also duty 

bound to become.

Even though the thought of a single-world government may well have appealed 

to Kant, Kant realised the impracticality of such a possibility and instead argued 

for a loose federation of like-constituted republics whose external relations 

would be conducted according to principles of right. The form that this federa­

tion is to take is Kant’s cosmopolitan ideal. Such an ideal would be gradually 

realised in the unfolding of time. According to Kant,

The history of the human race as a whole can be regarded as the re­
alisation of a hidden plan of nature to bring about an internally -  
and for this purpose also externally -  perfect constitution as the only 
possible state within which all natural capacities of man can be de­
veloped completely.

As I have said, advancing the moral condition through the development of the 

powers of reason and consequently that of the autonomy of man is an obligation 

upon all of us. Such autonomy is not individual specific, or is not capable of be­

ing realised by the individual in isolation and may only be realised as a species 

living under common rules. The form of government in which these aims can 

best be realised is that of a republic whose laws conform to that of Recht.

106 For this section upon Kant’s cosmopolitanism I have borrowed heavily from 
the account of cosmopolitanism in Caygill’s A Kant Dictionary.
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4 - 9  Kant & the Idea of Rationalism in Politics

Kant, I would like to argue, represents the very paradigm, or apotheosis of what 

Alasdair MacIntyre terms “the failed project of the enlightenment” and, conse­

quently of “Rationalism in Politics.” As Kant himself describes the Enlighten­

ment in his essay Aufklarung:

“Enlightenment is the liberation of man from his self-caused state of 
minority . . .  the source [of this minority] lies not in a lack of under­
standing, but in a lack of determination and courage to use it with­
out the assistance of another.”

This helps make sense of Alasdair MacIntyre’s understanding of the Enlighten­

ment as the failed attempt to provide a tradition-independent justification of the 

Liberal individualist morality. But the truth, they usually say, lies somewhere in 

the middle, and by coupling Kant’s definition with that of MacIntyre’s, we are 

getting closer to the mark; for the Rationalism of the Enlightenment, indeed, 

was really never so much a project as it was and is a disposition, a cast of mind, 

and a particular way of looking at and being in the world that has grown so fa­

miliar to us that it is truly difficult to imagine the world and ourselves construed 

otherwise.

It is perhaps not necessary at this point for me to examine in too great detail this 

project, for we have already examined this in the previous chapter and will do so 

again. But it is yet worthwhile to point out a few features of this ideal so that we 

may have a better idea of what the Rationalism of the Enlightenment is, and how 

the contemporary practitioners of political philosophy participate in it. The fea­

tures of Enlightenment Rationalism that I would like to mark out for special 

note include a conception of the mind as a neutral instrument independent of the 

objects of its contemplation; a dominant belief in the efficacy of instrumental 

reason to guide our moral and political conduct; a certain sovereignty accorded 

to technique at the expense of practical knowing-how; a progressive sense of 

history; the ideological style of politics; a deep suspicion of any and all authority 

unjustified by the use of our reason; and an unbounded faith that the future will
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bring about the Liberal individualist morality that has become so definitive of 

the social and political thought of our age.

But the Rationalism in Politics that I outlined in the last chapter included more 

than this. It also included the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals that 

Oakeshott regards as having all but surpassed the traditional morality of custom 

and habit with which it is underwritten. And as we shall see, and as it is to be 

contrasted with the account of Hegel that I give in the next chapter, such a mo­

rality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals and the prevalence of the sover­

eignty of technique over that of the practical knowing-how which is an essential 

component of practice characterises this rationalist age.

4 - 1 0  Conclusion

Kant achieved the goal of articulating a universal, authoritative and imperative 

criterion of right by placing at the centre of his theory an account of autonomous 

moral agency based on the possibility of pure will and reason of the noumenal 

world. Right and morality share, therefore, a common basis. So if it is shown 

that Kant’s theory of morality is empty -  that there is no noumenal world of rea­

son and will from which we may erect a doctrine of right -  Kant’s doctrine of 

morality and right becomes similarly suspect. Politics would then remain a mat­

ter of prudence, or phronesis, not reason, and Kant would not have succeeded in 

refuting Hume’s claim that reason alone cannot motivate the will.

To prove or disprove Kant, however, is not the subject of this dissertation or 

Chapter. For reasons that we need not rehearse here, the Deontological Liberals 

of today’s debate have abandoned the Kantian account of agency and have of­

fered something Kantian-like in its place. They have done so because even 

though they believe Kant’s understanding of moral agency to be indefensible, 

they wish to preserve the Kantian or Kantian-like understanding of right in the 

form of justice as fairness as the ideal that they seek to promote.107 And the

107 There is, however, an unresolved tension in Kant. How to bring about this 
cosmopolitan state of affairs upon earth, according to a criterion of right given
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Communitarians, drawing upon Hegel’s critique of Kant that we shall examine 

in the next chapter, pit themselves against this self-same ideal of right. That 

said, it is still worthwhile that we have here set out Kant’s conception of auton­

omy, the ideal of right, and the ideal of a Cosmopolitan Liberal Utopia of Feder­

ated Republics so that we may better understand the Rationalism and Politics 

and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals that imbue today’s de­

bate.

in the heavens, without violating the Kantian dictum of never treating anyone as 
a means to another one’s end. Kant never satisfactorily resolves this and this 
problem becomes a principal problem that Rawls seeks to address.



Chapter 5 -  Hegel & Der Staat

For Hegel, the French Revolution is that event around which all the 
determinations of philosophy in relation to its time are clustered, 
with philosophy marking out the problem through attacks on and 
defences of the Revolution. Conversely, there is no other philosophy 
that is a philosophy of revolution to such a degree and so pro­
foundly, in its innermost drive, as that of Hegel.
-  Joachim Ritter108

5 - 0  Preface

In this chapter we focus upon Hegel. I will follow a similar line of argument as I 

did in the last chapter. There, I argued that the moral and political theorising of 

Kant was built upon what Kant considered inviolate and universal metaphysical 

foundations (which in turn provided the normative legitimacy for his ethical 

theorising). Here, I will try to show that Hegel’s political philosophy is predi­

cated upon universal foundations, albeit in Hegel’s case, peculiarly historicised 

ones. We may, after Allen Wood, term Hegel’s theory a “historicised universal- 

ism.”109

Here, our main metaphysical concern will be with Hegel’s conception of abso­

lute mind or Geist, a progressive realisation of freedom in agency and the con­

crete institutional structures and practices in which such freedom can be exer­

cised and on which it indeed depends. This is what Hegel means when he states 

in the preface of The Philosophy o f Right that “what is rational is actual and 

what is actual is rational.” And that, “I am at home in the world when I know, 

still more when I understand, it.”110

108 Ritter, Joachim. Hegel and the French Revolution: Essays on The Philosophy 
o f Right, p.43
109 Wood, Allen W. Hegel’s Ethical Thought. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer­
sity Press, 1990) p. 205
110 Hegel, G. W. F. The Philosophy o f Right Translated with notes by Knox, T. 
M. (New York: Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967) §226
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Furthermore, I argued in the last chapter that the viability of Kant’s metaphysic 

was immaterial to this dissertation. This is so insofar as no “Liberal” theorist 

surveyed in this dissertation with the exception of Kant actually employs such 

foundations; likewise, no Communitarian depends much upon the viability of 

Hegel’s conception of Geist either.

However, whereas Kant’s ethical theorising ought to be understood as strongly 

normative, Hegel’s ethical theorising, in agreement with his philosophy as a 

whole, cannot be so understood. As Hegel famously writes in the preface to The 

Philosophy o f Right’.

When philosophy paints its grey in grey, then has a shape of life 
grown old. By philosophy’s grey in grey it cannot be rejuvenated but 
only understood. The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with 
the falling of the dusk.111

With Oakeshott (who indeed in part derives his views from Hegel) philosophy 

for Hegel has no practical application to our politics. It can only help us in the 

understanding and clarification of our ethical and political practices, and thus 

indirectly (in Oakeshottian parlance) aid us in The Pursuit of Intimations and 

what Oakeshott understands as truly “Rational Conduct.” But as I have already 

suggested, the morality that underlies Hegel’s ethical theorising differs from that 

which underlies Kant’s. Kant can be understood as representing what I have ear­

lier described as Rationalism in Politics, with the consequent stoic and individ­

ual morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals with which it is underwritten. 

Hegel, by contrast, advocates an earlier, embedded morality of habit and culture. 

This is the morality dependent on norms derived from the society of which an 

individual is a part which has more in common with the ideal morality of cus­

tom and habit and that of Rational Conduct which Oakeshott argues is our only 

viable alternative to Rationalism in Politics. Moreover, as I have earlier argued, 

as neither the Liberals nor the Communitarians employ metaphysical founda­

tions of the sort that Kant and Hegel employ, neither may their normative pro­

nouncements be seen as the outcome of disengaged philosophy; rather, I con­

111 Hegel, G. W. F. The Philosophy o f Right, p.13
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tend, these pronouncements must be seen for exactly what they are: viz. the po­

litical utterances of academics engaged in the practice of politics in Britain and 

North America. The political philosophy of the Liberal-Communitarian debate 

is in Wittgenstein’s words, “bourgeois philosophy,” and the form that this poli­

tics takes is that of Rationalism and the morality which underwrites it is that of 

the self-conscious pursuit of ideals.

And just as I in the last chapter regarded Kant as the supreme embodiment of 

Enlightenment Rationalism, here Hegel for me serves to embody, and prefigure, 

the anti-enlightenment critique that the Communitarians are to make such use of 

in their criticisms of “Deontological Liberalism.” In arguing for this, I shall be 

drawing upon my discussion of Oakeshott’s conception of philosophy in Experi­

ence and its Modes that I described in Chapter 2, and his conception of 

Rationalism in Politics that I discussed in Chapter 3. And so I will now exposit 

the ethical theorising of for some the greatest philosopher that ever lived , while 

for others -  such as Rudolph Haym -  that paid apologist of imperial Prussia, 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel.

5 - 1  Introduction

Hegel, born in Stuttgart on 27 August, 1770 to a minor government official, first 

studied theology at the University of Tubingen, later tutored at Bern and Frank­

furt, edited a major newspaper, and lectured at Jena, Nuremberg and Heidleberg. 

He finally secured a professorship at Berlin, and died prematurely, a victim of 

the great cholera epidemic of 1831.

Within the space of these 60 years, however, Hegel developed a system of phi­

losophy so remarkable, so intricate and so wide ranging, that alongside Aris­

totle’s, Hegel’s efforts must rank in the history of philosophy as one of the su­

preme attempts to systematise the whole of human knowledge.

Indeed, the comparison with Aristotle goes further because they both shared a 

similar teleological cosmology (in Hegel’s case one based on history, in Aris-
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totle’s, nature), a similar (though in Hegel’s case, qualified) idealising of the 

Greekpolis, and a similarly systematic understanding of philosophy and its rela­

tion with all things knowable. To sceptical 20th century eyes, Hegel’s system of 

philosophy may seem overly ambitious, as does Aristotle’s. But we need not go 

so far as to say as Kierkegaard so snidely did, that Hegel would have been the 

greatest thinker of all time, had he only appended one sentence to his work:

“The following is fiction.”

To Hegel it was anything but fiction. For Hegel (unlike Marx who in many other 

respects was so very greatly indebted to him) the proper ends and purposes of 

philosophy were to interpret the world, not to change it. This was perhaps in 

very great degree a reaction on Hegel’s part to Kant’s revolutionary leanings.

But in any event, we can see that the development of Hegel’s philosophy pre­

cisely presupposes that of Kant’s, insofar as Hegel’s project of philosophy would 

have been impossible without Kant’s critical transformation of the discipline. 

Moreover, prior to Hegel, the dominant trend in German philosophy had become 

Kantian, and it is against such a background that Hegel wrote. In fact, by the 

time of Hegel’s writing, Kant’s philosophy had been made in some ways even 

more Kantian by the conceptual elaboration of theorists whom Hegel calls those 

“ring leader(s) of superficialities,” Herr Fries and of course Fichte. So if it is 

sometimes thought that Hegel’s critique of Kant is in some places overblown, it 

should be recognised that Kant himself may not always have been Hegel’s prin­

cipal target.

If it is fair to describe Kant as the philosopher of the project of the Enlighten­

ment and the French Revolution, it is nonetheless still true to write as Joachim 

Ritter does that, “ . . .  in an ironical way we can say that there was no philoso­

pher more of the French Revolution than that of Hegel.” For, as I shall soon con­

tend, according to Hegel the fundamental freedoms that Kant espoused in his 

concept of Recht are self-undermining, capable not only in principle, but also 

likely in practice, of destroying the very conditions necessary for such rights and 

freedoms to continue and actually flourish. As Hegel so severely puts it in The 

Philosophy o f Right, the abstract freedom of Kant:
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. . .  is the freedom of the void which rises to a passion and takes 
shape in the world; while still remaining theoretical, it takes shape 
in religion as the Hindu fanaticism of pure contemplation, but when 
it turns to actual practice, it takes shape in religion and politics alike 
as the fanaticism of pure destruction -  the destruction of the whole 
subsiding social order -  as the elimination of individuals who are 
objects of suspicion to any social order and the annihilation of any 
organisation which tries to rise anew from the ruins.112

5 - 2  Kant, Philosophy, & the Argument for the Transcendental Unity of 
Apperception

If Alasdair MacIntyre’s description of the Project of the Enlightenment as man­

kind’s failed attempt to provide a tradition-independent justification of the Lib­

eral, individualist viewpoint is true, nowhere more clearly shall we see this fail­

ure, if that is what it is, than in Kant. For, I contend, Kant embodied the Ration­

alism of the Enlightenment by attempting to deduce norms of ethical and politi­

cal conduct unsullied by the contingencies of experience and “that niggardly 

stepmother nature.”113 And Kant did so by placing at the centre of his theory the

112 Hegel, G. W. F. The Philosophy o f Right, §5n
113 Of course, there are two qualifications to be made here. The first is that in my 
later discussion of Rawls, I will not impute this charge to Rawls, for in the case 
of Rawls it is simply not true to suggest that Rawls has deduced his two norms 
of justice from the bare idea of reason itself. In fact, as I will be at pains to 
show, in Rawls’ efforts at constructing a non-metaphysical account of agency, 
the results are more Hegelian than Kantian. In the case of Kant, it is also impor­
tant to point out that in Kant the norms of justice which he promulgates are a 
product of practical reason, and not pure reason. So it is not strictly true to make 
this charge of Kant either, though it serves my expository intent insofar as 
Kant’s conception of morality and right is based upon the ability of the agent to 
act free from any heteronomous or force alien to the agent. That Kant attempted 
to secure a tradition independent justification of the liberal individualist morality 
is why I have earlier cited Kant and will continue to cite Kant as epitomising the 
Rationalism of the Enlightenment. I do not, however, at this moment mean this 
to be a criticism of Kant -  we have not looked at Kant in sufficient detail to ac­
curately judge and anyway, the veracity of Kant’s ethical theorising is a moot 
point in terms of this dissertation -  only that I submit we may use Kant in this 
dissertation as a convenient standard or benchmark for when we come to exam­
ine and judge such nebulous and bandied about terms as “The project of the 
Enlightenment, “‘Rationalism in Politics, “‘Enlightenment Rationalism” and 
“Instrumental Reason.” I say it is a moot point insofar as this dissertation is 
about the liberal Communitarian debate, and not Kant and Hegel, and as no lib-
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morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals, in Kant’s case, that of the twin 

ideals of freedom and equality that have become so part and parcel of contempo­

rary Deontological Liberalism.

Kant’s task in ethical theorising was twofold. To delineate a system of morality 

that was in concert with our deepest intuitions about justice and morality, but 

whose source lay elsewhere. And to systematise a domain of right in which such 

morality could be practised, and which allowed for the greatest possible mutual 

exercise of the self-legislative autonomy that Kant regarded as intrinsic, neces­

sary and obligatory to our rational human agency.

Kant’s project resulted in the promulgation of a cosmopolitan world utopia of 

federated procedural republics. This would be a League of Nations as it were, 

that would supersede the nation state. At its centre it would have the ancestor of 

today’s accounts of the Liberal ideal of procedural justice in the forms of the 

rarefied conceptions of freedom and equality that characterise the self-conscious 

pursuit of ideals with which I am here concerned. Such a federation, making 

universal right prior to any particular conception of “the good,” would remove 

virtue once and for all from the political sphere, and firmly entrench it in the 

private.114 The degree to which such an ideal has come to be realised in actual 

practice is reflected in Alasdair MacIntyre’s charge that we now live in a time 

“After Virtue.”115

5 - 3  Hegel Contra Kant

eral or Communitarian employs the metaphysical foundations that Kant and 
Hegel did, I need not examine them.
114 This would be an ideal of procedural justice that did not discriminate be­
tween the respective situations of those concerned, or the utilitarian outcomes of 
our individual actions, but rather attempted to deal impartial justice to all those 
concerned through the application of Right, a category of justice that is prior to 
the good.
1 i  r

The contemporary manifestation of such a project, and one which MacIntyre 
himself cites, we find of course in Rawls’ A Theory o f Justice, the subject of the 
following chapter. But at the moment, it is the differences between Kant, Hegel, 
and the Liberals and Communitarians that I now wish to highlight.
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That Kant’s philosophy should become the dominant philosophical system in 

Europe is fitting, as Kant not only manifested the Enlightenment Rationalism so 

characteristic of his time, but also shaped it. And it is also not so surprising that 

those should develop Kant’s theory such as Herr Fries and Fichte in ways that 

Kant may not have countenanced. Neither is it surprising that a counter­

enlightenment movement lead by Herder, De Maistre and other such malcon­

tents should so swiftly rise to oppose it.116 What is perhaps more interesting is 

that it was only a short while afterwards that Hegel was to shake both the domi­

nant Kantian school in philosophy and the counter-enlightenment movement to 

their very foundations.

Hegel did so by combining the best elements of both schools of thought into a 

synthesis that has become the hallmark of Hegelian thought that superseded ei­

ther. And so we are still haunted by debates that owe their origin to the opposi­

tion between Kant and Hegel. As I have stated before, this is precisely what the 

Liberal-Communitarian debate is all about, with the crucial difference being that 

neither the Liberals nor the Communitarians employ the metaphysical founda­

tions upon which Kant and Hegel erected their respective moral and political 

theories.

5 - 4  Philosophy in Kant & Hegel

Hegel’s conception of philosophy is, as I have already suggested, in almost 

complete contrast to Kant’s. Without Kant, it is safe to say that Hegel would 

have set out on a very different trajectory in his philosophising; but while Kant 

argued that rationality ought to dictate the norms regulating society, for Hegel:

“What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational.”

This was not simply a blind affirmation of the given, as some of Hegel’s harsh­

est critics have maintained (and this criticism has been extended to Oakeshott 

today). Rather, it is a shift in focus away from mind itself and towards the world

116 On this point, see Holmes, Stephen. The Anatomy o f Anti-Liberalism (Cam­
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1993)
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and reason in the form of custom, tradition and habit, as it is constituted. This 

shift in attention did not lead one to blindly accept what was simply given. 

Rather, the “simply given” was always to be examined critically, to be reflected 

upon in such a way as to make reality conform with reason and reason conform 

with reality in a reciprocal process of understanding and engagement. In this 

way, the fruit of each earlier engagement contrived to raise the level of under­

standing (and hence, for Hegel, the level of freedom) in individuals and society, 

through Hegel’s characteristic process of negation and overcoming.

Philosophy for Hegel thus made a circle -  in The Philosophy o f Right each of 

the 360 parts can be understood as a single degree of arc -  covering in its com­

pass all manners of knowing. The proof of the veracity of this philosophy was 

not, however, to be found in a one to one correspondence between it and the 

world. For Hegel, philosophy and the world were indistinguishable, and the rela­

tion between the two only discoverable in the closing of the circle and the co­

herence and intelligibility of the whole, as in Oakeshott. It was for these reasons 

that I showed Oakeshott’s debt to Hegel concerning the defence of a coherence 

theory of truth, though that said, Oakeshott’s theory is much more radically 

sceptical than Hegel’s. On this point at least, Oakeshott has more in common 

with Hume than with Hegel.

Far from this being only an affirmation of the status quo, as critics of Hegel of­

ten suggest, Hegel’s theory sought not reason and its normative injunctions in 

“the imagined castles of the mind.” Rather Hegel sought an understanding that 

came in “seizing the moment in time” and then articulating “the content of the 

actual.” As implied in the preceding statement, “seizing the moment in time,” 

we can see that for Hegel reason itself, in a way that Kant could never counte­

nance, has a history. As Hegel writes, “The history of mind is its own act. Mind 

is only what it does, and its act is to make itself the object of its own conscious­

ness. In history, its act is to gain consciousness of itself as mind, to apprehend 

itself in its interpretation to itself.”117 Through this history Hegel’s “historicised

117 Hegel, G. W. F. The Philosophy o f Right, §343
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universalism” is revealed; and so I will now articulate this history, which, I still 

believe, is the best means of understanding Hegel and his work.

5 - 5  Hegel & History

Hegel’s peculiarly involved considerations of history and historiography may be

well known in outline and not detail, but it may still prove worthwhile to re-
1 1 8hearse them, at least in passing here. According to Hegel in The Phenomenol­

ogy o f Spirit, and Introduction to the Philosophy o f History (the latter, easily the 

most accessible of all Hegel’s writings) history is nothing less than “the march 

of World Spirit upon the earth.”

History, for Hegel then, can be understood to have begun with Anaxagoras’ ob­

servation that underlying the world of appearances was “the simple thought of 

Reason.”

As Hegel wrote:

The only thought which philosophy brings with it, in regard to his­
tory, is the simple thought of Reason -  the thought that Reason rules 
the world, and that world history has therefore been rational in its

119course.

Uncovering the rationality of the course of history is for Hegel the end and ob­

ject of all historical thought. A straightforward corollary of this view for Hegel, 

therefore, is that anything that is not the rule of reason in history, is quite simply, 

not history. This makes sense of Hegel’s oft quoted remark that India (or what 

was known of India in Hegel’s day) could not properly be said to have history, as 

reason’s march to greater self-actualisation of freedom had become stalled and

118 By doing so, I hope we shall come to see the importance of the notion of 
Geist or Spirit in Hegel’s theory and see how Hegel’s theory of the state would 
look once Geist is removed. For it is my view that the notion of Geist is essen­
tial to Hegel’s theory, and without Geist Hegel’s distinctive view upon ethical 
theorising unwinds. Hegel without Geist is, essentially, what we shall find to be 
the case when we examine the Communitarian criticism of deontological liberal­
ism.
119 Hegel, G. W. F. Introduction to the Philosophy o f History, p. 12
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society made stagnant there.120 What is rational is that which plays a part in the 

unfolding of Geist and that which does not is not history.

For Hegel, reason’s rule manifests itself in history both spiritually and mentally 

and physically or institutionally, since the mental/spiritual and physical are for 

Hegel but two sides of the same coin. And just as the essence of matter is grav­

ity, the essence of reason for Hegel is nothing less than the development of the 

positive freedom of self-determination, a full realisation of which is for Hegel 

only to be found in the Modern Western European State, with its heart that of 

civil association, and the bourgeois individual who inhabits and exercises his 

freedom within it.121

History for Hegel therefore commenced when the first man (or woman) recog­

nised himself as distinguished from all the rest and first realised, if only dimly, 

and acted upon his own potential for self-determination against another.122 As 

Hegel writes in The Phenomenology o f Spirit,

The relation of the two self-conscious individuals is such that they 
prove themselves and each other through a life and death struggle.
They must engage in this struggle, for they must raise their certainty 
of being for themselves to truth, both in the case of other and in their 
own case. And it is only through staking one’s life that freedom is 
won; only thus is it proved that for self-consciousness, its essential 
being is not [just] being, not the immediate form in which it ap-

123pears.

From this modest awakening, Hegel suggests, a dialectic of freedom swiftly en­

sues, as man grows ever more conscious of himself and his relation to the world

120 The reader is reminded of Oakeshott’s speculations upon history, wherein he 
often remarks that one thing or another that goes under the rubric of “history”
“is simply not history, ” although the sense here is quite different. Oakeshott 
makes a more severe cut between what history is and is not than Hegel does, and 
Oakeshott’s reasons for doing so differ greatly. Whereas Oakeshott is eager to 
exclude anything from the category of history that seeks to put a use to history, 
or imposes an order exterior to such a history, for Hegel history is only that 
which exhibits reason’s actualisation of freedom.
191 Thus, the story (Geschichte) of freedom’s development for Hegel is history.
122 Whereas for Kant, the dominant feature of agency is volition, for Hegel it is 
intelligence. The same shall apply for Oakeshott.
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and others, and realises ever higher degrees of self-determination. However, this 

increase in freedom depends upon a self-same freedom being realised in others, 

such that the individual is recognised as an equal by equals, as is the ideal of the 

modern state. Before that, however, a life and death struggle between master and 

slave must and does take place before such unequal relations may be overcome. 

But just as man conformed to, negated, and overcame Reason’s dictates, so too 

does Reason evolve to conform with the man.

In Hegel’s thought, the self-actualisation of freedom upon “the slaughter bench 

of history” develops through the actions of certain exceptional persons, what 

Hegel terms “world-historical-individuals” -  Socrates, Alexander the Great, 

Caesar, and Napoleon for example -  or through the actions of unnamed and uni­

dentified masses.124

Regardless of whom history “chooses,” such history “operates” through “the 

passions of men” who will have little idea of their place “in the cunning of his­

tory,” though Hegel may have gone too far when he wrote that he saw Geist on 

horseback in the figure of Napoleon at Jena.

The first significant stage of history for Hegel is that of Oriental Despotism, 

where only the Despot may be considered “free.” This despot’s freedom, how­

ever, is not to be envied and does not compare with the manner of freedom that 

the modern state may offer those members of a position to enjoy it. The despot’s 

people, (or rather his slaves for that is all that they are or could be) are dimly 

aware that only the despot is free, and that they are not; but such freedom as the 

despot enjoys, Hegel makes very clear, can only be brute savagery, whim, and 

caprice. True freedom as such demands that it be reciprocally recognised by 

equals, and the despot, having no equal, is thus entrapped in his own despotism.

Hegel, G. W. F. The Phenomenology o f Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1977) §189
124 As an aside, many have found in Hegel’s valorisation of such “Great Men”
something of a “boys own” fascination. Even though such world historical fig­
ures are for Hegel in keeping with the movement of objective spirit in history, 
this for Hegel does not excuse them for their villainy, it is still right that they are 
in their times opposed.
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It is only in ancient Greece that such reciprocal recognition first obtains, in what 

Hegel describes as that quick, but fading “evanescent flower.” Not here do we 

find that idealising of the Greek polis that had come to dominate much counter­

enlightenment thought. But here, only the some can be understood as free, since 

the “evanescent flower” of ancient Athens is, Hegel hastens to add and we 

should not forget, built upon foundations of slavery, and as such issues its own, 

inevitable dissolution. Hegel does not then idealise the Ancient Athenian polis, 

as many of the proponents of the counter-enlightenment may have done; rather, 

Hegel can be considered a thoroughgoing modernist, as is Oakeshott, insofar as
19SHegel sees no utility in a return to a pre-modern ideal of culture or individual.

Only in the rise of the Germanic peoples by and through the Christianisation of 

the Roman Empire does the notion take hold that all individuals, by virtue of 

being human, are free or at least ought to be so. This period of man’s develop­

ment Hegel terms the “unhappy consciousness.” The conscious man is unhappy 

because even though his freedom is for the most part realised in this world, he 

yet looks for salvation and guidance in a world beyond. As Hampsher-Monk 

writes, “He is preoccupied with the loss of the unity enjoyed by Greek society 

and sees Christianity as a religion responsible for creating the psychologically
1 Of*and emotionally private individual of the Roman and modern ages.” Suffering 

from such an unhappy consciousness, he must reconcile himself with the knowl­

edge that as long as he is in this world, he may never enjoy the peace that he 

would find in the next.

With the rise and fall of nations and political orders, new principles of ethical 

life and varieties of agents emerge and vanish. For Hegel, however, there is a 

terminus, the process is not never-ending: the modern European state, he writes, 

“is [in fact] the actuality of the ethical idea.”127 And further, “[t]he state is abso­

1
Indeed, Oakeshott’s project is understood in a sense as a project for relieving 

ourselves of such an unhappy consciousness, by reconciling ourselves to our 
mortality.

Hampsher-Monk, Iain. A History o f Modern Political Thought (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1992) p. 417
127 Hegel, G. W. F. The Philosophy o f Right, §258
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lutely rational inasmuch as it is the actuality of the substantial will which it pos­

sesses in the particular self-consciousness once that consciousness has been 

raised to consciousness of its universality.” Still further on, Hegel states: “This 

substantial unity is an absolute unmoved end in itself, in which freedom comes 

into its supreme right.”

I shall turn to articulate this conceived culmination of ethics and agency that, in 

peculiar fashion, has both garnered much adverse criticism and in my opinion 

duly reflected our modern condition.

5 - 6  On The Philosophy of Right

Hegel, in contrast to Kant’s “freedom of the void,” articulates in the Philosophy 

of Right what he terms the “Idea” of “Right,” out of the “Concept” of right. 

Hegel here desires to show how the will is at once free and determined, and how 

the institutions and practices of our moral and political life are both necessary 

to, and also a product of that will. As Hampsher-Monk well has it, “The institu­

tions, practices and conventions which constitute, and through which we under­

stand the modern Liberal state, are necessarily the way they are, because they 

represent the only way in which human wills can coherently, and without con­

tradiction interact in a social arena.”128

In Hegel’s vocabulary, the “concept” of a thing is, unlike in Kant, a non­

transcendent representation, contemporaneous and coextensive with the concrete 

actuality that it represents or has represented, but which can have no existence 

wholly independent of it. The “idea,” for Hegel, is the actualised “concept” in 

practice that has no independent existence apart from the concept. A “concept” 

in Hegel, we can say, is the distillate, non-transcendent representation of an 

“idea,” while the “idea” is the concrete actualisation of the concept in practice.

In this process of philosophical construction, Hegel in the Philosophy o f Right 

describes how the “Idea” of Right, that is the concrete actualisation of Right,
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develops out of the “Concept” of Right, in three successive and interrelated 

moments.

In the first moment, “universal will” is “pure indeterminacy” and “the dissipa­

tion of every restriction and every content immediately presented by nature, by 

needs, desires and impulses, or given and determined by any means whatso­

ever.” In the second moment the universal ego of the first moment becomes par­

ticularised, takes on determinate and particular content. Will, which was for­

merly “nothing” becomes “something” through its projection upon and imprint­

ing upon the world. And in the last moment, will achieves its actualisation in the 

unity of the two moments in the “Idea,” or the actualisation of the “Concept,” 

that is to say, the principal subject of The Philosophy o f Right.

Hegel explains: “Right therefore is by definition freedom as idea.” The structure 

that right is to take is composed of abstract right, morality, and ethical life. Ab­

stract right concerns property and external relations between individuals, and as 

such is purely negative right, the protection and exchange of property. This 

negative right belongs to the realm of civil society, a type of society, which 

Hegel believes allows a greater individual liberty than the ancient polis could 

ever envisage. Hegel’s ideal of the civil society of course borrows heavily from 

such thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment as Hume, Steuart, Hutcheson and 

Smith.

As Ritter writes,

In the Philosophy o f Right, civil society has finally become the cen- 
terpoint; all political, legal, and spiritual problems of the age are re­
ferred to it as the epochal upheaval determining all, whose theory 
supersedes the consideration of the political revolution.129

128 Hampsher-Monk, Iain, p.429
129 Ritter, Joachim, p.68
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Kant’s ethical theorising, Hegel asserts, is crippled, though Hegel is undoubtedly 

extremely impressed by Kant’s derivation of ethics from pure reason. Neverthe­

less, Hegel believes that ethical reasoning must go a stage farther.130 So Hegel 

does agree with Kant that the essential imperative in abstract right is to be a per­

son and respect other people as persons. This is, in other words, a restatement of 

Kant’s Kingdom of Ends, which itself is a restatement of the Christian teaching 

to treat others as you would be treated by them. But Hegel disagrees with the 

formality of Kant’s theorising, contending that it leads us into a radical and un­

stable subjectivity: what, in effect, the inner will desires. Morality must some­

how be grounded. Hegel argues that Kant’s theory shows us what is moral and 

immoral, according to the categorical imperative, but that it has no way to dis­

tinguish between rival ethical codes that may however meet the test of 

universalizability. Such a case would be, for example, between two rival ethical 

codes, one that banished all private property and another that entrenched it.

As Hegel writes: “since the state is mind objectified, it is only as one of its 

members that the individual has objectivity, individuality and an ethical life.” 

Freedom here, far from being “the freedom of the void,” depends on a body of 

rights, relations and norms in Sittlichkheit, in which freedom is recognised and 

made possible. The individual then, far from being disconnected from all that he 

is phenomenally concerned with, as Hegel accused Kant of imagining him, in 

Hegel’s account is connected with all that of which he is a part. Agency, for 

Hegel, is therefore conceived as situated, embedded, inter-subjective, and his- 

toricised.

5 - 7  Autonomy in Kant & Hegel

So we can see that Hegel, in complete agreement with Kant concerning the im­

portance of a satisfactory account of agency as the necessary foundation upon 

which an adequate theory of the right could be built, argues, distinctly, for a very 

different understanding of agency, morality and politics than did Kant. He does

130 Hampsher-Monk, Iain, p.444
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so because of his very different conception of philosophy and history. Kant ar­

gued for a conception of freedom that understood the autonomy of an agent to 

be that of a self-legislative being uninfluenced by determinants alien to his own 

will and reason. Hegel, by contrast, argues for a conception of freedom that un­

derstands autonomy to be the product and consequence of concrete social condi­

tions brought about through the activity of Reason in history.

Hegel understands human agency, like Kant, to be radically free from the deter­

minations of nature; however, unlike Kant, Hegel understands human agency to 

be intimately connected with Sittlichkheit, or Ethical Life -  the embodied norms, 

customs and practices of a particular society.

For Hegel then, autonomy is not to be found in the refuge of reason. Rather, 

freedom is to be found in an active process of negation and overcoming of the 

embodied norms of society and one’s own reason. This is where mind strives to 

fulfil the freedom inherent in agency, to make such freedom not only possible 

but also actual, in ever-higher states of self-consciousness and freedom. The 

conclusion of this long process is the “end of history,” which Hegel understands 

to be the gradual realisation of the fully autonomous individual contemporane­

ous with the development of the Modern Western European State that has at its 

centre civil association. This is an association whereby individual’s various 

needs and desires may interact in a way more seamless and more positively than 

any situation or association seen so far. The provenance of Hegel’s account of 

civil association is not difficult to determine. Undoubtedly indebted to Steuart, 

Hutcheson, Smith and so on, Hegel delineates a sphere of social life superior to 

the family, inferior to the State, which has no purpose other than satisfying the 

system of needs of those who engage in i t .131

5 - 8  Hegel, Kant & Agency

131 Nietzsche of course had rather less good things to say about the conclusion of 
Hegel’s teleology, calling the individuals who were to populate the end of his­
tory, “last men, ” seeking ever after “their pitiable comforts.”
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Even though Kant and Hegel have different conceptions of philosophy, it is not 

true that Hegel rejects Kant’s ethical theorising outright, as the literature some­

times suggests. In fact, as I earlier suggested, Hegel’s ethical theorising very 

much presupposes Kant’s. And it does not go too far to say that indeed, Hegel’s 

ethical theorising would be unintelligible without a certain understanding of 

Kant’s. The great differences between Hegel and Kant, then, should not obscure 

such deeper commonalities.

These similarities and differences aside, Hegel, very much in distinction to Kant, 

argues that there can be no great divide between a noumenal but insensible 

world of will and reason and a phenomenal world of experience. Hegel believes 

that Kant so radically cleaved the phenomenal world from the noumenal as to 

make an account of their relationship impossible. He thus argues that Kant’s 

conception of agency is empty, resulting only in “the freedom of the void,” 

where in Charles Taylor’s words, “nothing would be worth doing, nothing 

would deserve to count for anything.”132

5 - 9  The Problem

Kant himself was not unaware of the problem that Hegel suggests lies at the 

heart of his theory, namely, how the Kantian epistemology can confer on Kant’s 

ideal of right its normative and imperitival legitimacy. As Kant admitted:

. . .  the question as to how a categorical imperative [the supreme 
principal of morality] is possible can be answered [only] to the ex­
tent that there can be supplied the sole presupposition under which 
such an imperative is alone possible -  namely, the idea of freedom.
The necessity of this presupposition is discernible and this much is 
sufficient for the practical use of reason, i.e. for being convinced as 
to the validity of this imperative and hence also of the moral law; 
but how this presupposition itself is discernible can never be dis­
cerned by any human reason.133

1 ̂ 9Taylor, Charles. Charles. Hegel and Modern Society (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979) p. 159
133 Kant, Immanuel. Grounding, p.60
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To address this (to, in a way, discern this indiscernible) Hegel employs a very 

different account of knowledge that does not allow of such distinct divisions be­

tween sense and judgement, noumenal and phenomenal worlds. And therefore 

Hegel considers his own theory capable, unlike Kant’s, of adequately accounting 

for the self and the freedom that is its potentiality.

Hegel presents us therefore with an account of autonomous moral agency that 

understands agency not only as a coupling of will and reason abstracted from the 

contingencies of the phenomenal world, as Kant understood. Rather, Hegel de­

scribes autonomous moral agency as a self-reflective intelligence, striving to 

become ever more conscious of the world as the world becomes ever more con­

scious of itself in a reciprocal relation of dialectical being and becoming.

This differing conception of philosophy initiates a fundamental shift in political 

philosophy away from Kant. For the committed Kantian, it would be his respon­

sibility, his very obligation, to bring about such politics, as Kant shows are nec­

essary, regardless of the existing social arrangements and practices of the com­

munity wherein he finds himself. But for the Hegelian, such an imposition 

would result in the fury, destruction, and Hindu fanaticism of abstract negative 

freedom if the supporting conditions of their realisation were absent. Indeed, 

Hegel goes further, in the passage I have earlier cited, in tarring Kant with the 

same brush as he does the French Revolutionaries.

Now it is not that Hegel condemns the French Revolution outright. Nor does 

Hegel hold Kant solely responsible for it: that would be preposterous; rather, the 

French Revolution for Hegel is an integral and necessary part of the dialectic of 

history. It is thus both necessary and important that the French Revolution occur 

for the rise of the modern Liberal state to appear on the stage of world history, as 

well as the Liberal individualist with whom such states are most closely identi­

fied. According to Hegel, the rise of the Modern Western European State is coe­

val with the rise of the Liberal individual and the Liberal individualism with 

which his identity is underwritten. Without the French Revolution, then, there 

could for Hegel be no Modern State.
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But nonetheless in the ideals of the French Revolution, liberte, fraternite, 

egalite, there lies for Hegel a hidden danger, for these ideals at the time of the 

revolution simply are only ideals. The practices of such ideals will result Hegel 

argues in a “fury of destruction” because for Hegel they are not steeped in the 

customs, traditions and practices from whence they ought to arise. Devoid of 

their necessary nourishment in substantive conditions, and the morality of cus­

tom and habit and tradition, their application for Hegel results only “. . .  as the 

fanaticism of pure destruction” §5n

For such freedoms to develop properly, they must arise gradually over the course 

of time and history, and be the hard-won Outcome of the lived substantive life of 

those living under such norms. Hegel contends that the Kantian ideal of agency, 

in its efforts to establish a conception of universal right that is prior to the good, 

rends the agent from his culture, his history, and his self. The error of Liberal 

society, as Hegel sees it manifested in Kant, is that it tries to justify everything in 

terms of its being rationally chosen, rather than after the fact reflection upon the 

hard-won civil condition.

5 - 1 0  How Does Hegel’s Critique Of Kant Stand Up, & How Applicable Is 
It To Today’s Debate In Political Theory?

Hegel undoubtedly mounts a significant and powerful critique against Kant, but 

is it a fair one? Is the abstract freedom of Kant really “the freedom of the void,” 

the negative freedom that rises up in “a passion of Hindu fanaticism,” and “de­

stroys everything in its wake?” I think that Hegel may here be overstating his 

case, though this is not surprising in that Hegel often gets lost in the exuberance 

of his own writing. But I do have to agree with H. B. Acton who wrote:

The logical connections [between freedom and reason] are not alto­
gether clear, but it may well be that the links between egalitarian­
ism, antinomianism, violence, and contempt for human life are not 
wholly accidental.134

1 Acton, Lord. “Hegel, George Wilhem Friedrich” in The Encyclopaedia o f 
Philosophy, Vol. Ill (New York: The Macmillan Company and The Free Press, 
1943)
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But this is not really the question that is important for this dissertation, insofar 

as I shall argue that neither the Liberals nor the Communitarians make use of the 

metaphysical foundations of Kant and Hegel. The argument between Kant and 

Hegel, unlike the modern argument, is as much however on the level of meta­

physics than it is politics, the exact opposite of the Liberal-Communitarian de­

bate.

As the Liberals and Communitarians share no metaphysics, but do share a simi­

lar working method, i.e. the articulation and consideration of our common sense 

notions of justice and equality, the differences that separate Hegel from Kant do 

not actually obtain between the Liberals and the Communitarians.135

5 - 1 1  Conclusion

Freedom for Hegel, like Kant, is still essential to mind. And freedom for Hegel, 

again like Kant, is inexorably bound up with reason; yet the relation between 

mind, freedom and the world is very different for each. Unlike Kant, for Hegel, 

reason is dialectical, bound up with reason (as Kant understood it) but also with 

understanding -  understanding which both appropriates the world into mind, but 

also modifies the world by way of the activity of mind and will. Whereas the 

categories of mind that Kant deduced from his argument for the transcendental 

unity of apperception were stable, enduring, and in a way pre-existent, Hegel 

understood such categories to have arisen through a hermeneutical process of 

mind, experience, theory and practice.

Kant and Hegel both agree that it would be nonsensical to believe the categories 

of reason to exist independently of thinking minds. But whereas Kant under­

stood the form of these categories to be stable as long as there were rational be­

ings, Hegel understood such categories to be the hard-won outcome of human 

history. For Kant, any sentient being endowed with reason, be it a human or an-

135 The normative pronouncements that Kant made were justified in terms of 
their firm metaphysical foundations. The same holds for Hegel, who under-
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gel was capable in principle and practice of realising their own autonomy and 

human agency. For Hegel, an agent’s autonomy presupposed a history in which 

the conditions necessary for autonomy were gradually realised; and only re­

cently, with the appearance of the nation state, and the widespread adoption of 

Christianity, did the pre-conditions necessary for human autonomy develop.

As Ritter puts it: “According to Hegel, freedom is philosophically speaking the 

condition of man in which he can realise his humanity and so be himself and 

lead a human life.”136 Freedom is man’s self-contained existence, his Bei-sich- 

selbst-sein, and functions so that man may be made “at home in the world.” But 

freedom for Hegel has to be made concrete. In this concrete freedom, mind can 

both remain static, that is, confine itself to and content itself with the existing 

categories and classifications of thought, or it can doubt, overcome, and modify 

the world and mind to ever higher conditions of freedom. Therefore, Hegel ar­

gues, freedom is not simply the absence of external determination or constraint, 

won through the application of the reason and will of the noumenal world; 

rather, real freedom exists in the exercise of what Oakeshott calls “the freedom 

inherent in agency.”

Hegel argues that “pure reason” is not to be found in a noumenal world wholly 

abstracted from experience, as Kant understood. Hegel argues, rather, that rea­

son itself is to be found in the world of Sittlichkheit, the body of practices, insti­

tutions, customs and social norms of society within which we are embedded. 

The thrust, therefore, of Hegel’s critique of Kant is that by illegitimately divid­

ing the world into two, Kant has, concentrating his attention solely on a noume­

nal world that can exist nowhere, given us an account of what it is to be a 

morally autonomous being, empty of the world in which a being is to be 

autonomous. Kant has, Hegel argues, only purchased a coherent account of 

autonomous moral agency at the price of making the agent a stranger to that 

world.

stands the norms current in society not simply as that which exists, but as mani­
festing a pattern in history of emancipation.
136 Ritter, p.48
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Chapter 6 -  John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice & an Oakeshottian Critique 
of Same

Justice is the first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems 
of thought. A theory however elegant and economical must be re­
jected or revised if it is untrue; likewise laws and institutions no 
matter how efficient and well arranged must be reformed or abol­
ished if they are unjust.

Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that even 
the welfare of society as a whole cannot override. For this reason 
justice denies that the loss of freedom for some is made right by a 
greater good shared by others.

The denial of equal liberty can be defended only if it is necessary to 
raise the level of civilisation so that in due course these freedoms 
can be enjoyed.
-  John Rawls137

6 - 0  Preface

In this dissertation I aim to demonstrate that the Liberal-Communitarian debate 

has as much to do with politics as it does with philosophy. And that such politics 

as the debate is composed of are exercises in the political practices of Rational­

ism and the associated morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals. What 

Oakeshott understands by such practices and the deleterious effects upon our 

political theory and practice that Oakeshott believes are the inevitable result I 

have already discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.

To briefly recount: the practices of Rationalism in Politics Oakeshott argues are 

those practices predicated upon a mistaken view of knowledge and mind and 

morality that has increasingly come to take hold on the modern sensibility. It is 

one that considers mind as a neutral instrument, denigrates the morality of cus­

tom and habit, and believes that theory is not so much the after-image or step­

child of practice as it is its author.

137 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice p.3-4, 52
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What is perhaps most serious is that the practitioners of Rationalism in Politics 

are so in thrall to the certainty of their philosophy that they do but consider prac­

tical knowledge and the morality of custom with which it is underwritten to be a 

kind of nescience and thus are neglectful of it. For Oakeshott it is anything but a 

kind of nescience, as philosophy may only be but the handmaiden to practice, 

may only come after, and not before practical activity, and the true and real pur­

pose of philosophy is but that of clarification and analysis of practice. In a quote 

that Oakeshott employs from an old Chinese fable, technical knowledge in the 

absence of the practical knowledge can be nothing “but the lees and scum of by­

gone men.”138

The result of such “lees and scum of bygone men” for our current political prac­

tice has according to Oakeshott been grievous, resulting in the denigration and 

deterioration of the traditional knowledge with which a society needs to success­

fully renew and govern itself. How far gone we may be with such “lees and 

scum” it is difficult to tell, and whether we are beyond recovery is open to ques­

tion. A step, however, towards relieving ourselves of this less than satisfactory 

condition is of course first that of its recognition, and this is of course a princi­

pal theme, both of Oakeshott and of this dissertation.

The purpose of this particular chapter however is to examine the political phi­

losophy of John Rawls, the outstanding contemporary exemplar of Deontologi- 

cal Liberalism and hence also of Rationalism in Politics; to compare Rawls’s 

account with that of Kant’s, the outstanding modern theorist of Deontological 

Liberalism; and then to analyse the whole by way of the ethical theorising of 

Michael Oakeshott, both through his idealist conception of philosophy, and his 

understanding of the deleterious practices of Rationalism in Politics that I shall 

here argue Rawls is so representative and culpable of.

Furthermore, I will try to show that Rawls is still very much the contemporary 

exemplar of the practices of Rationalism in Politics.

138 Chuang Tzu, p.62 in Rationalism in Politics
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In later chapters I will try to show that the Communitarian critique which largely 

devotes itself to exorcising Kant from Rawls’s theory and other theories like 

Rawls, widely misses the mark.

This is not, however, to say that the validity of Rawls’s theory and other theories 

like Rawls’s is proved by the failure of the Communitarian critique. That would 

be an unwarranted conclusion. It is only to say that the Liberal and Communi­

tarian accounts of political philosophy have far more in common with each other 

than either is perhaps likely to admit.

However, unlike the Communitarian critique of Deontological Liberalism that 

this chapter will be first concerned with, an Oakeshottian critique by calling the 

pox of Rationalism in Politics upon both their houses does not declare the valid­

ity of either side, though it does of course implicate both.139

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, I will try to show how an Oakeshottian 

critique of the Liberal-Communitarian debate will give us a perspective upon the 

debate that is largely, I submit, hidden from view from within the debate itself.

6 - 1  Introduction: Deontological Liberalism Revisited

The kernel of Deontological Liberalism is the conception of justice that the con­

temporary contract theorists such as Rawls (I here lay aside their dissimilarities 

to better concentrate upon their common features) use the device of the contract 

to uphold as a regulative ideal: that is, viz., that the law be scrupulously neutral 

with regard to the many and diverse substantive conceptions of the good that the 

subjects to be regulated by the law hold.

Only in this way, these theorists believe, will the freedom and equality of all be 

upheld, each free to pursue his or her “chosen” or “given” conception of “the

139 This is particularly interesting regarding the Communitarians, because one of 
the important planks of Communitarianism is that of their anti-enlightenment 
critique.
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good” within a system of impartial rules that allow and enable others similarly 

to pursue with the least frustration their diverse personal conceptions.

This ideal of right of course finds its most pure and uncompromising statement 

in Kant, the subject of my fourth chapter. However, unlike today’s exponents of 

Deontological Liberalism such as Rawls, Barry, Nozick and so on, Kant of 

course predicated his account upon a conception of the good that had at its cen­

tre a conception of human autonomy more pure of external determination than 

any that had come before. But as I have suggested Kant’s account is, however, a 

statement of Deontological Liberalism that is no longer considered defensible by 

the contemporary Liberals or Communitarians surveyed in this dissertation. This 

is so because the metaphysical foundations upon which such a theory was justi­

fied are generally no longer regarded as tenable in principle or practice. I say 

generally “no longer regarded as tenable” for the simple reason that the meta­

physics of Kant have not been proved or disproved conclusively. They have 

rather, shall we say, merely fallen out of favour in the contemporary debate.

6 - 2  Deontological Liberalism & its Contemporary form in Rawlsian Con­
tractarianism

The normative intent of contemporary contractarianism is to secure the freedom 

and equality of the subjects before the law by ruling out comprehensive, and 

substantive conceptions of the good and other matters deemed irrelevant, such 

as wealth, power, sex or class from the choice of principles of justice with which 

the well-ordered polity is to be regulated, but to do so without recourse to meta­

physical foundations of the kind that Kant employed.

The necessity of ruling out such factors in the choice of principles is brought to 

the fore by “the fact of pluralism,” the assumption of scepticism -  that no sub­

stantive conception of the good is able to show its rational superiority to any 

other conception of the good -  the resultant collisions between people pursuing 

their varied and diverse conceptions of the good, and the great inequities of 

wealth and power, present in society. Michael Sandel brands the attempt at se­
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curing principles of justice that do not presuppose any particular conception of 

the good “Deontological Liberalism.”

6 - 3  John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice

As I have said, the most famous, and philosophically sanguine account of such 

Liberalism is that of Kant and his ideal of a cosmopolitan world utopia of feder­

ated republics that I examined in Chapter 4. But in our day, it is John Rawls’s A 

Theory of Justice that is taken (rightly or wrongly) as the most influential exam­

ple of contemporary “Deontological Liberalism” -  and what I have termed in 

Chapter 1 of my dissertation “the Kantian disposition” in contemporary political 

philosophising.1401 say “disposition” rather than “manner,” because while the 

prioritising of the right over that of the good espoused in A Theory of Justice 

bears the unmistakable hallmark of Kant, complete with the Rationalism in Poli­

tics and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals with which Kant’s 

theory, I have argued, is imbued, the manner in which Rawls and other contem­

porary contractarians makes the right prior to the good differs significantly.141

As Rawls writes,

The theory of justice tries to present a natural procedural rendering 
of Kant’s conception of the Kingdom of Ends, and of the notions of 
autonomy and the categorical imperative. In this way the underlying 
structure of Kant’s doctrine is detached from its metaphysical sur­
roundings so that it can be seen more clearly and presented rela­
tively free from objection.142

140 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice. Interestingly for us, Rawls is careful to say 
that while his restatement of the social contract is in the tradition of Locke, 
Rousseau and Kant, Hobbes understanding of the social contract in “Leviathan 
is not to be included as it presents special problems.” This is interesting because 
the brunt of much of the Communitarian criticism, especially that of Charles 
Taylor is directed towards a rather Hobbesian understanding of agency and civil 
association which Rawls explicitly excludes from consideration.
141 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.31. Rawls in his later writings further 
brings out the extent to which he attempts to model the Kantian ideal in the es­
says of Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993)
142 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.264
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The degree to which Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice has been presented “relatively 

free from objection” is the subject of the Liberal-Communitarian debate.143 For 

with the work’s publication, Rawls transformed, for good or for ill, the land­

scape of political philosophy. It is therefore not quite correct to remark, as John 

Gray has recently, that “Political Philosophy may have been reborn in 1971, but 

it was a still birth.”144

Before Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice, political philosophy was, the story goes, at a 

cross-roads between two rival, but incompatible schools, utilitarianism and intu- 

itionism. While intuitionism presented a varied assortment of often conflicting 

ultimate values, utilitarianism was seen as particularly liable to justify policies 

and principles that sacrificed the good of some to the greater good of the many. 

As Rawls rightly pointed out, the central problem of utilitarianism was that it 

did “not take seriously the distinction between persons,” illegitimately transpos­

ing what was rational for one man to pursue to what was rational for society as a 

whole to pursue.145 According to Rawls, however,

Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that even 
the welfare of society as a whole cannot override. For this reason 
justice denies that the loss of freedom for some is made right by a 
greater good shared by others.146

As Rawls well noted, whereas a man might reasonably trade off the benefits of 

the moment for greater expected benefits in the future, it was illegitimate for a 

society as a whole to trade off the good of some for the greater good of the 

many.147 This was so because the ultimate criterion in utilitarianism or conse- 

quentialism was the maximisation of the aggregate good, however so defined

143 It is not, however, the principal subject of this chapter. The principal subject 
of this chapter is of course the “rationalism” of Rawls’ politics.
144 Gray, John. Enlightenment’s Wake: Politics and Culture at the Close o f the 
Modern Age (London: Routledge, 1995) p. 2
145 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.26-7
146 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.4
147 Rawls makes an exception to this for the purposes of economic development 
in undeveloped nations. As Rawls writes in A Theory o f Justice, “The denial of 
equal liberty can be defended only if it is necessary to raise the level of civilisa­
tion so that in due course these freedoms can be enjoyed.” p. 152
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and howsoever distributed, while the central difficulty with intuitionism was 

that it consisted in,

[a] plurality of first principles which may conflict to give contrary 
directives in particular types of cases; [but that intuitionism] in­
cludes no explicit method, or priority rules, for weighing these prin­
ciples against one another.148

To remedy this unsatisfactory state of affairs, Rawls in A Theory o f Justice at­

tempts to provide a method for analysing, making coherent, but also justifying 

principles of justice selected from within a suitably defined impartial choice 

situation.

This impartial choosing would work to order and prioritise the ultimate ends of 

intuitionism. Additionally, it would demonstrate that utilitarianism would be an 

irrational choice in such a situation, since through utilitarianism one could end 

up worse off for the greater gains of others. And no one, according to Rawls, 

would choose principles of justice in an impartial choice situation that would 

allow of such a possibility. The conditions themselves, necessary to make the 

choice situation impartial, are for Rawls to be derived from our uncontroversial 

common sense intuitions concerning justice and impartiality.

Rawls’s results in the Special Conception of Justice are two principles of justice 

whose justification and analysis was to be more “Deontological” than “conse- 

quentialist” or “perfectionist.” By “Deontological theories,” Rawls means sim­

ply those theories that were not teleological, but not those theories that deter­

mined the rightness of actions perfectly independently of their consequences. (A 

theory that did, Rawls rightly regards as “crazy.”) By “consequentialist” or 

“teleological” Rawls means a variety of theory that first defined the good inde­

pendently of the right, and then made the right the mechanism for bringing such 

a good about. By “perfectionist,” a variant of consequentialism, Rawls means a 

teleological “politics of the good,” a theory of politics that first defines the good

148 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.34. Barry in distinguishing Rawls’ under­
standing of “intuitionism” from that of Sidgwick’s, suggests that Rawls’ under­
standing of “intuitionism “might better be called “pluralism.” Barry, Brian. A 
Liberal Theory o f Justice (Oxford : Clarendon Press, 1973) p.4
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in terms of, say, the “realisation of human excellence” and then made the right 

the mechanism for promoting that already determined end.

Rawls’s theory of justice is to avoid the adoption of perfectionist or consequen- 

tialist principles that favour comprehensive, altruist conceptions of the good 

from becoming regulatory principles by subscription to a familiar contractarian 

device for determining fair principles of justice. By ruling out altruistic theories 

of the good tout court from the original position and by incorporating strongly 

individualist premises, Rawls believed he was able to capture what was so intui­

tively appealing about Kant’s ideal of the Kingdom of Ends, without, however, 

assuming, as did Kant, that people were of equal value because they participated 

as non-empirical beings in a realm of unchanging and eternal value.

Rawls’s theory is, unlike Kant’s, to be thoroughly anti-realist. Still, Rawls be­

lieves that we might nevertheless achieve an “archimedean standpoint” from 

which to determine and justify principles of justice without making recourse to a 

noumenal world of transcendental subjects that Hegel and others argued with 

respect to Kant could be found nowhere. As Rawls put it in no uncertain terms:

The essential point is that despite the individualistic features of jus­
tice as fairness, the two principles of justice are not contingent upon 
existing desires of present social conditions. Thus we are able to de­
rive a conception of a just basic structure, and an ideal of a person 
compatible with it, that can serve as a standard for appraising insti­
tutions and for guiding the overall direction of social change. In or­
der to find an archimedean standpoint it is not necessary to appeal 
to a priori or perfectionist principles. By assuming certain general 
desires, such as the desire for primary social goods, and by taking as 
a basis the agreements that would be made in a suitably defined 
situation, we can achieve the requisite independence from existing

149circumstances.

6 - 4  “The Original Position” & “The Veil of Ignorance”

Rawls achieves “the requisite independence” by way of the original position, the 

veil of ignorance, and the “thin theory of the good.” The veil of ignorance com­

149 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.263
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prises the informational constraints to be maintained in the original position that 

Rawls considers necessary so that fair principles of justice may be chosen. In 

other words, the conditions of the original position are those conditions under 

which we can regard the results of the deliberations in the original position to 

have been carried out in a procedurally impartial way. The procedure is to be 

impartial because once the participants in the original position have agreed to 

the terms of the original position, they must then also abide by the results.

The procedure is agreed to be impartial because as no one in the original posi­

tion may know their status outside of the original position in society, they cannot 

tailor the principles derived in the original position to advantage their particular 

status outside of the original position, ignorant of what that status may be. The 

original position “is [however, only to be] understood as a purely hypothetical 

association characterised so as to lead to a certain conception of justice,” and not 

literally as a “naive” contract theory might suppose.150

This “certain conception” of justice, however, is given in advance by Rawls in 

what he regards as our considered intuitions regarding justice. These considera­

tions are then used to characterise the original position, so as to lead to this cer­

tain conception. This certain conception of justice is then chosen by the contrac­

tors in the original position from a menu of alternative principles of justice pre­

sented to them there.

It is thus a circular argument where both ends of the argument are grounded in 

our substantive ideas and considerations of justice and impartiality; where each 

is used to buttress the other, without making recourse to any universalist as­

sumptions independent of the argument, such as perhaps Kant made use of by 

his subscription to a supernal world of unchanging value for the metaphysical 

foundations of his theory.

The conditions to be maintained in the original position comprise constraints 

upon knowledge and presumptions of motivation. The constraints upon knowl­

150 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 12
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edge embodied in the thick veil of ignorance comprise knowledge of particulari­

ties deemed irrelevant, or detrimental to the contractors fairly deliberating upon 

principles of justice. In the original position, therefore, no one is to know “his 

place in society, his class position or social status, nor . . .  his fortune in the dis­

tribution of natural assets and abilities, his intelligence, strength and the like.”151 

Neither, and more controversially, are the deliberators to “know their concep­

tions of the good or their special psychological propensities.” In these various 

ways, the contractors are therefore said to be behind “a thick veil of ignorance.”

6 - 5  “The Thin Theory of the Good”

The motivational presumptions of the original position are those embodied in 

the “thin theory of the good.” The “thin theory of the good” is to be distin­

guished from “thick theories” of the good, such as those employed by “perfec­

tionist politics of the good.” It differs in not admitting any information that 

would prejudice the agents in the original position to choose principles of justice 

that would unfairly favour any one particular conception of the good.

However, the “thin theory of the good” is to be thick enough so that each mem­

ber of the original position will, on Rawls’s account, know that outside of the 

original position they will have a “life plan,” a comprehensive conception of the 

good, be self-interested and have the requisite rationality to efficiently pursue 

that conception. They shall also know that outside of the original position they 

will value certain “primary” social goods.

These primary goods are those things that Rawls believes people, regardless of 

what comprehensive theory of the good they should find themselves employing 

outside of the original position, will find useful for pursuing that theory of the 

good which they find themselves with. The primary goods are those “things 

which it is supposed a rational man wants whatever else he wants.” These goods 

include, among other things, liberty, opportunity, income, wealth, and the social 

bases of self-respect.

151 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 15
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Rawls argues that the contractors within the original position will always choose 

to have more rather than less of these goods subject to the constraints of maxi-
1 S9min. The knowledge that one will have this life-plan, desire for and knowl­

edge of these primary goods, be self-interested to pursue such a good, and have 

the rationality with which it is pursued, will, Rawls believes, provide the neces­

sary motivation for the contractors in the original position to choose determinate 

principles of justice with which “to guide the overall direction of social 

change.”153

With all these elements in mind (the original position, the veil of ignorance and 

its informational constraints, self-interest, the thin theory of the good comprising 

the Aristotelian principle, the principle of maximin, the primary goods, the cir­

cumstances of justice, the just savings principles, basic sociology, psychology, 

and economics) it is “[t]o this end,” Rawls asks us to “imagine, that those who 

engage in social co-operation choose together in one joint act the principles that 

are to assign basic rights and duties and to determine the division of social bene­

fits.”154 Then, “wherever social institutions satisfy these principles, those en­

gaged in them can say to one another that they are co-operating on terms to 

which they would agree if they were free and equal persons whose relations with 

respect to one another are fair.”155

152 Maximin is, of course, the principle of rationality that has it that the most ra­
tional choice in any choice situation is that choice which avoids the worst case 
choice. In terms of A Theory o f Justice, it makes outcomes that deviate from the 
baseline only justifiable when they can be shown to advantage the least advan­
taged.
153 There are a number of ways that this “thin theory of the good” can be chal­
lenged. It is, for some, either too thick or too thin. If it is too thick it biases the 
members of the original position to choose certain forms of the good rather than 
others, and thus is not “neutral” between conceptions of the good. This is the 
line of argument that critics like Fisk and Nagel take. If it is too thin, others ar­
gue, it is unable to achieve the motivations necessary for the contractors to 
choose authoritative principles of justice.
154 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 11
155 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 13
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In this way, Rawls contends, political obligation has been secured and “in this 

sense its members are autonomous and the obligations they recognise self- 

imposed.”156

6 - 6  The Two Principles of Justice

The result of this joint act -  not of reflective equilibrium, but of the choosing of 

the two principles of justice -  Rawls continues, is the justification and heuristic 

analysis of two principles of justice: one of liberty, the other of democratic 

equality.

The principles of justice derived to “constitute the fundamental part of a well 

ordered association” for Rawls are that:

Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system of equal 

basic liberties compatible with a similar system for all.

Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) to 

the greatest benefit of the least disadvantaged, and (b) attached to offices and 

positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.157

The first principle is to have “/epical priority” over the second, while the second

part of the second principle is to have priority over the first part of the second

principle.158

6 - 7  The Liberty Principle

As to Rawls’s liberty principle, Rawls’s liberty principle manifests itself how­

ever not in unmediated and undifferentiated freedom as is sometimes indicated

156 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 14
157 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.302
158 As to the ambiguities of the term “Lexical Priority, ” see Brian Barry’s dis­
cussion in The Liberal Theory o f Justice.
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in the literature; rather, it is composed of the gamut of freedoms that we have 

come to identify with the liberties of the modern European state. Such freedoms 

include freedom of movement, freedom of association and speech, access to the 

democratic political process and so on. I need not go into too much detail con­

cerning the composition of Rawls’s liberty principle, as it is not overly important 

from the point of this dissertation. I will, however, say that the freedoms that 

Rawls recommends are the very same freedoms that we have come increasingly 

to associate with those of the modern bourgeois Liberal state.

6 - 8  The Difference Principle

The second principle of justice chosen by the contractors in the original position 

is the difference principle, which states that social inequalities may only be justi­

fied if they can in fact be shown to advantage the least advantaged. The differ­

ence principle is chosen by the contractors of the original position to minimise 

the material disadvantages of the least well off outside of the original position. 

Without the difference principle, Rawls most surely would have chosen a system 

of radical equality. This would be one wherein everyone owned the same 

amount, and had the same rights; however, much as Rawls may desire radical 

equality, he ultimately subscribes to the belief that such democratic equality may 

not in fact provide the optimal arrangement for society. Rawls therefore allows 

of inequality through the difference principle, arguing that inequality, correctly 

distributed, may result in an optimal societal arrangement.159

6 - 9  Application of Rawls’s Principles to Society

159 While the difference principle looked to be utilitarian, even teleological, 
Rawls argued that this was not the case. Such a principle of distributive justice 
is justifiable by contract means, if one assumed that natural talents and abilities, 
along with an individual’s place in society, are understood “as arbitrary from the 
moral point of view.” Therefore, advantages to be gained through employment 
of these arbitrarily acquired talents could, Rawls argued, be redistributed to the 
benefit of the least advantaged. This was so because natural talents, Rawls said, 
were a part of the common pool and not privately constituent of the individual in 
any morally significant way.
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Once these principles of justice have been chosen, a four-stage process ensues in 

which the veil of ignorance is raised, and the principles of justice are gradually 

applied to society. In the initial stage of the original position (already discussed) 

the contractors determine the two principles of justice. In stage two, the parties 

of the original position are regarded as being at a constitutional convention 

where the basic facts of their society are made known. At this stage, substantive 

laws are formed in which they are compared with the principles of justice de­

termined in the first stage and are seen as to whether, according to “the strains of 

commitment,” they may be abided by.160 The contractors, now aware of their 

comprehensive conceptions of the good outside of the original position, judge 

whether or not they can live by the principles chosen in the original position. If 

the principles are shown to be unrealistic -  that is, such principles fail the strains 

of commitment -  the contractors then return to the original position to determine 

ones they may live by. In the third stage, the contractors choose the re­

distributive means that Rawls regards as congruent to the first stage. In the last 

stage, the veil of ignorance is removed completely, and we are able to judge our 

own conduct in the world with the principles of justice of the first stage. That is, 

the choice of our own individual actions.

6 - 1 0  A “Just” Society?

Therefore, according to Rawls, such a hypothetical construct as the original po­

sition will go so far as to make it “true that wherever social institutions satisfy 

these principles, those engaged in them can say to one another that they are co­

operating on terms to which they would agree if they were free and equal per­

sons whose relations with respect to one another are fair.”161 In this way, Rawls

160 This comprises a significant part of Rawls’ argument against utilitarianism. 
Rawls’ point is that if it turned out that you were a member of the exploited out­
side the original position, you could not abide by the arrangement.
161 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 13
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contends, political obligation has been secured, and “in this sense its members 

are autonomous and the obligations they recognise self-imposed.”162

6 - 1 1  Rawls’s A Theory of Justice: Relatively Free from Objection?

Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice, far from having been “relatively free from objec­

tion,” has garnered all manner of objections from Libertarian and Feminist, 

Marxist and Freudian. Here, I shall confine my discussion to the family of criti­

cisms called Communitarian, and then latterly, invoke my criticism of Rawls in 

terms of Oakeshott’s conception and understanding of the deleterious effects of 

the practices of Rationalism in Politics.

There are three related reasons for my imposing this restriction. First, the publi­

cation of A Theory o f Justice seemed to quell once and for all the argument be­

tween utilitarianism and intuitionism -  the former pre-eminent debate, though it 

is to be noted utilitarianism of late has made a comeback. Second, Communi- 

tarianism has currently taken a prominent place in contemporary ethical discus­

sions; and thirdly, as far as I can see, no-one has so far made a sufficient or satis­

factory critique of the Rationalism in Politics that I argue pervades this debate.

It is Communitarianism’s substantial criticisms of Deontological Liberalism that 

I will examine in the following chapters on MacIntyre, Taylor and of course, if 

anachronistically, Michael Oakeshott. But it is with Oakeshott’s critique of Ra­

tionalism in Politics with regard to this debate, that I shall close this chapter and 

this dissertation.

Now it is true that in A Theory o f Justice Rawls sets out to “present a natural 

procedural rendering of Kant’s conception of the Kingdom of Ends, and of the 

notions of autonomy and the categorical imperative.” But as I have previously 

noted Rawls does so, and must do so, in a thoroughly non-realist manner.

162 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 14
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Whereas Kant’s conception of right is predicated upon metaphysical founda­

tions, i.e. Kant’s subscription to a noumenal world of unchanging value in which 

we as rational beings are non-empirical participants, such recourse is not avail­

able to Rawls. Rawls chooses (crucially, as we will see) not to build his theory 

on such speculative metaphysics.

Instead, Rawls draws upon his conception of the primary goods, which he char­

acterises as, “those things that it is supposed a rational man wants whatever else 

he wants.” These freedoms, however, are derived (supposedly) from the substan­

tive lived life of those who might wish to put themselves in a hypothetical 

choice situation like the original position in order to determine fair principles of 

justice. So we can see that the ideals plugged into the original position may only 

be derived from the substantive lived morality of our existing social practice. 

This is, however, a substantive lived morality that is both historically and geo­

graphically grounded. In other words, it is local and contingent social practice.

So it is not at all clear how Rawls, with these resources, can attempt to make a 

universalist case for justice as he implies he does. See for instance p. 132 of A 

Theory o f Justice where Rawls writes,

Next, principles are to be universal in application. They must hold 
for everyone in virtue of their being moral persons. Thus I assume 
that each can understand these principles and use them in his delib-

164erations.

Leaving such issues to one side for the time being, we must understand Rawls’s 

project as that of deriving norms of justice applicable to a particular and local 

community.

6 - 1 2  Is the Original Position superfluous to Rawls’s argument?

1 On this point, admittedly, there is a great deal of ambiguity in Rawls and the 
Communitarian criticism. I, however, in concert with the later Rawls and much 
recent Rawls’ scholarship agree that we would do well to regard Rawls as very 
much a Communitarian. This is insofar as A Theory o f Justice can be understood 
as simply a clarification and consideration of our common sense intuitions re­
garding justice and impartiality.
164 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 132
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The above interpretation of Rawls makes sense taken with what I regard as the 

most important criticism of Rawls’s original position: that the device of the 

original position is in fact perfectly superfluous to Rawls’s determination of 

principles of justice. For all that can be taken out of the original position is that 

which has been put into it. Anything more would, by Rawls’s own argument, be 

inconsistent with its character. That is the nature of Rawls’s original position 

and the nature of the argument with which it is underwritten.

As one trenchant critic has put it:

The fundamental objection to Rawls’s idea of an “original position” 
in which rational persons ignorant of their interests are supposed to 
have to decide on principles in which their social institutions will in 
due course be governed is that it already assumes what it purports to 
be used to demonstrate.165

We should, I believe, not be surprised at this. Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice is, I 

contend, a bourgeois “politics of the good.” It is not a statement of Deontologi­

cal Liberalism at all -  that is, a theory of justice that does not presuppose any 

one particular conception of the good in the determination of principles of jus­

tice. Sandel’s characterisation of this as “Deontological Liberalism” is mislead­

ing. It could for one thing not be, for such a thing does not make sense, and Kant 

saw this. A theory of justice must have at its centre a conception of the good, in 

Kant’s case a rarefied conception of human autonomy.

By ruling out knowledge of comprehensive notions of the good from the original 

position, Rawls has precluded principles of justice being chosen which take into 

account communal, substantive and collective conceptions of the good. Yet, 

Rawls has through the back door imported just such a conception into his speci­

fication of the original position, the veil of ignorance, and the subject of the 

original position. For the original position I contend is by its very nature only 

capable of justifying a particular account of the good that Rawls has already as­

sumed.

165 Runciman, W. G. in “Moral intuitions, procedural rules and social justice” 
quoted from John Gray’s Liberalisms (London: Routledge, 1991) p.43
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We can see, therefore, that though Rawls’s restatement of the social contract tra­

dition is intended to preserve what Rawls and others find so “intuitively appeal­

ing” in Kant’s political philosophy, but in a more defensible way, it cannot pro­

duce or defend anything other than what it takes as given. So, while as a heuris­

tic device, the original position is invaluable, as a device of justification it is 

necessarily powerless.

6 - 1 3  Justification & Reflective Equilibrium

As Rawls in many places argues, the original position is not, however, meant 

simply as a device for the analysis of our intuitions. The purpose of the original 

position is of course intended to support the principles of justice, not simply lo­

cal and contingent principles of justice, but universal ones.

This end is met supposedly through the process of reflective equilibrium: the 

justification and elucidation of the principles of justice will be, by way of the 

original position and the achievement of reflective equilibrium, a state in which 

the principles of justice are made coherent with our considered beliefs outside 

the original position. Now it is important not to underestimate the role of reflec­

tive equilibrium in Rawls’s argument, or to discount the way in which Rawls’s 

use of reflective equilibrium distinguishes Rawls’s method from that of Kant’s.

Indeed, I do not believe it is going too far to say that Rawls’s use of reflective 

equilibrium is the single most important feature distinguishing Rawls’s ethical 

theorising from that of Kant. But as Kant’s account of morality and right derived 

from a metaphysical account of the necessary character of reason itself, Rawls’s 

account merely derives from our substantive ideas concerning justice, impartial­

ity, and a few assumptions concerning rational choice and the self. This funda­

mental difference in types of epistemological foundations for Kant and Rawls 

makes the scope, legitimacy, and applications of their respective theories of right 

fundamentally different.
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Whereas Kant, as I argued in the chapter before last, argued for a universalist 

theory of right and morality that he derived from unchanging and inviolate pre­

suppositions of reason, will, and experience, the same cannot be said of Rawls. 

Rawls’s account of politics and ethics must remain less than universalist as his 

fundamental premises are in fact not universal. Rawls’s argument cannot there­

fore be understood as delineating for all time a universalist and ahistoricist con­

ception of right. Instead, it should be considered as a continuing process of rec­

onciling the determined principles of justice with our substantive intuitions con­

cerning justice and impartiality, and as aligning our substantive intuitions with 

our principles of justice.

Of course, the purpose of this ongoing process is to achieve coherence between 

the two sides of the argument. Therefore, the validity of the principles of justice 

are not independent of the contingencies and vagaries of our substantive views 

and ideas concerning the nature of justice. This failure of Rawls to ground a 

universalist theory of right in foundations independent of our substantive ideas 

concerning justice and impartiality, in my opinion, makes Rawls above all what 

I have previously termed a “bourgeois theorist.” This is so because he attempts 

to provide philosophical foundations for the practices of local and particular 

contingent communities. This is why I suggest that though Rawls intends to cap­

ture what is so intuitively appealing in Kant, he fails because he has not main­

tained in his theory what made Kant’s theory of right universal: namely his 

metaphysics.166

We must therefore understand A Theory o f Justice as a very elaborate item of 

political rhetoric, for though Rawls attempts to “capture what is so intuitively

166 This difference of method between Kant and Rawls fundamentally trans­
forms how (I suggest) we should understand Rawls’ political philosophy. In­
stead of regarding Rawls’ fundamental principles of justice as the outcome of 
neutral philosophy, we must in fact understand Rawls’ principals of justice as 
being, fundamentally, political principles of justice, as is perhaps more consis­
tent with Rawls’ later Political Liberalism (London: Routledge, 1991). For even 
though Rawls is committed to considering and clarifying our considered opin­
ions concerning justice as impartiality, he proffers his principles of justice as 
normative principles by which we ought to regulate the state.
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appealing in Kant’s Kingdom of ends,” his principles, finally, can be nothing 

else. In addition, the politics that Rawls does employ, I furthermore contend, ex­

emplify an exercise in “Rationalism in Politics.” Before, however, demonstrat­

ing this, it may be worthwhile to return for a moment to Oakeshott.

6 - 1 4  Rationalism in Politics & the Associated Morality of the Self- 
Conscious Pursuit of Ideals

“Rationalism in Politics,” as I have written, is the term that Oakeshott gives to 

what he considers are the most remarkable feature of our contemporary political 

practice. This is a development that Oakeshott suggests is coeval with the failed 

project of the enlightenment to deduce a tradition-independent justification of 

the Liberal, individualist viewpoint.

Now it must be remembered that Oakeshott is not so much critical of the ideals 

of Rawls (leaving to one side the second principle of justice) as he is critical of 

how these ideals are to be understood and the ethics and politics which are em­

ployed in their pursuit. Oakeshott is a thoroughgoing modernist who, unlike say 

MacIntyre, does not believe that we ought to sacrifice the hard-won freedoms of 

the day for the purposes of re-establishing the “evanescent flower” of the ancient 

Athenian polis. Rather, Oakeshott would have us understand the freedoms 

which characterise the modern state as the hard won outcome of the lived, sub­

stantive practices and largely unconscious morality of tradition, custom and 

habit. The modern ideals of freedom and equality as say espoused in Rawls’s A 

Theory o f Justice may of course serve as a convenient short hand for the clarifi­

cation and understanding of our social practices. However, when such ideals are 

promulgated in a Rationalist fashion, along with the promulgation of the moral­

ity of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals, they shall be pursued at the expense of 

the practices and social conditions upon which the exercise of such freedoms 

ultimately depend. And it is this undermining of the roots or foundations of our 

social and political practices that Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in Politics 

and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals draws our attention to.
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6 - 1 5  Rawls’s A Theory of Justice & the Practices of Rationalism in Politics 
& the Associated Morality of the Self-Conscious Pursuit of Ideals

It is has been my contention therefore that Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice is the 

paradigmatic statement of what Oakeshott understood and wrote so eloquently 

about as the practices of “Rationalism in Politics” and the associated morality of 

the self-conscious pursuit of ideals. Fundamentally, Rawls is one who believes
1 f \ lphilosophy precedes practice, and it is the role of theory to direct practice.

Here thought is clearly master and the director of our social and political prac­

tice: philosophy deduces norms of conduct, and it is our duty to realise these 

norms in our social and political conduct. Moreover, the morality, which infuses 

Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice, is that of the morality of the self-conscious pursuit 

of ideals which Oakeshott took such trouble to analyse in the essays of Rational­

ism in Politics. This is of course as it was for Kant, but unlike Kant’s case, 

Rawls’s political philosophy is not built upon the inviolate foundations of a 

realm of unchanging and eternal value, insensible to experience. For Hegel, as 

for Oakeshott, such a conception of the relation of theory to practice is inimical 

to the true end and purpose of philosophy, which for Hegel and Oakeshott is to 

provide clarification and understanding of our practices. It is not to be the mas­

ter of them, for when it becomes so, it has the effect of undermining the social 

customs, practices and traditions which it is attempting to promote.

Now from what I have so far written about Rawls and Oakeshott it might seem 

that they are far closer -  aside from their contrary understandings of the relation 

between philosophy and practice -  than they actually are. It is true of course, as I 

have previously adumbrated and will conclude this dissertation, that Rawls and 

Oakeshott share the ideals of the modern European state, though they differ 

radically as to how such freedoms ought to be brought about. In Rawls’s case, it 

is through the painstaking and concerted effort of applying the principles of jus­

tice to our social practices. In the case of Oakeshott, it is by way of Rational 

Conduct and not the deleterious practices of Rationalism in Politics.

1 f i l These are only a few examples, but many others abound in Rawls’ text.
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However, and as previously alluded, it would not do to underestimate the scale 

of their differences when it comes to the vexed question and principle of equal­

ity. On this matter, we shall see that Oakeshott and Rawls are very different. 

Whereas half of Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice is devoted to the rectification of 

economic inequalities as a result of the fortune of our birth and upbringing, 

Oakeshott on the matter remains largely silent. Now as I will later show, though 

Oakeshott does not need to speak overmuch of distributive justice in On Human 

Conduct, he is not required to either. This is so insofar as On Human Conduct is 

not to be understood as a work of normative political philosophy at all. Rather it 

is be understood as an exploration of certain features of the civil condition as an 

aid to understanding our current situation and the history of how that situation 

has come about.

However, in the case of Rawls, A Theory o f Justice is very clearly a work of 

normative political philosophy. As such, and in keeping with much of the tenor 

of contemporary normative political philosophy, Rawls argues for a conception 

of democratic equality in the second principle of justice. As we shall see in my 

concluding chapter, perhaps not in its derivation, but certainly in its suggested 

application, Rawls’s second principle of justice has very much in common with 

the understanding of government as an enterprise association or Universitas, a 

variety of association that has existed coevally with that of civil association and 

that Oakeshott himself relates to the Rationalist mode of governing and the Ra­

tionalist mode of political philosophising. That is, an association of persons not 

purely associated in terms of their subjection to laws that do not favour any par­

ticular conception of the good. Rather, it is an association for the purposes of 

realising a particular economic conception of the good in practice.

The problem for Rawls, as Oakeshott would have it, is that in A Theory o f Jus­

tice the ideal of freedom and justice intertwine in a confusion between civil and 

enterprise associations. However, that is not the only problem for Rawls.

Rawls’s argument cannot be a normative one -  if it is to make sense -  it may 

only be one of clarification of our previous prejudices. Strictly speaking, accord­

ing to my view, Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice is not a work of political philoso­
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phy. It is rather one of politics, an elaborate work of political rhetoric for the 

purposes of effecting changes in our political associations and the form that such 

politics is to take are that of Rationalism in Politics. This is what Oakeshott in 

fact calls politics, and what I have called “bourgeois philosophy.”

6 - 1 6  Conclusion

Kant in his day, and Rawls in ours, sought the device of the contract to found 

principles of justice with which a society can be regulated that are neutral be­

tween people’s diverse conceptions of good. They did so because they both re­

garded utilitarianism as unequal to the task, finding utilitarianism unable to 

found a principle of strong equality that would protect the rights of the minority 

from the advances of the many. Rawls suggests that utilitarianism is a failure 

because it illegitimately transposes what is rational for one man, to what is ra­

tional for society. To generate a principle of strong equality that can guard 

against the excesses of utilitarianism, Rawls develops an ideal choice situation 

designed to reflect our common sense intuitions regarding justice as impartiality. 

In the end, and to its detriment, Rawls’s argument assumes what it purports to 

demonstrate: a principle of strong equality.

For Rawls, justice is impartiality -  the self-conscious moral ideal that all be 

treated by the law as free and equal beings under a system of impartial law that 

none can reasonably reject. This is what the original position means to achieve. I 

shall later submit that lex, the comprehensive collection of authoritative laws 

that govern Oakeshott’s “ideal character” of “civil association”, could in fact,

leaving aside Rawls’s problematic difference principle, be chosen in the original
1 6 8position. We shall take this up in more detail in the penultimate chapter.

Oakeshott’s “ideal character” Civil association, we shall see, is an association of 

individuals in which lex facilitates and enables individuals to pursue their di­

verse ends, but does not impose on society a preferred pattern of ends. In this

1 68 Moreover, they would also not be reasonably rejected by persons motivated
to reach agreement under the conditions of the Scanlonian contract.
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way, civil association is an association in which justice as impartiality, in the 

way that Rawls and other Deontological Liberals describe it, prevails and a sub­

sequent condition of political equality obtains.169

Wherein they differ is this. Whereas Rawls’s defence of justice as impartiality 

derives our “uncontroversial common sense intuitions concerning justice and 

impartiality” as normative ideals, Oakeshott’s articulation of the civil condition 

springs from the intention to articulate the presuppositions of a mode of associa­

tion that Oakeshott understands as particularly characteristic of the social and 

political practice of the Modern European state from whence it is derived. Fur­

ther to this, while Rawls seems to believe justice as impartiality to be neutral 

between people’s diverse conceptions of the good, civil association, at least as 

Oakeshott characterises it, is itself a dense, lived morality of social practice 

which claims a constitutive moral ontology, character of agent, and body of 

practices; it is Hegelian Sittlichkheit, and certainly not in any sense neutral be­

tween diverse conceptions of the good.

Insofar as civil association is an association in which justice as impartiality pre­

vails, Oakeshott could be considered a normative theorist of the contract kind if 

he proposed the moral ontology that underlies the practice of civil association to 

be reducible to normative principles of the nature that Rawls employs. He does 

not. Oakeshott is not a normative political theorist of the kind that Rawls is be­

cause he believes that the self-conscious pursuit of moral ideals that animates 

such theorists relies on a mistaken understanding of knowledge, morality and 

practical activity, and is an example of “Rationalism in Politics.”

169 Of course, Oakeshott’s “ideal character” of civil association does not found a 
principle of strong equality, but then, as I have tried to show, neither does Rawls 
achieve this. The difference is, Oakeshott does not attempt to.
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Chapter 7 -  Alasdair MacIntyre, John Rawls & Michael Oakeshott

What I am going to suggest is that the key episodes in the social his­
tory which transformed, fragmented and, if my extreme view is cor­
rect, largely displaced morality -  and so created the possibility of 
the emotivist self with its characteristic form of relationship and 
modes of utterance -  were episodes in the history of philosophy, 
that it is only in the light of that history that we can understand how 
the idiosyncrasies of everyday contemporary moral discourse came 
to be and thus how the emotivist self was able to find a means of 
expression. Yet how can this be so? In our own culture academic 
philosophy is a highly marginal and specialised activity. Professors 
of philosophy do from time to time seek to wear the clothes of rele­
vance and some of the college-educated public are haunted by vague 
cartoon-like memories of Philosophy 100. But both would find it 
surprising and the larger public even more surprising if it were sug­
gested, as I am now suggesting, that the roots of some of the prob­
lems which now engage the specialised attention of academic phi­
losophers and the roots of some of the problems central to our eve­
ryday social and practical lives are one and the same. Surprise 
would only be succeeded by incredulity if it were further suggested 
that we cannot understand, let alone solve, one of these sets of prob­
lems without understanding the other.
-  Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue

Indeed!

7 - 1  Introduction

Alasdair MacIntyre -  whose critique of modernity I consider to rank foremost 

among the Communitarians surveyed in this dissertation -  is the third of the five 

political theorists read in the light of Michael Oakeshott’s critical analysis of 

what he terms “Rationalism in Politics” in his collection of essays of the same 

name of 1949 and his conception of civil association found in his later work of 

1975, On Human Conduct, that make up the bulk of this dissertation.

Though MacIntyre’s After Virtue precedes by some years the publication of Mi­

chael Sandel’s Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice -  the work generally re­

garded as inaugurating the Liberal-Communitarian debate -  it is fair, I believe,
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to consider Alasdair MacIntyre a representative example of the Communitarian 

critique of Liberalism, especially of the contemporary Deontological Liberal po­

sition. For he is widely recognised as such in the literature. Moreover, in his 

work, we find the same antagonism towards and general disillusionment with 

“Liberalism,” “the Project of the Enlightenment,” and the character of the agent 

and account of practical reason taken to be presupposed by the “Enlightenment” 

generally and “Liberalism” specifically that characterises the Communitarian 

critique of Liberalism, especially concerning what I have chosen for conven­

ience to call in this dissertation “Deontological Liberalism.”170 In terms of this 

dissertation, therefore, MacIntyre will serve for me as the first contemporary ex­

emplar of what I have chosen to call the Hegelian disposition in political phi­

losophy, a disposition which has as its object and animus that of “Deontological 

Liberalism.”

As I have already argued, by “Deontological Liberalism,” I mean, of course, the 

Liberalism of the Rawls of the last chapter, but also a Barry, a Nozick or a 

Dworkin, which is the Liberalism that seeks as its primary regulative ideal a 

conception of justice to be applied to social institutions which is regarded as be­

ing scrupulously neutral between the existing diverse and competing, compre­

hensive conceptions of the good of those who are and those institutions that are 

to be regulated. There are, of course, other kinds of Liberalism and other man­

ners of political arrangement. I concentrate upon this type of Liberalism, how­

ever, because it is the type of Liberalism and especially the version of it found in 

Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice, that attracts the most attention from the Communi­

tarian critics of Liberalism.

The Liberalism I am speaking of therefore is the Liberalism -  most closely iden­

tified with the contemporary contract tradition -  that is understood as putting the 

right before the good, eschewing “perfectionism” and “teleology “for that of

170 There are, of course, a variety of criticisms that have been made about liber­
alism, including but not limited to Feminist, Marxist, Conservative, and Theo­
logical, the Communitarian criticism being only a very recent addition to the 
pantheon.
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“neutrality” and “right,” and is regarded as having founds its inspiration -  if not 

its metaphysics -  in Kant’s ethical theorising.

I have chosen MacIntyre as the subject of my first chapter upon Communitarian- 

ism. I have done so because MacIntyre is, in my opinion, Deontological Liberal­

ism’s severest critic, as well as possessor of Communitarianism’s most radical 

solution to the ills of modernity that, according to the Communitarians anyway, 

currently beset us.

In line with the other Communitarians -  such as Sandel, Taylor, and so on -  

MacIntyre’s principal bone of contention with Deontological Liberalism is that 

the positing of the right over the good as espoused by the proponents of the con­

temporary contract tradition is a fraud. So-called “Liberal neutrality” is, they 

say, a fraud insofar as it advances a less than neutral conception of the good as 

freedom and autonomy. What kind of fraud it is, and whether this conception of 

freedom and autonomy is iniquitous, I hope that I shall have already made clear.

However, the difficulty that the Communitarians have with Deontological Liber­

alism is that they not only consider it a fraud, but also believe that the protracted 

pursuit of such a -  and as I eventually will try to show, in Oakeshottian terms - 

“rationalist” ideal of Liberal neutrality will lead our society and the individuals 

who compose it to a social condition of nihilism where we would only experi­

ence the freedom “of the void in which nothing would be worth doing, nothing
1 71would deserve to count for anything.”

171 Taylor, Charles. Hegel and Modem Society, p. 159 As Will Kymlicka notes in 
general of this kind of critique of liberalism, it is a commonplace amongst 
Communitarians, socialists and feminists alike that liberalism is to be rejected 
for its excessive “individualism” or “atomism, ” for ignoring the manifest ways 
in which we are “embedded” or “situated” in various social roles and communal 
relationships. The effect of these theoretical flaws is that liberalism, in a mis­
guided attempt to promote the dignity and autonomy of the individual, has un­
dermined the associations and communities which alone can nurture human 
flourishing.” Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community and Culture (Oxford: Claren­
don, 1989) p.l
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Coupled with this is the Oakeshottian criticism that what underwrites such Ra­

tionalism in Politics -  for we may associate part of the Communitarian critique 

of Liberalism to Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in Politics -  is that of the 

prevailing of the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals in our contem­

porary culture at the expense of the traditional morality of custom and habit 

upon which truly Rational Conduct ultimately depends.

Returning to MacIntyre, we are according to MacIntyre, at a precipitous point in 

history, a crossroads between a Nietzschean future of unrestrained individual 

will, and a rebirth of classical political rationalism in the form of a historicised 

Thomism.172 Failing to realise this “emerging Thomistic conclusion,” the conse­

quence for us will be dire, portentously intones MacIntyre. We will be led to a 

state of Nietzschean nihilism where only the will to power remains, a rather 

cruel parody of Kant’s lofty and noble ideal of the Kingdom of Ends.

How Alasdair MacIntyre’s critique of Liberalism in general and Deontological 

Liberalism in particular, especially as exemplified in the early work of John 

Rawls and those inspired by him, stands, we shall examine in the course of this 

chapter. As I will try to show, insofar as MacIntyre touches upon Rawls directly 

and he does so specifically citing Rawls as an exemplar of the “desert island 

theory” of morality and politics and an employer of what MacIntyre understands 

as the conceptually incoherent “emotivist” understanding of the self, I venture to 

say, MacIntyre misunderstands Rawls and the role of the original position.

What I hope to show is that in fact MacIntyre (and others who employ similar 

critiques) would do far better to criticise the arguments Rawls (and others) make 

for adopting the hypothetical mechanism of the original position when we think 

about justice and morality, than the original position itself, which in the end, I 

will try to show, is both protected from such criticisms, and, as well, superfluous 

to the endeavour. In other words, MacIntyre’s critique of Rawls should be a cri­

tique of the substantive reasons Rawls has for the device of the original position
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and not the conceptual or methodological problems encountered in its employ­

ment. As I have said and shall continue to argue, MacIntyre’s argument with 

Rawls lies not in Rawls’s philosophy. Rather, MacIntyre’s ire is directed towards 

Rawls’s politics and the type of politics that Rawls and others employ as inher­

ently rationalist politics underwritten by the inherently rationalist morality of the 

self-conscious pursuit of ideals.

How such an argument against Rawls and other Deontological Liberals may be 

made -  against the reasons for our passing through the veil of ignorance and not 

the veil of ignorance or the original position themselves - 1 have sketched. 

There, I said that Rawls’s reasons for adopting the original position and the veil 

of ignorance are inherently “rationalist” reasons, underwritten by the inherently 

rationalist morality of the self-conscious pursuit of politics. The consequences 

shall, therefore, be inherently “rationalist,” and that if we believe that Oake­

shott’s arguments against such reasons are sound, we will have to agree that an 

Oakeshottian critique of Rawls would therefore more successfully critique “De­

ontological Liberalism” than does MacIntyre and other such critiques that im­

pute the use of the “emotivist self’ and the social consequence of “atomism” to 

Rawls and others like him. A further corollary of this, is that whereas MacIn­

tyre’s critique of Rawls, if we believed it to have bite in the first instant, would 

appear to be made redundant by Rawls’s and others’ abandonment of the origi­

nal position (I am thinking especially of the Scanlonian contract situation, 

whose contractors maintain full knowledge of their comprehensive moral en­

dowments) an Oakeshottian critique of the kind that I intend to construct, by 

contrast, would still have purchase.

How Liberalism may be understood as a tradition, with its own character of 

agent and conception of society, will serve as my conclusion. This will concern 

especially the understanding of civil association and conception of agency that 

lies at the heart of Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct. Therefore, instead of “an

172 Curiously, we can see that MacIntyre’s critique of modernity shares a great 
deal with Leo Strauss’s in Natural Right and History (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1970).
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emerging Thomistic conclusion,” I prefer to suggest, pace Sandel, Taylor, Mac­

Intyre and the rest, “an emerging, Hobbesian understanding.” This is significant, 

for it is with Hobbes and a Hobbesian world, as it is also the case with Taylor, 

Macpherson, Strauss and a great many other critics of Liberal, bourgeois moder­

nity, that the real object of MacIntyre’s animus lies.173 I say Hobbesian under­

standing, because Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil association should not be 

understood in any way as a “solution” or a “conclusion,” but rather as a model 

for how non-normative political philosophy must be conducted in order that we 

may embark upon truly Rational Conduct.

7 - 2  MacIntyre’s Critique of Liberalism, “A Disquieting Suggestion”

As I have already suggested, Alasdair MacIntyre poses in his trinity of overtly 

Communitarian works, After Virtue, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? and 

Three Rival Versions o f Moral Inquiry, a very “disquieting suggestion” and an 

even more fantastic proposition concerning an “emerging Thomistic conclu­

173 A personal caveat: In writing this chapter, I have for the sake of clarity and 
my own purposes restricted myself to but a few features relevant to my disserta­
tion of MacIntyre’s wide-ranging, and incisive indictment of the morality of 
modernity. This I fear, however, may give the wrong impression of the great 
scope and breadth of the case that MacIntyre makes, making MacIntyre in the 
process look a much more partisan and parochial theorist than is in fact the case. 
I hope that I may quell such a false impression, by noting in passing this feature 
of my presentation of MacIntyre, which in the first part only surveys MacIn­
tyre’s critique of liberalism, and in the second, focuses upon MacIntyre’s criti­
cism of John Rawls, which is really only a very marginal concern of MacIntyre’s 
in his meticulously constructed and wide-ranging indictment of the morality of 
modernity in the period “after virtue.” My reason for giving Rawls such a 
prominent place in MacIntyre’s thought is to link it up with earlier work I have 
done on Rawls, and the general thrust of my dissertation. The fact that I point 
out some problems with MacIntyre’s characterisation and understanding of 
Rawls (which may or may not be the case, depending on how we choose to in­
terpret Rawls) should not in anyway be seen as in the main undermining or ren­
dering irrelevant MacIntyre’s critique of modern morality. That would be a mis­
take, and a gross misreading of one of our most important critics.
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sion,” as well as displaying a profound shift in thought, especially concerning 

how Liberalism should be understood.174

In Whose Justice, Which Rationality and Three Rival Versions o f Moral Inquiry 

MacIntyre presents Liberalism as itself a tradition. By contrast, in After Virtue, 

MacIntyre’s first book, he treats Liberalism as if it were tradition independent 

and incapable of conceptualising itself as a tradition. What this “disquieting 

suggestion” and “emerging Thomistic conclusion” entail, I shall come to in a 

moment, but I should point out that each of these three books centres on rather 

different complexes of problems. Whereas After Virtue is primarily concerned 

with diagnosing the pathology and dysfunction of our current theory and prac­

tice of morality, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? presents us, strange as this 

may sound, with a traditional, independent account of practical reason and mo­

rality that MacIntyre believes is better suited to understanding and resolving the 

peculiar moral predicament of our age. Three Rival Versions o f Moral Inquiry 

completes the trilogy and is intended to show how the moral tradition of Thom- 

ism can be understood as rationally superior to other rival traditions that vie for 

our attention in our social practice.

In these works, like works by Taylor, Rorty and Oakeshott and unlike those of 

Rawls and Barry, for example, MacIntyre founds his social and political theoris­

ing on a blistering critique of the Enlightenment Project. As MacIntyre puts it 

plainly, “we still, in spite of the efforts of three centuries of moral philosophy 

and one of sociology, lack any coherent rationally defensible statement of [the] 

Liberal individualist viewpoint.”175 Neither does MacIntyre believe any such 

statement of the Liberal individualist viewpoint may be forthcoming either, be­

cause no trans-historical, universal and rational justification of the sort that the 

proponents of Enlightenment Rationalism sought may, MacIntyre believes, ever 

be found.

174 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (London: Duck­
worth, 1993) Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (London: Duckworth, 1988) 
Three Rival Versions o f Moral Inquiry (London: Duckworth, 1990)
175 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.241
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As MacIntyre wryly puts it,

So far I have presented the failure of the project of justifying moral­
ity merely as the failure of a succession of particular arguments; and 
if that were all that there was to the matter, it might appear that the 
trouble was merely that Kierkegaard, Kant, Diderot, Hume, Smith 
and their other contemporaries were not adroit enough in construct­
ing arguments, so that an appropriate strategy would be to wait until 
some more powerful mind applied itself to the problems. And just 
this has been the strategy of the academic philosophical world, even 
though many professional philosophers might be a little embar-

1 Hf\rassed to admit it.

For MacIntyre, rather, every morality presupposes a tradition, a history and soci­

ology that it is our task to understand and make intelligible. In the Enlighten­

ment’s attempt to achieve the impossible task of deriving a tradition independent 

justification of the Liberal, individualist viewpoint, however, our world has gone 

badly awry.

What has happened with the failure of the Project of the Enlightenment, accord­

ing to MacIntyre, is that, essentially, the background moral ontology that pre­

ceded the Enlightenment -  its teleology, comprising its sociology, its history and 

the traditions, practices, virtues and history that constituted it -  were consigned 

to the periphery of the modern self, leaving nothing to place in its stead, leaving 

us with a fragmented and largely forgotten moral universe in which our moral 

beliefs derive from rival, incommensurable and conflicting traditions and are no 

longer intelligible to ourselves or others. Such is the reason for the interminabil- 

ity of many modern debates, MacIntyre suggests, and the “shrill” tones with 

which we conduct such debates.

Ours, MacIntyre suggests, has become a world best understood with the help of 

Max Weber, who understood the condition of our modern age to be one in which 

there was no longer any real distinction between manipulative and non- 

manipulative human interaction. He concluded this, according to MacIntyre, by 

collapsing the distinction between agents making recourse to concretely objec­

tive shared moral precepts in their social dealings as guides to their ethical con-

176 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.50
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duct and pure subjective moral determination. Where instead of the Enlighten­

ment ideal of Kant’s Kingdom of Ends, where every rational being was to be 

accorded due dignity and respect because of its participation in a realm of per­

manent and unchanging value -  the end and goal of the Project of the Enlight­

enment as I tried to paint it in Chapter 3 and 4 -  we have a return to a Hobbesian 

state of nature of will against will, composed of emotivist selves engaged in 

situations of increasing social and political nihilism.

7 - 3  How the World was, is Now &, Should Once Again Made Be

To understand the full (and some such as myself would say magnificent) signifi­

cance of MacIntyre’s claim concerning the fatal and false path that he believes 

modernity has taken, it will prove useful to stand side by side how MacIntyre 

believed the world once was, with how he understands the world presently to be, 

so that we may understand the discrepancy between the moral language we use 

and the teleology that they suppose, so that we may better evaluate the possibil­

ity and desirability of MacIntyre’s “emerging Thomistic conclusion.”

The difference for MacIntyre is -  again, essentially -  that prior to the failure of 

the Project of the Enlightenment, according to MacIntyre, people held shared 

teleological understandings of the universe and a concomitant understanding of 

the constitution of the virtues, their place and role within. It was not, however, 

as if everyone shared the same teleological understanding of morality -  certainly 

it must have differed from place to place, and time to time -  but that these 

shared understandings were sufficiently localised and internalised, such that the 

moral pluralism we daily contend with did then not exist in any profound or sig­

nificant way. Outsiders to Greek City States were simply “Barbarians.” Those 

that did not speak Greek were in a certain important respect less than “human.”

With the dawn of Enlightenment Rationalism, such a teleological world-view as 

was maintained by the ancient Greeks and the Medieval Christian World, eroded 

until it was seen to be without warrant and consequently increasingly infre­

quently abided by. In replacement of the virtuous self came that of the emotivist
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self, and the Deontological Liberalism which is, MacIntyre says, its logical and 

political counterpart. The view that MacIntyre is subscribing to here is the view 

that Horkheimer and Adorno put forth in The Dialectic o f the Enlightenment. It 

is the pessimistic understanding of the relation of belief to practice which dic­

tates that “every specific theoretic view succumbs to the destructive criticism 

that it is only a belief -  until even the very notions of spirit, of truth and, indeed, 

enlightenment itself become animistic magic.”177 For Alasdair MacIntyre, how­

ever, the supreme failure of the project of the enlightenment was not the failure 

to provide “any coherent rationally defensible statement of [the] Liberal indi­

vidualist viewpoint.” Rather, it was to obscure the fact of its very destruction.

For MacIntyre every morality presupposes sociology and the sociology of An­

cient Homeric Greek Life -  MacIntyre’s principal foil for his analysis and cri­

tique of modernity in After Virtue -  was that of a shared conception of an inher­

ently moral universe. Man was understood as having various obligations and 

duties according to his role in this one. To live virtuously for him was, therefore, 

to exercise these capacities well, to attain the goods implicit in the practices in 

which he is engaged.

As MacIntyre put it, in a way that is very similar to Oakeshott, as we shall see, a 

practice is,

...any coherent and complex form of socially established co­
operative activity through which goods internal to that form of ac­
tivity are realised in the course of trying to achieve those standards 
of excellence which are appropriate to and partially definitive of, 
that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 
excellence and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved 
are systematically extended.178

While a virtue, for MacIntyre, is any habit, disposition, or skill that enables one 

to better achieve the particular goods of a practice. It is,

177 In Rorty’s Contingency, irony, and solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni­
versity Press, 1989) p.57. While MacIntyre does not use this quote explicitly, 
Rorty is correct to use it to characterize a readily recognisable eschatological 
theme in the Communitarian critique of liberalism.
178 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p. 175
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.. .an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which 
tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to prac­
tices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving 
any such goods.179

MacIntyre ties practices together through his idea of the narrative unity of a 

life.180 To understand an agent for MacIntyre means to show his actions 

concerning the full narrative unity of his life with narrative being the basic genre 

for human understanding.181 A consequence of the rise of the emotivist concep­

tion of the self has been to put to one side narrative, with a resultant loss of self- 

knowledge. Without regard to the narrative unity of a human life, one’s life will 

be broken down into various roles that one plays: that of husband, father, work­

mate, and son and so on. Contemporary social science, by ignoring narrative, 

MacIntyre, suggests ignores man. By concentrating on his parts, such sociology 

misses the whole.

Narrative has to be understood through traditions, a tradition for MacIntyre be­

ing the comprehensive collection of practices, beliefs and history thereof of a 

particular way of being in the world. This is in effect an order of rationality or 

practical reason that both supposes its own sociology and encompasses all the 

practices, beliefs and histories of those who compose it. “[A] living tradition 

then is an historically extended socially embedded argument and an argument 

precisely in part about the goods that constitute that tradition.”182

Our contemporary moral discourse and practice, according to MacIntyre, have 

however become an unhappy jumble of competing and incommensurable tradi­

tions, with no over-arching practical rationality or tradition which might be em­

ployed by moral agents to contain them. In this regard, MacIntyre cites three ri­

179 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.83
180 If it be countered that this disallows any super practice from arbitrating be­
tween the variety of lesser practices in which one is engaged, each with their 
own authority and goods that may serve to fracture one’s life, MacIntyre intro­
duces the concept of the narrative unity of a life' And it is through the narrative 
unity of a human life that I believe hints at the closet realism that MacIntyre falls 
upon in order to show the rational superiority of Thomism to other traditions.
181 This, of course, ties in with Charles Taylor’s thesis of man as a self­
interpreting animal, my concern of the next chapter.
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val and largely incommensurable traditions: that of the Encyclopaedic, the Ge­

nealogical and the Thomistic.183

In the ancient Homeric world, by contrast, one’s place, roles, duties, rights and 

obligations were given through the comprehensive conception of the good and 

the good life that all shared. This was namely a one to one correspondence be­

tween how the universe was constituted and the ends of man contained within it. 

Who one was, was not a matter of choice, but the recognition of one’s place and 

one’s role as given in the pre-existing social order. Education in the virtues and 

good moral practice were the internalisation of the rights and responsibilities 

and practices in conformity of one so situated. As MacIntyre continues,

In many pre-modern, traditional societies it is through his or her 
membership in a variety of social groups that the individual identi­
fies himself or herself and is identified by others. I am brother, 
cousin and grandson, member of this household, that village, this 
tribe. These are not characteristics that belong to human beings ac­
cidentally, to be stripped away in order to discover “the real me.”
They are part of my substance, defining partially at least and some­
times wholly my obligations and duties. Individuals inherit a par­
ticular space with an interlocking set of social relationships: lacking 
that space, they are nobody, or at best a stranger or an outcast. To 
know oneself as such a social person is however not to occupy a 
static and fixed position. It is to find oneself placed at a certain 
point on a journey with set goals; to move through life is to make 
progress -  or to fail to make progress -  toward a given end. Thus a 
complete and fulfilled life is an achievement and death is the point 
at which someone can be judged as happy or unhappy. Hence the 
ancient Greek proverb: “Call no man happy until he is dead.”184

What one ought to do, follows directly from whom one is. However, without 

such a widely shared teleological conception of the universe, such imperatival 

inferences from empirical states of affairs are now either impossible or regarded

182 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.207
183 The encyclopaedic MacIntyre identifies with the Enlightenment, arguing that 
its ideal of providing a value neutral, systematised account of the sum of knowl­
edge is impossible, as MacIntyre suggests the compilers of the Ninth Edition o f 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica so thought. Of the genealogical, MacIntyre cites 
Nietzsche’s Genealogy o f Morals as the paradigm and inaugural text. Of the 
Genealogical tradition, MacIntyre has not much to say, regarding it as a cultural 
and intellectual dead end. Whether or not this is true, remains to be seen.
184 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.34
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as incoherent, suggests MacIntyre. What emotive forces they still carry are ves­

tigial relics of a by-gone age. Hume’s oft cited understanding of such reasoning 

as examples of the “naturalistic fallacy, (deriving a normative ought, from a fac­

tual is) would be to the ancient Greeks, MacIntyre writes, conceptually unintel­

ligible. Without a teleological conception of the universe, normative political 

philosophy is in effect for MacIntyre logically impossible. It is impossible to 

identify and conform to what is the good for man, without their being any good 

for man in which to identify. This, suggests MacIntyre, is the predicament of the 

emotivist self.185

7 - 4  The Emotivist Self

With the loss of moral consensus in a teleological moral universe, the Enlight­

enment has foisted upon us -  in replacement for the situated self that preceded 

it, where obligations were directly derivable from a shared teleological under­

standing of the universe -  the “emotivist self,” or at least the understanding of 

the emotivist self. It is a self that exists in an empty moral space and is one in 

which there is no shared moral horizon between agents in which to understand 

what is good or right. As MacIntyre puts it,

The capacity to be a moral agent [now] is located in the self rather 
than in any of the social roles or practices that it adopts; the re­
sources for the possession and exercise of social judgement are to

1 RAbe found in the unencumbered self alone.

It is not that the so-called emotivist self does exist. For MacIntyre, such a self is 

a logical impossibility. Rather, we take such a self as if existing in our moral and 

political theorising. The form that this moral and political theorising has taken, 

has been that of Deontological Liberalism.

185 And here we may see, how MacIntyre’s argument fits into the Communi­
tarian critique. Such a self is alienated from the world and denatured of his cul­
ture. Unlike for Rawls, or how Rawls is generally understood, in MacIntyre the 
self may not be prior to the ends that it affirms. There are for MacIntyre con­
stituents of the self without which MacIntyre writes we cannot think of the self 
as being the self.
186 Mulhall, Stephen and Swift, Adam. Liberals and Communitarians (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1992) p.76
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Such an emotivist self we are already familiar with. Sandel terms this the “unen­

cumbered self,” and Charles Taylor calls the condition of such “unencumbered” 

selves, that of “atomism.” It is yet the same self, and the same condition, as 

draws the Communitarian’s ire.187

As representative examples of emotivist theorists, theorists who employ the 

emotivist self, MacIntyre cites specifically Hare, Rawls, and Gewirth. According 

to this false theory of emotivism,

To be a moral agent is, on this view, precisely to be able to stand 
back from any and every situation in which one is involved, from 
any and every characteristic that one may possess and to pass 
judgement on it from a purely universal and abstract point of view 
that is totally detached from all social particularity. Anyone and eve­
ryone can thus be a moral agent, since it is in the self and not in so­
cial roles that moral agency has to be located... This democratised 
self which has no necessary social content and no necessary identity 
can then be anything, can assume any role or take any point of view, 
because it is in and for itself nothing.188

Furthermore,

Emotivism is the doctrine that all evaluative judgements and more 
specifically moral judgements are nothing but expressions of prefer­
ence, expressions of attitude or feeling, insofar as they are moral or 
evaluative in character.189

The theory MacIntyre relates has its roots in Hume (it is the Scots whom MacIn­

tyre insists are responsible for the attempt and failure of the Enlightenment pro­

ject) and becomes dominant in the years preceding the Second World War. It 

arises as a reaction to the quasi-realism of G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica and 

its non-natural property of “the good” and eventually invades nearly every facet 

of the academy and the world.

1 R7 As Charles Taylor relates, “ ...the claim is that living within such strongly 
qualified horizons is constitutive of human agency, that stepping outside these 
limits would be tantamount to stepping outside what we recognise as integral, 
that, is undamaged human personhood.” Sources o f the Self: The Making o f the 
Modern Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989) p. 105
188 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.32
189 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p. 12
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Now the theory is untrue -  all moral reasoning for MacIntyre necessarily pre­

supposes a particular sociology, as it does also for Taylor and Oakeshott and, it 

is assumed, for most everyone else. The effect, however, of this theory being 

taken as true, according to MacIntyre, has been to pass verdict on the whole his­

tory of moral and political thinking that does not employ such a conception of 

the self as without worth. According to MacIntyre, moral discourse and practice 

are now nothing better than a contest of wills, wherein everyone is simply trying 

to bring others to hold their preferences. No longer is there space, what Taylor 

earlier termed “strongly qualified horizons” for an appeal to objective criteria 

independent of one’s subjective preference.190

The Enlightenment ideal, as say encapsulated in Kant’s Kingdom of Ends, tram­

ples the conception of agency that it is founded upon. The real meaning of moral 

utterance is now only the attempt to have another conform to one’s own will and 

not to be treated or to treat anyone as an end unto themselves. The result is that 

we oscillate in this new post-enlightenment world between absolute negative 

freedom and absolute impersonal Weberian bureaucracy, the twin evils, accord­

ing to MacIntyre, of the modern world.

A further consequence is that the modern world rather than being populated by 

ideals of the hero or the statesman, is now composed principally of the aesthete, 

on a continual quest for personal satisfaction and the avoidance of boredom, the 

manager who works toward achieving in the most efficient way possible already 

given ends and the therapist who channels the energies of those who do not “fit” 

into “socially useful” functions.

7 - 5  Rawls as Employer of “The Emotivist Self’?

MacIntyre’s critique of the emotivist self as an unsound basis for social and po­

litical theorising certainly seems a convincing one. Such a self, as MacIntyre has 

characterised it, would appear to be a very austere basis for determining norms 

of moral and political conduct. How well, however, does MacIntyre’s under-

190 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.24
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standing of the emotivist self and its use accord with the self of Rawls’s A The­

ory ofJusticel After all, MacIntyre offers Rawls as a specific example of a Lib­

eral theorist who employs such a theory of the self and consequent “desert island 

theory” of moral and political theorising.

As MacIntyre writes specifically of Rawls (and Nozick) in After Virtue,

For... Rawls a society is composed of individuals, each with his or 
her own interest, who then have to come together and formulate 
common rules of life... Individuals are thus... primary and society 
secondary and the identification of individual interests is prior to 
and independent of, the construction of any moral or social bonds 
between them.191

To understand what MacIntyre means here, so that we may judge the accuracy of 

this as a description of Rawls’s arguments and the ultimate postulates that they 

are based upon, it will prove necessary to make a few distinctions. The first dis­

tinction is that between what “atomism” must mean if we are to say that the 

agent of Rawls’s theorising is “logically prior” to society, and that of the social 

condition of “atomism.”

Saying that the agent is “logically prior” to society, is to say that man is capable, 

at least in principle, of developing and exercising his full moral capacities in the 

absence of community. And that would be absurd.

This is not as it were the oft-cited story of Robinson Crusoe, as Daniel Defoe 

relates. As will be remembered, Crusoe, who after developing his moral capaci­

ties in society, found himself shipwrecked upon a desert island. This is the story 

of a solitary individual brought up in the absence of any contact with others, 

who in this societal vacuum then preceded to determine rules of conduct for 

himself and others to live by according to his own reason. In other words, this is 

the story of a Kaspar Hauser.

What I have here termed “social atomism,” to be distinguished from what we 

might call “logical atomism,” is to be understood as the alleged practical result

191 MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, p.250
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of the employment of the mistaken assumption of “logical atomism” in Deonto­

logical theorising. The mistaken assumption of agency as logically prior to soci­

ety, critics like MacIntyre maintain, while harmless in theory, when put into 

practice, has serious consequences. They allege, such a theory in practice rends 

asunder our society, through its blindness to the social bonds, attachments and 

communal virtues that exist in society and without which, they contend, we may 

not flourish. As Sandel relates, such a conceptual blindness as Rawls embodies,

[o]overlooks the possibility that when politics goes badly, not only 
disappointments but also dislocations are likely to result. And it for­
gets the possibility that when politics go well, we can know a good 
in common that we cannot know alone.192

A further corollary of this is that the result of employing such a conceptually 

incoherent conception of the self, will be, instead of neutrality between compet­

ing conceptions of the good, the promulgation of a partisan Liberal, individualist 

morality.193 We should not be surprised at this, for this is the central charge 

made by the Communitarians towards the purveyors of Liberal modernity 

through Deontological Liberalism.194

The excerpt concerning Rawls that I have above quoted, would seem to impute 

to Rawls the assumption that the subject of the original position is to be under­

stood as “logically prior” to that of the community. And, furthermore, is to be 

regarded as self-sufficient, autonomous, motivated to choose and capable of 

choosing, principles of justice which are then to be used to regulate society.

In terms of the dissertation we have to ask, then, is Rawls an employer of the 

conceptually incoherent “emotivist” conception of the self and the “desert island 

theory” of morality and politics? Moreover, if so, is he therefore an unwitting 

promulgator of a partisan Liberal individualist morality, not in fact neutral be­

tween the conceptions of the good of those regulated. In addition, which Macln-

192 Sandel, Michael. Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice Justice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982) p. 183
193 This is “the fraud” already related.
194 The contrary of the view of man as logically prior to society is that, in 
Charles Taylor’s words, “the community is constitutive of the individual.”
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tyre further contends, does this lead to the undesirable social condition of atom­

ism?

With respect to Rawls, I believe we have to unpack MacIntyre’s claim into its 

several parts. The first part is the claim of MacIntyre that Rawls employs the 

conceptually incoherent “emotivist” conception of the self and consequent “de­

sert island” method of moral and political theorising. The second, that Rawls 

promulgates a partisan, Liberal individualist morality as Universalist norm not 

in fact neutral between the competing conceptions of the good of those that are 

regulated. In addition, the last claim, that such a conception of the good that 

Rawls promotes, When put into practice has pernicious social consequences.

About the first claim, that Rawls employs the incoherent “emotivist” conception 

of the self, I believe the answer (at least on the reading of Rawls that I give in 

Chapter 6) is a qualified No. As I wrote then, there are two possible readings of 

Rawls that we can make, with the text never definitely endorsing one or the 

other. On the first, we are to understand the device of the original position as a 

mechanism for justifying norms of conduct. On the latter, we understand the 

original position as merely a means of articulating in another form -  for reasons 

of clarification and consideration -  the substantive intuitions we have concern­

ing justice available to us in our public culture. I argue in Chapter 6, however, 

that if Rawls’s theory is to be seen to hold at all, we along with much recent 

scholarship on Rawls besides, must understand the original position as the latter. 

Otherwise, and as MacIntyre duly shows, the whole lapses into incoherence.

On the one hand the subjects of the original position would have to lay aside all 

their particularity, with all the attendant problems of identity, pluralism and so 

forth, but on the other hand bring all manner of knowledge to the original posi­

tion, knowledge of the social sciences, general psychology, basic economics, the 

state of their society and so forth in order for the original position to have a de­

terminate outcome. And that makes no sense. The original position is only an 

intellectual device for thinking about justice. Why we should employ the origi­
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nal position is the real question and this is where MacIntyre ought to direct his 

criticisms.

As to the answer of MacIntyre’s next claim, this is somewhat more complicated, 

but in the main I believe MacIntyre is right in accusing Rawls of promoting a 

partisan, Liberal individualist morality as if it were a universalist norm. As to 

the last claim, that such a good leads to the social pathology of atomism, we 

must remember Oakeshott’s critique of Rationalism in Politics and the morality 

of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals that underwrites it. As Oakeshott argues in 

the essays of Rationalism in Politics, the promulgation and practice of Rational­

ism in Politics and the self-conscious pursuit of ideals has the effect of under­

mining the traditions, moralities and customs upon which successful Rational 

Conduct depends. This is not to say, as Oakeshott certainly does not, that ideals 

and the ideologies of Rationalism in Politics do not have their place. For Oake­

shott, they are important clarifications and distillations of our ethical and politi­

cal practices, and can help us identify certain features or intimations of our con­

duct so that we may better pursue our conduct rationally. However, Oakeshott 

does believe that if such ideals and ideologies are employed inappropriately or 

do not accurately reflect the social practices of the traditions from whence they 

are supposedly derived and are to be applied to, the result is that they undermine 

the practical knowledge and the morality of custom and habit which such ideals 

and ideologies ultimately depend.

As I stated, the role of the original position in Rawls, I contend, can only be sen­

sibly understood as a heuristic device for the purposes of analysing and making 

coherent the principles of justice that Rawls has derived from the substantive 

ideas concerning justice available to us in the public culture. These individuals, 

from whom the substantive ideas used to characterise the original position are 

derived, ought in no way to be regarded as logical atoms, individuals who are to 

be understood as logically prior to society. These individuals are in fact none 

others than ourselves and no more logically prior to society than we find our­

selves to be.
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The general ideas used to derive the conditions to be embodied in the original 

position by Rawls come not from some bare idea of rationality or universally 

true facts about moral agency or that of an agent understood to be logically prior 

to society. Rather they stem from our substantive conceptions of justice embod­

ied in our social and political discourse and practice. This is indeed consistent 

with the oft cited but seldom read story of Robinson Crusoe which concerns not 

so much a man without any societal contact whatsoever, but rather a man social­

ised into the norms of society, but who has had his particular place in society 

and his natural determinants removed, so that he may reflect upon the laws of 

his society the more to determine their fairness unimpeded by the biases con­

ferred by the particularities of his own situation. In Rawls’s case, people in this 

world, fully formed and endowed, such as ourselves, are asked to imagine prin­

ciples of justice being determined as i/they were in the original position, subject 

to its informational constraints and material motivations. As Rawls in fact puts 

it,

At any time we can enter the original position, so to speak, simply 
by following a certain procedure, namely, by arguing for principles 
of justice in accordance with these restrictions.”195

Now it will be remembered that Rawls’s intentions in designing the original po­

sition were to show how in an ideal choice situation Rawls twin principles of 

justice, one of liberty, the other of distributive justice and their priority relations, 

could be chosen. As Rawls wrote, “The concept of the original position, as I 

shall refer to it, is that of the most philosophically favoured interpretation of this 

initial choice situation for the purposes of a theory of justice.”196 What is, how­

ever, essential to note is that Rawls’s principles of justice have come first and 

the device of the original position has come afterwards. The informational con­

straints and presumptions of motivations in the original position have all been 

expressly designed to derive Rawls’s twin principles of justice. The original po­

sition does not, indeed cannot, produce anything that it has not already been en­

dowed with. The postulated conditions of the original position must be accepted

195 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 19
1 Q f \ Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p. 18
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first. They are not, nor can they be, demonstrably proven from within the origi­

nal position.

The device of the original position is in fact completely redundant and it is a pity 

that it has done as much to obscure Rawls’s project as it has done to illuminate 

it.197 What the original position assumes, namely the autonomy and equality of 

the subjects of the original position, it does not, indeed cannot, justify. As 

Rawls, we remember, put it,

The theory of justice tries to present a natural procedural rendering 
of Kant’s conception of the Kingdom of Ends and of the notions of 
autonomy and the categorical imperative. In this way the underlying 
structure of Kant’s doctrine is detached from its metaphysical sur­
roundings so that it can be seen more clearly and presented rela­
tively free from objection.198

But the only way in which such a conception of right may be presented “free 

from objection” is through the employment of wholly uncontroversial ultimate 

assumptions. In Kant, such a project as Kant takes on and Rawls tries to mimic 

is defensible, insofar as Kant argued for his ideal of a cosmopolitan world utopia 

of federal republics by supposing that we as rational and willing beings derived 

our intrinsic autonomy and equality through our participation in a realm of un­

changing value. However, in our post-metaphysical age, such recourse to meta­

physics for Rawls is unavailable, and therefore Rawls must make do with our 

substantive considerations upon justice and impartiality. It is my point, that such 

considerations, are inherently Rationalist, as are Rawls’s politics.

So much perhaps for Rawls being an employer of the conceptually incoherent 

“emotivist” conception of the self. But now we may understand what MacIntyre 

means by the latter: that Rawls is an unwitting promulgator of a partisan, Lib­

eral, individualist morality, a partisan, Liberal, individualist morality not in fact

197 W. G. Runciman in “Moral intuitions, procedural rules and social justice” 
quoted from John Gray’s Liberalisms (London: Routledge, 1991) p.43
198 Rawls, John. A Theory o f Justice, p.264
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neutral between the competing conceptions of the good of those who are to be 

regulated?199

Now remember, MacIntyre’s principal bone of contention with the Rawlsian 

theory of justice is Rawls’s explicit exclusion of knowledge of perfectionist and 

or altruistic accounts of the good from the hypothetical participants of the origi­

nal position, inserting a partisan Liberal individualist morality in its place.

This exclusion of perfectionist and or altruistic accounts of the good from the 

participants of the original position precisely reflects MacIntyre’s critique of 

post-enlightenment morality, a morality that because it has banished teleological 

conceptions of the good from its moral and political theorising is incoherent, 

fragmented and largely unworkable. However, it would be a mistake for us to 

think that this is exactly what Rawls has done.

On the first count, Rawls, as I have already noted, has implanted within the 

original position a specific conception of the good that Rawls considers uncon- 

troversial and necessary for producing determinate principles of justice. He calls 

this, “the thin theory of the good.” It is to be “thick” enough such that the sub­

jects of the original position will have the motivation to determine principles of 

justice, “thin” enough so that the principles of justice determined are neither 

perfectionist or altruistic. As to whether or not this “thin theory of the good” is 

too thin and therefore not capable of generating sufficient motivation or too 

thick and therefore biases the choice of principles unfairly, I will leave to one 

side. Rawls, however, is, at least explicit as to what he is doing. There is here 

being employed a substantive theory of the good, which presupposes a capacity 

for justice and motivation to act justly and a presupposition of strong equality

199 Perhaps a better way of understanding Rawlsian neutrality would be to dif­
ferentiate between neutrality of effect, versus neutrality of justification. No the­
ory, liberal or otherwise, could have neutrality of effect, because it would neces­
sarily have to exclude expressions of substantive, perfectionist theories of the 
good in the public realm that are inimical to it, though we might be able under­
stand the neutrality of Rawls as one of neutrality of justification and even here 
there are difficulties. For a good discussion of the confusions of the issue is to
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and autonomy. It is these that MacIntyre should be intent on criticising and upon 

which I have already deployed Oakeshott’s account of Rationalism in Politics 

and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals by which it is underwrit­

ten. It is not therefore Rawls’s philosophy that MacIntyre disagrees with; it is 

Rawls’s politics.

7 - 6  MacIntyre, Rawls & Oakeshott’s Understanding of “Rationalism in 
Politics”

I have so far in this chapter outlined in general MacIntyre’s critique of moder­

nity and the emotivist self that MacIntyre argues is its product. Essentially, Mac­

Intyre argues that we have moved from a teleological understanding of morality 

where what one ought to do was derivable from one’s own identity as a father, a 

soldier or a landowner, to a situation where such imperitival derivations are no 

longer possible. Whereas at least, in the ancient world, morality was conceptu­

ally intelligible, a situation has now arisen in that the teleological system of mo­

rality was thrown out, without there ever having been anything to replace it. I 

then went on to examine, MacIntyre’s specific criticisms of Rawls’s role in 

modernity, and asked, how Rawls’s self stood up to the Maclntyrean critique. 

Therein, I argued that at least on one reading of Rawls, MacIntyre’s criticisms 

were well wide of the mark.

In this section, I will try to show that while Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice, on one 

interpretation at least, is not itself vulnerable in the main to the critique of Lib­

eralism that MacIntyre makes, A Theory o f Justice is still, however, susceptible 

to an Oakeshottian critique. This one identifies the Rawlsian project as an essen­

tially rationalist project and Rawls’s two principles of justice as essentially “ra­

tionalist” principles of justice, embodying the morality of the self-conscious 

pursuit of ideals at the expense of the morality and custom upon which truly Ra­

tional Conduct depends. Why an Oakeshottian critique of the type that I propose 

is more successful is because the locus of an Oakeshottian critique of Rawls, I

be found in Will Kymlicka’s Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduc­
tion (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990)
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contend, is differently placed from that of MacIntyre’s and critics like MacIn­

tyre. While MacIntyre mistakenly directs his critique at the emotivist self that he 

understands Rawls to employ in his theorising, an Oakeshottian critique would 

focus not on the original position or veil of ignorance, but rather the reasons and 

arguments that Rawls makes for why we should employ the device of the origi­

nal position when we reflect upon matters of justice and politics.

I shall not here fully elaborate Oakeshott’s understanding of and critique of Ra­

tionalism in Politics -  that has been discussed in greater depth earlier -  but such 

a critique by not being directed at the “emotivist” conception of the self, as Mac­

Intyre directs his critique in After Virtue, is not so susceptible to demonstrative 

disproof in the way that MacIntyre’s is. This is so by the simple demonstration 

that the “argumentative heart” of Rawls is not the “emotivist self’ and its place 

in the original position behind the veil of ignorance. Rather, it lies in the sub­

stantive reasons that Rawls gives as to why we ought to abide by the results of 

the original position.

An Oakeshottian critique of the kind that I propose, looks, in contrast to these 

reasons and arguments, especially the argument’s concerning our natural inclina­

tion towards justice and the principle of strong equality and identifies these 

principles as essentially rationalist principles underwritten by the morality of the 

self-conscious pursuit of ideals and therefore vulnerable to Oakeshott’s critique 

of Rationalism in Politics. In this way, it would not make the same mistake as 

MacIntyre, Taylor and to a lesser extent Rorty make, insofar as Rawls does not 

actually employ an “emotivist” conception of the self in his theorising.

After doing so, an Oakeshottian critique would proceed to highlight the other 

fundamental difference between the Rawlsian understanding of society as a co­

operative apparatus for the socialist re-distribution of social and political goods, 

to that of the idea of Civil Association that has no goal other than to “carry on 

The Conversation of Mankind.” Whereas in Rawls, the state is understood in 

Oakeshott’s terminology as an Enterprise Association or Universitas.
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In replacement of such an ideological and ultimately rationalist project of Rawls, 

an Oakeshottian critique of Rawls would direct us away from the normative 

Rawlsian principles of justice. Instead, it would refer us to his conception of 

politics as “The Pursuit of Intimations,” and not the pursuit of rationalist ideals 

as found in Rawls. And whereas the Rawlsian principles of justice are (suppos­

edly) derived from our “uncontroversial common sense intuitions concerning 

justice and impartiality” Oakeshott’s articulation of the civil condition springs 

from the intention to articulate the presuppositions of a mode of association that 

he understands as particularly characteristic of the social and political practice of 

the Modern European state. In this form of association, as in the conceptions of 

Barry, Rawls and other Deontological Liberals “[t]he fairness of the rule is the 

property of the rule itself and can be established without any need to predict 

what the outcome of it will be at any particular time and place,” the jus of lex for 

Oakeshott, is similarly a property of the rule itself and not subject to any such 

considerations.200

But whereas Rawls is regarded as believing that justice as impartiality is to be 

neutral between people’s diverse conceptions of the good, or at least as neutral 

as they may be, leaving them intact, civil association, at least as Oakeshott char­

acterises it, is itself a dense, lived morality of social practice which makes no 

claim to not presupposing a particular moral ontology, character of agent, or 

body of practices by which it is constituted. Insofar as civil association is an as­

sociation in which justice as impartiality prevails, Oakeshott could be consid­

ered a normative theorist of the contract kind if he proposed the moral ontology 

that underlies the practice of civil association to be distillable into normative 

principles of the nature that Rawls employs as principles of justice. He of course 

does not and that is where the difference lies.

7 - 7  An “Emerging Thomistic Conclusion”?

200 Barry, Brian. Justice as Impartiality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995) p.83
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Returning to MacIntyre, to criticise the idea of MacIntyre’s “Emerging Thomis­

tic Conclusion” in the detail that it deserves would be to go far beyond the scope 

of this chapter, but I will make a few notes in passing. Such a critique would be­

gin through the imagining of what would be entailed in the attempt to undo the 

last three centuries of political thought and practice and make a return to a pre­

modern world and to as highly culturally specific a one as that of the Thomistic 

ethos. Such a change as MacIntyre suggests is necessary would no doubt require 

a change in moral understanding and practice every bit comparable if not indeed 

greater to that experienced in the dissolution of the Roman Empire and its sub­

sequent transformation into the Holy Roman. And even then, what emerged 

from the ashes of the Roman Empire was not that which came before, but rather 

something new whose character and content could neither be foreseen nor be the 

outcome of our deliberate intention as MacIntyre supposes would be the case 

with Thomism. Closer to our own age, the great social transformations of our 

century -  such as that experienced with the emergence and dissolution of the 

Soviet Union -  have been in the main impermanent, disastrous and short-lived. 

And although MacIntyre does hint that a tentative start at this Thomistic revivi­

fication of our moral and political lives could be made within the universities, 

by, for example, dedicating different colleges within a university to the studying 

of different moral traditions, I agree with the critic who referred to such sugges­

tions as “little more than whistling in the dark.” For though there is much in 

MacIntyre’s analysis of the ills of modernity, MacIntyre’s cure would surely kill 

the patient.

7 -  8 A Hobbesian Resolution?

As I have tried to show, MacIntyre’s critique of Rawls for using “the emotivist” 

conception of the self is without warrant. Rawls does indeed seek to promulgate 

a partisan, Liberal individualist morality, with freedom and autonomy being its 

fundamental principles. However, that said, MacIntyre’s positive solution to his 

diagnosis of the ills of modernity is similarly farfetched. Now it would not be 

proper or in the spirit of Oakeshott to elect Oakeshott’s conception of civil asso­
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ciation as a solution, a “Hobbesian resolution” if you may, for the virtue of 

Oakeshott’s political philosophy is that it is precisely not meant to be a norma­

tive political theory. It is true that Hobbes did in fact argue for the doctrine of 

civil association by way of showing how the election of an all powerful sover­

eign was in the best, most rational interests of those to be subjugated, where by 

doing so they were relieved from the state of nature. However, as is clear, the 

reasons that Hobbes presented to us have been shown not to hold. But such an 

attempt to achieve a state of civil association is a very much more practicable 

alternative to MacIntyre’s Thomistic revival. Thomism is much farther away in 

flavour and time and the moral ontology that is required for us to submit to its 

teachings simply no longer -  if it even ever did -  exist. By contrast, civil asso­

ciation being a peculiar inheritance of the modern western European state is 

much closer to us in time, its moral ontology much more a part of ourselves. In 

addition, considering the degree of pluralism rife in our society, Hobbesian civil 

association seems a much more appropriate and attainable ideal. This would not, 

however, be for us to argue for it deductively, but only to make a case for it and 

attempt to persuade others, not so much through normative philosophy, but 

rather through rhetoric, persuasion and “The Pursuit of Intimations” and Ra­

tional Conduct.
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Chapter 8 -  Charles Taylor & “The Ethics of Authenticity”

Self-choice makes sense only as an ideal because some issues are 
more significant than others. I couldn’t claim to be a self-chooser 
and deploy a whole Nietzschean vocabulary of self-making, just be­
cause I choose steak and fries over poutine for lunch. What issues 
are significant, I do not determine. If I did, no issue would be sig­
nificant. But then the very ideal of self-choosing as a moral ideal 
would be impossible.

-  Charles Taylor201

8 - 1  Introduction

We cannot go far wrong, I believe, in regarding Charles Taylor as a representa­

tive of the Communitarian critique of Liberalism. Moreover, Taylor is the con­

cern of this second chapter examining the Communitarian critique of Liberal­

ism, both of Liberalism generally, and of Deontological Liberalism in particular.

But unlike the critique of Alasdair MacIntyre’s that we examined in the last 

chapter, which argued for a whole-sale rejection of modernity -  and to which 

one commentator not without reason referred as “little more than whistling in 

the dark” -  Charles Taylor attempts, rather, to steer a middle course between the 

radical return to an Aristotelian paradigm of political morality as MacIntyre 

suggests is both necessary and rational for our moral and political salvation, and 

the modern ideal of Liberal neutrality as, say, advanced by Rawls, but first pro­

posed and defended in Kant.

Taylor terms such a middle course between the Scylla and Charybdis of Kant 

and Aristotle “The Ethics of Authenticity.”202

201 “Poutine, ” it must be said, is a Quebecois dish of baked chips, gravy, and 
cheese curds.
202 Richard Rorty whom we shall examine in the next chapter, is unusual insofar 
as he embraces liberal modernity, indeed arguing for a dedivinised metaphysics- 
free liberal utopia. But so far as there is a political philosophy in Rorty, we may 
understand Rorty as an exemplar of the Hegelian disposition.
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What Charles Taylor understands by the “Ethics of Authenticity,” we shall ex­

amine. In Chapters 4 and 5, we examined how the debate between the Liberals 

and Communitarians could best be understood as one only between rival Kant­

ian and Hegelian dispositions in political theorising. What, however, differenti­

ates the Liberals from the Communitarians is more a matter of emphasis rather 

than kind. And I would here like to argue that even though it is the Kantian dis­

position that inspires such Communitarian ire, Taylor (like MacIntyre and, we 

will see, Rorty) is very much an example of the Hegelian. (It is not for nothing 

that Taylor’s major work in the history of philosophy has been his mammoth 

study on Hegel.) Taylor’s criticisms, however, of Deontological Liberalism spe­

cifically, like MacIntyre’s, fall wide of the mark through Taylor’s erecting and 

tearing down of a straw man Deontological Liberal that appears nowhere in to­

day’s debate.203

Kant, as we saw in Chapter 4, conceived the subject of the self as an autono­

mous, self-legislative being participant in a non-causal realm of unchanging 

value. Hegel, by contrast, used the notion of Geist, the progressively actualised 

manifestation of freedom in history. But as I earlier argued, the Liberals and 

Communitarians can only be understood as exemplifying Kantian and Hegelian 

dispositions in their theories and not in fact as making Kantian or Hegelian ar­

guments. (This is for the reason that no one in the current debate is prepared to 

employ the metaphysical foundations upon which Kant, Hegel, and in MacIn­

tyre’s case, Aristotle founded their arguments). The same shall go for Charles 

Taylor here.

By shedding these metaphysical foundations, but retaining their overall political 

dispositions, the Liberals and Communitarians, I have argued, rather than pre­

serving the most important features of the political philosophies of Hegel and 

Kant, have in fact rendered the philosophies of Kant and Hegel impotent. 

Whereas Kant and Hegel (with certain qualifications) put forth universal norms 

of conduct, applicable in all times and places derived from the metaphysical un­

'ycvi
Taylor, Charles. Hegel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975) and 

Hegel and Modern Society.
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derpinnings upon which they founded their theories, the Liberals and Communi­

tarians develop normative principles that they have derived only from local and 

contingent practice. This remains the case whether we base these on, in the case 

of the Liberals, “our uncontroversial common sense intuitions concerning justice 

and impartiality,” or, in the case of the Communitarians, “our shared concep­

tions of the good.”

To determine norms of conduct that are to have universal application, such 

norms, I submit, have to be grounded upon universal, realist foundations; and 

this is precisely what Aristotle, Kant and Hegel do. But neither “our common 

sense intuitions concerning justice and impartiality,” nor “our shared concep­

tions of the good” both of which in the ethical theorising of today’s Liberals and 

Communitarians are explicitly local, contingent and non-real, satisfy this crite­

rion. This fact alone makes today’s Liberals and Communitarians above all else 

practitioners of what Wittgenstein called “bourgeois philosophy.”

Therefore, according to my schema, what differentiates the Liberals from the 

Communitarians is not their respective political philosophies. They are in fact 

broadly similar -  clarifications and systematisations of our uncontroversial 

common sense intuitions concerning justice and impartiality and “our shared 

conceptions of the good” -  it is their politics. And the most significant feature of 

their politics is, I argue, their inherently rationalist nature.

Though this Rationalism in Politics is perhaps more clearly seen in contempo­

rary Deontological Liberal theorising (and even though all the Communitarians 

found their critiques of Deontological Liberalism upon anti-rationalist critiques) 

I have argued and will continue to argue that such inherently rationalist politics 

are significantly also present in Communitarian theorising, both in their sub­

scription to the politics of Rationalism and the morality of the self-conscious 

pursuit of ideals.

Examples of such rationalist tendencies in Communitarianism can be seen in 

their subscription to such au courant Communitarian ideals as “community,”
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“the ethic of care,” “family values,” “embedded conceptions of the self,” and 

“our shared conceptions of the good.” And in the case of Charles Taylor particu­

larly, the “Ethics of Authenticity.”204

8 - 2  Taylor’s Critique of Modernity Generally & Deontological Liberalism 
Specifically

As with other Communitarians, (Alasdair MacIntyre, for example) Taylor directs 

his critique at Liberalism generally and only peripherally toward that rather dis­

tinct variety of Liberalism that I have concerned myself with in the previous 

chapters, Deontological Liberalism.

Of Taylor’s critique of Liberalism in general, for Taylor, the theory and practice 

of Liberalism has created for us the following three characteristic “malaises of 

modernity”:

a disenchantment with the world brought about by Liberal individualism and 

that has led to a “narrowing and flattening of our souls,” through a concomitant 

diminishment of our “moral horizons “and which leaves us as Nietzsche’s last 

men, content with seeking after our “pitiable comforts’” -  or as De Tocqueville 

wrote, “the petits et vulgaires plasirs” of modern life;

a situation in which a bastard form of practical reason, namely instrumental rea­

son (somewhat similar, though not identical, to what Oakeshott would call Ra­

tionalism in Politics) has become pre-eminent in our social and political theoris­

ing, and in so doing has both obscured the true nature of our situation and 

shielded from our view remedies for our salvation and;

204 And, I will try to show in this Chapter that Charles Taylor is not very much 
different from (or superior to) the rest of the Liberals and the Communitarians,
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what De Tocqueville identified as the soft despotism of modern democratic life, 

a soft despotism which leaves us in the control of an “immense tutelary power”.

As will be noticed, these criticisms are the same criticisms, or very nearly the 

same criticisms, as are often directed at Liberalism by critics of Liberalism such 

as but not limited to the Communitarians. In addition, they are highly similar to 

those espoused by Alasdair MacIntyre, in the last chapter.

As I argued then, however, the Liberalism with which this thesis is primarily 

concerned is “Deontological Liberalism,” for it is upon Deontological Liberal­

ism that the Communitarian critique and this thesis have focused their special 

attention.

This Liberalism is, as I have said, the Liberalism that has its founding inspira­

tion in Kant but whose aims have been taken up in our own day by John Rawls 

and his followers. This is the Liberalism of course which seeks to ground the 

priority of individual right “over inter-subjective good,” and in so doing tries to 

embody a conception of justice that is to be scrupulously neutral between the 

diverse conceptions of the good of those individuals and those institutions that 

are to be regulated.

Taylor argues against this pre-eminent form of Liberalism in the Liberal- 

Communitarian debate (largely rehearsing the Hegelian critique of Kant that I 

recounted in Chapter 4) by contending that present in Deontological Liberalism 

is a rather impoverished understanding of what it is to be an agent and what it is 

for an agent to engage in valid moral reasoning.

The result of these impoverished understandings has been according to Taylor 

that,

This moral philosophy [the moral philosophy of Deontological Lib­
eralism] has tended to focus on what it is right to do, rather than on 
what it is good to be, on defining the content of obligation rather 
than the nature of the good life; and it has no conceptual space left

since he also can be regarded as a participant in Rationalism in Politics.
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for a notion of the good as the object of our lives or, as Iris Murdoch 
portrayed it in her work, as the privileged focus of attention of 
will.205

There shall be no prizes given to those who may guess who Taylor has in mind 

here: namely Rawls, Barry, Nozick and other such Deontological Liberals. An­

other notable feature, however, of these “deeply wrong” accounts of how it is 

that we reason is, for Taylor, that they can no longer explain “the sources” that 

motivate us to employ them. We may understand the intricacies of the utilitarian 

calculus, or the conditions that are maintained in the original position. We do 

not, however fully understand what it is that motivates us to use theories such as 

these to understand ourselves or to regulate our polities.

It is Taylor’s sincere contention, that unless we can restore such a moral ontol­

ogy to the privileged focus of our will’s attention, we will remain in a state of 

darkness and a situation of increasing anomie and cultural fragmentation. We 

must, therefore, Taylor argues, move away from an understanding of Kantian 

right. This is one where the right is defined independently of the good. We must 

instead turn toward a Hegelian Sittlichkheit, that is the comprehensive collection 

of a society’s norms and social institutions, which by referring to:

. . .  the moral obligations I have to an ongoing community of which 
I am a part . . .  there is [then] no gap between what ought to be and 
what is, between Sollen and Sein.

This is to answer the oft-noted naturalistic fallacy, deriving a normative “ought” 

from a realist “is” that MacIntyre examined in the last chapter. Only by recognis­

ing the ongoing moral obligations that one has in their community may the 

modern subject, Taylor believes, be reintegrated into the world from which he 

has become so estranged.

Furthermore, Taylor argues (again with MacIntyre) that in fact the Liberal con­

ception of justice as impartiality that underwrites Deontological Liberalism is 

fraudulent insofar as rather than eschewing any particular conception of the

205 Taylor, Charles. Sources o f the Self, p.3
206 Taylor, Charles, in Liberalism and its Critics, edited by Michael Sandel. (Ox­
ford: Blackwell, 1984) p. 177
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good, Deontological Liberalism is itself presupposing a peculiarly modem Lib­

eral, individualist morality. This is the general Communitarian charge that Deon­

tological Liberalism is a fraud.

Taylor further goes on to argue -  quite uncontroversially -  that the promulgation 

of this morality is partisan, insofar as though they purportedly derive from our 

“uncontroversial intuitions” concerning justice and impartiality, these normative 

principles of justice are taken to be universal. These norms do not embody, 

therefore, the value-neutral determinations of philosophy. Rather, they reflect the 

political motivations of certain Liberal political philosophers (of whom Rawls is 

of course the central player) insofar as they “guide the overall direction of social 

change.”

In practice, Taylor contends, this conception of Liberal impartiality has, how­

ever, pernicious consequences. It undermines communal attachments and collec­

tive conceptions of the good without which, Taylor contends, we may not flour­

ish. This is of course the oft-related Communitarian charge that the promulga­

tion of such a rarefied and spare Liberal, individualist viewpoint leads us to the 

social condition of atomism.207

Taylor’s inference here is clear: a theory of justice that did not incorporate such 

a narrowly defined Liberal, individualist morality, as Taylor suggests Rawls’s A 

Theory o f Justice does, would have no such difficulties.

In summary, Taylor maintains, the impoverished Deontological Liberal account 

of agency necessarily, Taylor suggests, leads to impoverished political philoso­

phy. Impoverished political philosophy, in turn, which is incapable of generating 

valid normative principles which we can use to legitimately guide, as Rawls 

writes, “the general direction of social change,” protect the polity from internal 

or external threats, or help us in the equitable and fair distribution of social and

207 Moreover, such a liberal individualist ideal is then pernicious insofar as it is 
incapable of justifying communally enjoyed goods. As evidence for this, one 
might consider the extravagant lengths that Rawls takes in A Theory o f Justice 
to justify his conception of distributive justice in the second principle.
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political goods. The result is the social condition of “atomism,” and a concomi­

tant “narrowing and flattening” of our souls through a dimininution of our 

“moral horizons.”

8 - 3  Practical Reason -  How We Ought to Explain the Self

To recount, Charles Taylor’s task is, as I have written, threefold: (1) to articulate 

a more holist account of agency, in contrast to the impoverished and atomistic 

understanding of agency that he regards as underwriting Deontological Liberal­

ism; And (2) to then articulate the moral ontology and history of the modern self 

that is to go with this superior account. Only by accomplishing (1) and (2) may 

we (3) determine norms of conduct, which take into account our collective con­

ceptions of the good, with which we can then legitimately regulate our polities.

Against the conception of the self underlying Deontological Liberalism, Taylor 

conceives an agency in which the particular conceptions of the good, as well as 

the community of the agent, are not essentially contingent matters (as in for ex­

ample Rawls’s original position). They are, on the contrary, constitutive of our 

undamaged personhood.

To have these wrenched from us, as Rawls’s original position is regarded as do­

ing, is to leave the subjects of Rawls’s original position, ghostly ciphers, de­

nuded of all that distinguished us and that we shared in common. Instead of the 

radically disengaged subject that Taylor believes lies at the heart of Deontologi­

cal Liberalism (this belief is most clearly expressed in Taylor’s hugely influen­

tial paper, “Atomism”) Taylor presents us with an alternative model of a radi- 

cally engaged subject for how we should understand human conduct.

8 - 4  Our Moral Intuitions

208 Now my point here is, while Taylor’s model is descriptively true, it does not 
deliver normative principles. It has the effect of neutralising certain rationalist 
tendencies in deontological liberalism, but is less obviously sensitive to certain 
rationalist pretensions it harbours itself, in Taylor’s case, an “ethics of authentic­
ity.”
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According to Taylor, all our moral intuitions have a dual aspect.209 They may 

seem on the one hand to be like the instinctual reactions we experience in the 

presence of certain phenomena: for example, the feeling of nausea that we are 

overcome with while aboard a ship in a stormy sea. On the other hand, our 

moral intuitions, unlike instinctual reactions, are open to articulation and moral 

reasoning. We can articulate and discuss these moral intuitions with respect to 

the phenomena that arouse them and the appropriateness of our response to 

them. This second aspect of the reactions that our moral intuitions distinguish 

them in kind from the brute instinctual reactions to phenomena that will not ad­

mit of such articulation and hence preclude moral reasoning about them.

For example, when I am on ship in a stormy sea, I feel nauseated. X, the experi­

ence of being on a ship in a stormy sea, simply causes nausea, Y, in me. It is use­

less, Taylor argues, to reason why I should feel Y, when I experience X: one 

simply does if one has a weak stomach, such as I do. No amount of discussion 

or moral reasoning or five hundred page books about our “shared conceptions of 

the good” will ever make me feel any differently.

However, of reactions to experiences aroused by our moral intuitions, we can 

Taylor maintains, through reasoning with ourselves and others, articulate our 

moral intuitions. Through such collective moral reasoning, we can also modify 

our reactions to the phenomena that originally aroused these reactions in us. 

Thus in further cases of the same phenomena, I need not react as I did before.

For instance, when I experience Y, I feel shameful and I can articulate in com­

pany of others reasons as to why I should feel this shame. I can say, situations 

such as weakness in the face of the sort of adversity (that a man should be able 

to endure without falling prey to weakness) are shameful to a man such as me 

because of my succumbing to such weakness. Through discussion with others or

209 The term “intuitions” is perhaps not the best term to use. It would seem to 
imply some sort of cognitive realism. It is the term though that Taylor uses.
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myself, I can be persuaded or persuade myself that shame is not an appropriate 

reaction to weakness in the face of adversity. It is unmanly.210

Alternatively, I could reason that the situation that I regarded as weakness in the 

face of adversity was not weakness in the face of adversity but something else. 

For example, what I considered weakness was, perhaps, prudence in the face of 

insurmountable circumstances. Taylor calls this manner of reasoning “strong 

evaluation,” which provides reasons why I should react in particular way to a 

particular experience. In addition, “strong evaluation” implies being able to 

evaluate and modify these articulated reasons and the appropriateness of the re­

sponses to the given phenomena. This is to distinguish what is noble or shame-
911ful, the life that is (for example) qualitatively higher, from the one that is

If we, however, reject the ontological framework or background beliefs it pro­

vides (what Charles Taylor implies occurs in Deontological Liberal theorising) 

according to Taylor we lose our ability to “strongly evaluate.” We lose our abil­

ity to reason morally, and everything reduces to mere preference, since we lose 

the background beliefs and views that make such “strong evaluation” possible. 

What we can “strongly evaluate” collapses into what we simply react to, and we 

are left with the emotivist self that MacIntyre previously identified and poured 

such scorn upon.

210 Taylor believes that moral reasoning is always conducted in company of oth­
ers by way of dialogue. It is not, however, necessary that other persons be pre­
sent. We still, maintains, Taylor carry on conversations between ourselves and 
others even if they are not there. We ask and answer the questions they would 
give and make.
211 One problem I can see in Taylor is that it is too “textual.” It would seem that 
deaf mutes would not be able to reason. Or rather, unless we can articulate the 
reasons for our reactions and discuss them we are neither acting morally or rea­
soning morally. Oakeshott is better on this account, as self-enactments, and self­
disclosures are not confined to the simply linguistic, but include all forms, or at 
least a much greater variety, of human expression or conduct.
212 Liberal neutrality here goes by the way side, as a central principle of politics, 
but is assimilated as one important element of modern politics against a back­
ground of many more.
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This “strong evaluation,” what the emotivist self cannot account for, for Taylor 

is:

. . .  not meant just as a contingently true psychological fact about 
human beings, which could, perhaps turn out one day not to hold for 
some exceptional individual or new type, some superman of disen­
gaged objectification. Rather the claim is that living within such 
strongly qualified horizons is constitutive of human agency, that 
stepping outside these limits would be tantamount to stepping out­
side what we recognise as integral, that is undamaged human per- 
sonhood.213

Strong evaluation, for Taylor, is a transcendental fact concerning human agency, 

which allows us to differentiate that which is noble from that which is base, 

what is qualitatively higher from that which is qualitatively lower. It is not that 

there is externally any metaphysical standard of judgement. Rather, it is that we 

can compare one thing to another and establish for ourselves what is better from 

that which is worse and by so doing we can shape our moral ontology, through 

dialogue with others and ourselves.214

These “moral intuitions” are not given, Taylor argues, in advance; rather, their 

meanings, as in Saussurean structuralism, are dependent on the relations of dif­

ference that exist between them in our moral discourse. Shame, for instance, is 

not simply the direct relation of the word “shame” to shameful things. The 

meaning of shame, rather, is dependent on its relation to all things that are not 

shameful, such as those things that are honourable. Furthermore, the meanings 

of these moral intuitions and the process of refining and modifying them, forms 

a “hermeneutic circle” wherein each new articulation and moral reasoning af­

fects and modifies these articulations in a never-ending diurnal process.215

213 Taylor, Charles. Sources o f the Self, p.105
214 This makes us, for Taylor “self-interpreting animals.” We cannot, Taylor ar­
gues, interpret the conduct of human beings without also incorporating their 
self-interpretations into our interpretations. As with Oakeshott, Taylor argues, 
behaviourism is, strictly speaking, impossible, as a satisfactory understanding is 
not specifiable in the absence of the meanings that the agents under our exami­
nation give for their activity.
215 The similarity of this to Oakeshott’s conversation of mankind, here, as in so 
many other ways, is striking. They both owe much to Hegel.
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The “Best Account” or BA principle resolves differences between interlocutors 

and oneself. The best account is the account that is more coherent than the one 

that came before it, because of revisions necessitated by the first account’s inco­

herence. Reasoning is always, for Taylor, a matter of transitions: transitions from 

understandings seen to be inadequate to higher understandings that resolve the 

inadequacy of the previous transition.

As Taylor has it,

If this is so, [what I have just described] then we have to think of 
man as a self-interpreting animal. He is necessarily so, for there is 
no such thing as the structure of meanings for him independently of 
his interpretation of them; for one is woven into the other. But then 
the text of our interpretation is not heterogeneous from what is in­
terpreted; for what is interpreted is itself an interpretation; a self­
interpretation or experiential meaning, which contributes to the con­
stitution of this meaning. Or to out it another way: that of which we 
are trying to find the coherence is itself partly constituted by self-

91 f \interpretation.

Who someone is, their identity, Taylor argues, is therefore the collection of 

“stands” that one takes towards the manifold of experience by the “strong 

evaluations” that one makes of one’s experience. These “stands” or “positions” 

do not arise independently of the agents that reason and transform them. Their 

location is external to the individual agent in the matrix of, in Taylor’s term, the 

“web of interlocutors.”217

There is, therefore, Taylor argues an objective world out there comprised of the 

collective moral ontologies which, owned by no one, exist independently of 

anyone in particular. From this “web of interlocutors” one has both gained one’s 

moral ontology and taken a part in modifying and evolving it. If one’s views 

should later radically differ from those one had previously inherited, they still 

imply the inheritance nonetheless. An individual not so located within such an 

evaluative framework would not be an agent, Taylor argues: he would in Aris-

91 f \ Taylor, Charles. “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man” in Philosophy and 
the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer­
sity Press, 1985) p. 15
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totle’s memorable line “be a beast or a god.” The view that a moral framework 

is optional is impossible.

The presupposition from which the rest of Taylor’s argument derives, is the de­

nial of the claim that it is possible to conceive of the agent as the atom of politi­

cal philosophising without also specifying “the good” of that self. A corollary of 

this is that this good must arise from the community of the “web of interlocu­

tors” from whom the account derives. (This is, in other words, a repetition of 

MacIntyre’s attack on the emotivist self.218) Under this view, the base unit of 

normative political theorising cannot be the single agent, but must be the plural­

ity of agents within which a single agent’s understanding of “the good” is de­

rived.

If this account of agency were true, it would have great consequences for con­

temporary normative political theory, for it indicates that the self cannot be use­

fully employed without also specifying its understanding of the good. To theo­

rise normatively would therefore require an account of the particular beliefs 

about the good shared by his “web of interlocutors.” Any normative political 

theory dependent on an understanding of the atomistic subject prior to the “the 

good” would be suspect. A satisfactory account of agency would have to include 

the self-interpretations of the moral-reasoners whose conduct we wish to under­

stand. This may all be true, but is so self-evident as to be almost a tautology.

8 - 5  Taylor & Procedural Accounts of Justice

Rawls and Kant argue that particular conceptions of the good are contingent and 

are to be excluded from political theorising to maintain neutrality between com­

peting conceptions of the good. Rawls and Kant are not, however, arguing that 

moral agents do not reason about conceptions of the good. They argue rather

9 1 1 Taylor believes this removes the charge of simple relativism from him. I am 
not sure that it does. It only places it at one farther remove.
218 In this case, as Taylor admits, the account given in “Atomism” is Nozick. 
“Interpretation and the sciences of man” in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 
Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985)
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that principles of normative philosophy should neither derive from, nor favour 

any particular conception of the good beyond that of a certain conception of self- 

interested personal autonomy. Taylor argues that this cannot be. The self and the 

good, for Taylor (and the other Communitarians) are “inexorably intertwined” 

and the distinction between individual agent and collective good that Kant and 

Rawls make is incoherent at root.219

If it should be the case that the self and the good are “inexorably intertwined,” 

the consequences for normative political philosophy would be enormous. In­

strumental accounts of moral reasoning that attempt to sever moral reasoning 

from the character of the good that the agent reasoned about, must, in fact, for 

the Communitarians, “covertly” employ a culturally and historically specific 

conception of “the good.” For example, this covert use of a conception of the 

good would make the products of utilitarianism less than neutral between com­

peting conceptions of the good.220 If this were true, at a stroke, justice as impar­

tiality, with all the attendant ahistoricism and universalism that the phrase im­

plies, would be a fraud -  as Charles Taylor and Alasdair MacIntyre do in fact 

contend.

Charles Taylor clearly has a point when he argues that Liberal theories of justice 

have too narrowly defined the nature of the modern subject and its relation to 

the community, the Sittlichkheit, of which he is a part. Unfortunately, the object 

of Taylor’s animus, “the atomist,” the one who believes that man is logically in­

dependent and prior to society and not dependent on society for his successful 

self-actualisation, appears no-where in today’s debate.

Taylor’s more “holist” or “Communitarian” understanding of agency does, how­

ever, serve to deflate some of the more rationalist universalising and ahistoricist 

normative pretensions of today’s Liberal theory. It does so by shifting the focus 

of a theory’s attention away from a transcendental kingdom of ends, or its mod­

ern variant in Rawls’s original position, towards a more fulsome articulation of

219 See Sandel’s Liberalism and the Limits o f Justice.
220 Examples of such a product are Rawls’ two principles of justice.
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the conditional character of the Sittlichkheit in which the norms of conduct nec­

essary for an agent’s successful self-actualisation find their place. In addition, it 

highlights the way in which the prevalence of the self-conscious pursuit of ide­

als is at the expense of the morality of custom and habit upon which it indeed 

depends, further undermining our ability to engage in truly Rational Conduct so 

far as the regulation of our polities is concerned. As I have previously said, what 

tends to differentiate the Liberals from the Communitarians, is more a matter of 

political disposition than a difference of kind. And in this disposition is to be 

understood the degree to which they participate or do not participate in the prac­

tices of Rationalism in Conduct and the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of 

ideals with which it is underwritten.

However, Taylor further diminishes the force of his criticism by incorporating 

rationalist tendencies in his own theory. What his normative instructions are, 

Taylor (like other Communitarians) is quite recalcitrant in saying, save for a plea 

for civic republicanism, community and, of course, “the ethics of authenticity.”

However, I should like to point out that Taylor’s understanding of agency does 

not force us (necessarily) to embrace a substantive,’’politics of the good” as he 

maintains. For Communitarian accounts of agency do not require that we adopt 

a “substantive politics of the good.” Similarly, we can articulate Liberal theories 

of justice without resorting to the contract tradition, or employing “atomist” 

theories of agency.

How this may be, I will try to show later when I discuss On Human Conduct, 

but I would like to note here that questions of advocacy and ontology are much 

less closely related than the debate assumes. The difficulty with Taylor, as with 

most participants in the debate, is that he is confusing questions of ontology, 

such as: how ought we to understand agency? with questions of advocacy such 

as: what sort of politics ought we to promulgate? Nevertheless, I contend, what 

unites the Liberals and the Communitarians, consists not in their political dispo­

sitions, but rather in the nature of their inherently Rationalist Politics and the 

morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals.
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However, differing from the other Communitarians -  in sharp contrast to Alas- 

dair MacIntyre’s valiant attempt at restoring the good of Thomism -  Taylor, in­

stead of restoring a fixed and external conception of the good, argues for an 

“ethics of authenticity.” This ethic of authenticity is designed to steer a middle- 

course between the radical romantic ideal of self-creation (that Taylor considers 

to be most distinctive of our age) and the Aristotelian apprehension of a pre­

existing social order, which we examined in the previous chapter. In other 

words, as we have seen, between the Scylla and Charybdis of Hegel and Kant.

The (mixed in my opinion) success of such an endeavour I shall examine in due 

course. Nevertheless, in terms of the Liberal-Communitarian debate its implica­

tion is clear. We must, if we accept Taylor’s arguments concerning agency, turn 

away from the abstract theorising of the procedural jurists as evinced by Rawls 

and his followers, and turn toward history and the constitution of the modern 

moral ontology as our only possible guide to moral and political conduct. We 

must come to know the history of how we came to be in order to know whom 

we are and how we are to act. And it is this double-thrust that gives shape to 

Taylor’s most important work, The Sources o f the Self: the making o f the mod­

ern identity, the first part of which details an account of practical reason, while 

subsequent parts examine what Taylor understands to be the history of the mod­

ern moral self. In this way, we can see Sources o f the Self to be Taylor’s own, as 

it were, Phenomenology o f Spirit as is Oakeshott’s Experience and its Modes.

However, as I shall argue in my conclusion, to go from an account of practical 

reason to an articulation of the history of the modern moral ontology, for the 

purpose of deriving norms of moral and political conduct, is illegitimate. In do­

ing so (as I argue Taylor has done) Taylor has elided what can only be properly 

understood as descriptive into that which is normative. And in this shift from the 

descriptive to the normative, what was in the first part an examination of history, 

has in the second part become an example of Rationalism in Politics.

Now, as I will argue, while Taylor’s analysis of modernity has great merit, his 

desire to restore “the good” -  in this case his quasi-Herderian “Ethics of Authen­
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ticity” -  to the privileged focus of our lives is not only impractical and thor­

oughly rationalist, but indeed also incoherent.

This is so for three related reasons:

we are in what we may call “the situation of deep pluralism”;

consequent to this pluralism, divergent social goods are often incompatible, and;

norms of conduct, especially those of “the ethics of authenticity,” which Charles 

Taylor derives from his descriptive analysis of the history of the modern self, are 

inherently Rationalist and thus susceptible to Michael Oakeshott’s critique of 

“Rationalism in Politics.”

Taylor has made history of a piece with rationalist practice through violating its 

status as an autonomous mode of discourse. My argument is (essentially) that it 

is impossible in the first place to derive from an articulation of the modern self 

norms of conduct such as Taylor’s ethics of authenticity involve in terms of a set 

of self-conscious ideals, both because of society’s deep pluralism, and because
991history can never provide such norms without itself ceasing to be history. 

However, as far as this dissertation is concerned, there is therefore not one sin­

gle conception of the good and the good life that we all share and that can be 

articulated so that we may satisfactorily be governed. Moreover, history is nec­

essarily polyphonous and there is not one history that we may articulate. More­

over, even if history could be understood as speaking to us with a single and as­

certainable voice, we still could not derive rationalist norms of conduct from it, 

such as is the case in the self-conscious pursuit of ideals, for the reason that his­

tory may never serve as such a guide.222 History is fundamentally dialogic in

221 By “a situation of deep pluralism, ” I do not mean a transcendental fact about 
human agency -  which as Rawls remarks “may well be true, ” but with which I 
am not here concerned -  but rather the condition of our modern polities, com­
posed as they are by the inheritors of so many different rival traditions of 
thought and practice.
222 I have not the time to go into this at the moment, but it is a central contention 
of my thesis, which I derive from Oakeshott’s rumination upon history in Ex-
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character, and therefore, as Oakeshott shows, we may participate in The Conver­

sation of Mankind at any time, but philosophy as such, while it may provide us a 

partial escape from the conversation, cannot supply us with normative rules of 

conduct of the rationalist kind that we may enforce upon the conversation.

This is not, however, to say that the study of history is completely without merit 

for our political practice. Indeed, the study of history is essential and takes the 

lion share of what Oakeshott understands as our political education. History is in 

fact all that we may go on. For in it, we may better learn the intimations and tra­

ditions inherent in the present that we must pursue in political conduct for it to 

be truly rational and effective.

8 - 6  What is Going on Here; What Kind of Politics does Taylor Advocate?

What sort of politics does Taylor advocate, how does Taylor understand agency, 

and what is the relation between the two? I think I have the answer, though this 

assertion is to one side of my dissertation and I shall not defend it. As I have al­

ready suggested, underlying Taylor’s thought is the Marxist vision of a heaven 

brought down to earth, where Hume’s circumstances of justice no longer apply. 

Justice is no longer the first virtue of social institutions. And man is without re­

mainder fully integrated into the common life of a conflict-less society. Only in 

such a society may he develop to the full extent of his inborn capacities.

The late Isaiah Berlin goes right to the point when he makes such an observation 

in a recent collection concerning the writings of Charles Taylor that I find so 

relevant I must quote:

What, for example, attracts Taylor to Marxist ideas, I believe -  and 
he seems to me to have been influenced by these in a fascinating 
fashion in both his metaphysical and social views -  is the notion 
that human beings can only rise to their full stature and develop all 
the potentialities which belong to them as human beings, if human 
society is liberated from oppression, exploitation, domination,

perience and its Modes, “The activity of being an historian” in Rationalism in 
Politics and On History and Other Essays, (New Jersey: Barnes & Noble Books, 
1983)
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which are inevitable consequences of indeed, embodied in, modern 
capitalism, but with their roots in various formations in the past. He 
believes, unless I am much mistaken, that such liberation can be ob­
tained only by the creation of a rational society in which human be­
ings understand the world, both animate and inanimate, themselves 
and the causal factors of the material world with which scientists 
deal. In this enlightened state and in it alone, they will be free to 
pursue the ends for which they are created both individually and 
above all socially. The vision is of a human society acting in a har­
monious and interactive fashion, in which citizens bound together 
by the common use of untrammelled reason, free communication 
and mutual understanding, can alone live freely and progress.
I wish I could believe this, but I do not.223

This brings me to my last and final criticism of Taylor, which centres on his 

conception of positive freedom underlying his “Ethics of Authenticity.” Though 

Taylor’s “Ethic of Authenticity” supposedly does take account of the deeply plu­

ralist nature of contemporary society, at its heart lies a conception of positive 

freedom constituted by the romantic ideal of self-creation. These ethics un­

doubtedly have a distinguished pedigree -  originating in Rousseau, systematised 

by Kant, criticised and refashioned in Hegel and Herder, they are tied up with 

the romantic ideal of the subject as a self-created artefact, in every case uniquely 

fashioned from the available moral resources and the particular constitution of 

that unique subject.

But whatever else may be said of pluralism, what lies at the bottom of such an 

account -  the demand of romantic self-creation -  is nonetheless still a rationalist 

conception of positive freedom and a particular and partisan conception at that. 

Although there is nothing inherently wrong with conceptions of positive free­

dom, there is, as Oakeshott shows, something inherently wrong in rationalist 

attempts to promulgate them.224

Berlin, Isaiah in Philosophy In An Age o f Pluralism: The philosophy o f 
Charles Taylor in Question, edited by James Tully with the assistance of Daniel 
M. Weinstock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) p.2-3 Interest­
ingly, Charles Taylor does not dispute this characterisation in his “Reply and 
Re-Articulation” at the end.
224 Thomas Hobbes, I believe, best accommodates these essential features of our 
Post-modern condition (the situation of deep pluralism and the resultant rejec­
tion of any single conception of positive freedom) for the purposes of securing
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With this ultimately rationalist vision before our eyes, we may then identify who 

and what it is that Taylor is actually arguing against: it is not Kant, Rawls, 

Dworkin, Kymlicka or any other “Deontological Liberal.” It is rather Thomas 

Hobbes -  his vision of life being “nasty brutish and short” in the state of nature 

and his solution to this state: unconditional submission to a Sovereign. Taylor is 

concerned, therefore, on my account, not only to refute “the fool “who “hath 

sayd in his heart, there is no such thing as Justice.” Thrasymachus or Machia- 

velli, say. Rather, he wishes to refute Hobbes’s own answer that “the definition 

of INJUSTICE, is no other than the not Performance o f Covenant. And what­

soever is not Unjust, is Just.”225 Taylor’s fear is nominalism.

Taylor’s argument therefore seems to be of the form (as was the case in Hegel’s 

criticism of Kant and Sandel’s criticism of Rawls) that if Taylor can show Hob­

bes’s understanding of agency to be faulty, the doctrine of civil association that 

he erects upon these foundations is similarly erroneous. The idea here, some­

how, is that Hobbes is, ultimately, responsible for Rawls and the present day 

“malaises of modernity.” That there are difficulties with Hobbes’s theory of 

agency and its allegedly scientific method, there can be no doubt; and that 

Hobbes’s understanding of civil association has not been universally well re- 

ceived is also not in question.

the greatest amount of negative freedom. This is perhaps not so surprising con­
sidering the civil and religious wars that form the background of Hobbes’s 
thought. And it is perhaps he, with the possible exception of Machiavelli, who 
has, I would argue, the most to say to us in this pluralist age. But what is per­
haps most significant in terms of this dissertation, is that it is the spectre of 
Hobbes, for and against, that has animated so much of political thought in the 
twentieth century, from the controversies of interpretation waged by Strauss, 
Macpherson and Oakeshott to the Liberal-Communitarian debate of today.
225 Hobbes, Leviathan', edited and with an Introduction by Macpherson, C. B. 
(London: Penguin Books, 1985), 1 ,15, p.202. Quantitative analysis of book in­
dices rarely reveal anything worthwhile, but it is, I think, interesting to note that 
in Sources o f the Self Hobbes gets 12 references, compared to 4 for Rawls. In 
Human Agency and Language: Philosophical Papers 1, Hobbes gets 9 refer­
ences while Rawls receives none, and in Philosophy and the Human Sciences: 
Philosophical Papers 2, though Rawls does get 9 citations, Hobbes receives 24.
226 Oakeshott himself notes that Hobbes “has “an unsatisfactory theory of volun­
tarism.” And I believe this is the important defect in Hobbes that Oakeshott 
seeks to remedy in On Human Conduct.
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In addition, Taylor’s critique would be devastating if modern social science ac­

tually understood the agent in the way Taylor thinks it does, but it simply does 

not. This being so, his account applies only to Locke, perhaps Nozick and Tho­

mas Hobbes -  and even this is highly questionable. More to the point, such an 

argument only tangentially applies to Rawls, insofar as the contractors in the 

original position are not atoms separate from their social context, but rather (in 

line with the “thin theory of the good”) they, being social animals, are endowed 

incontrovertibly with this context, as well as having the deep theory of the good 

used to characterise the original position.

What the original position prevents, then, is principles of justice being chosen 

that would embrace comprehensive, regulatory conceptions of the good. The 

original position, after all, does not prevent associations of the mutual pursuit of 

conceptions of justice occurring within the terms of the comprehensive associa­

tion. Moreover, even in Hobbes, the Sovereign only acts if the peace of the civi- 

tas is threatened. The Sovereign is indifferent to the activities of the cives pro­

vided they do not threaten the civitas.

If, as Taylor says, the good and the self are inexorably intertwined, how must we 

articulate the good in order to understand human conduct? I believe the account 

of human conduct that Taylor gives can be fully given without also specifying 

the good of the self; we can speak of the good and the self, but nowhere do we 

have to articulate what that good is. We can simply acknowledge its place in an 

adequate account of human conduct without also articulating its specific charac­

ter. I think Taylor is right to say that any account of normative political theoris­

ing necessarily presupposes a conception of the good; but I do not see that an 

account of political theorising which is not normative, must include one. A 

normative account of political philosophy would have to accommodate an un­

derstanding of the good. However, an exercise in understanding human conduct, 

such as that provided by Oakeshott in the first essay of On Human Conduct, 

does not require such a concept of good in order to function.

-195-



The purpose of Kant and Rawls’s political theorising is to develop political 

principles that agents could agree upon which are value-neutral. As we have 

seen though, what Taylor argues is sound: any account of normative political 

theorising, as the good and the self are inexorably intertwined, is necessarily less 

than neutral. But the reason that it is less than neutral is precisely because it is 

also normative. This distinction constitutes, I argue, the main problem of the 

contemporary Liberal-Communitarian debate. The Communitarian criticism of 

the Kantian variety of Liberalism that Rawls espouses calls into question norma­

tive political theorising of the rationalist kind. It does not provide a better way of 

generating normative political principles; it merely opens-up a whole variety of 

new ones.

As I have said, the normative principles that the Communitarians espouse are 

not normative principles of political philosophy at all, but are rather normative 

political principles. As we have seen, the theorist who best keeps this difference 

in the forefront of his theorising is Oakeshott. Unlike Taylor, Oakeshott keeps 

his model for understanding human conduct separate from the character of the 

good, because to trespass from one to the other, as Taylor and the other Com­

munitarians do, is illegitimate. Though the Communitarians are right in their 

criticisms of Deontological normative political theorising, they do not recognise 

the rationalist implications inherent in their own normative political theorising.
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Chapter 9 -  Richard Rorty, Michael Oakeshott & Liberalism without 
Foundations

The difference between a search for foundations and an attempt at 
redescription is emblematic of the difference between the culture of 
Liberalism and other forms of cultural life. For in its ideal form, the 
culture of Liberalism would be one which was enlightened, secular 
through and through. It would be one in which no trace of divinity 
would be left over, either in the form of a divinized world or a di­
vinized self. Such a culture would have no room for the notion that 
there are non-human forces to which human beings should be re­
sponsible. It would drop, or drastically reinterpret, not only the idea 
of holiness but those of “devotion to truth” and of “fulfilment of the 
deepest needs of the spirit.” The process of de-divination would, 
ideally, culminate in our no longer being able to see any use for the 
notion that finite, mortal, contingently existing human beings might 
derive the meanings of their lives from anything except other finite, 
contingently existing human beings. In such a culture, warnings of 
“relativism,” queries whether social institutions had become in­
creasingly “rational” in modern times and doubts whether the aims 
of Liberal society were “objective moral values” would seem merely 
quaint.
-  Richard Rorty227

9 - 1  Rorty et les Philosophes

Richard Rorty is the day’s leading Philosophe in the discipline of political phi­

losophy. By calling Rorty a latter day Philosophe, I mean that Rorty shares much 

in common with the French Philosophes of the eighteenth century such as 

Diderot, Voltaire, Helvetius and d’Alembert. Like them, Rorty has attracted 

great popular attention, becoming one of the days most fashionable (and popu­

lar) proponents of postmodernism. Moreover, Rorty displays the same curious 

self-confidence in his method and results that the Philosophes did in theirs. He 

does so by applying his rather eccentric understanding of philosophy and knowl­

edge to any and everything that his post-modern gaze alights on. Freudian psy­

choanalysis, sociology, philosophy, literature and literary theory, art, intellectual 

history, and what is of most concern in this paper, political philosophy and the 

Liberal-Communitarian debate all bear his post-modern examination.

997 Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.45
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I will argue that the comparison with the eighteenth century Philosophes goes 

further. This is insofar as Rorty, like them, is also a thorough-going “Rationalist” 

in thought, word, and deed, even if the postmodernism he employs is itself born 

out of an anti-rationalist, anti-enlightenment critique. For just as the Philosophes 

wished to rebuild and reclassify all the world’s knowledge anew as the encyclo­

pedists endeavoured to do, Rorty also wishes to rethink and re-erect all of the 

world’s knowledge along firm anti-foundational, post-modern lines, self­

contradictory as this endeavour would seem to be.

Moreover, residing in Rorty’s Polly anna-like hope for a post-foundational Lib­

eral utopia, (a place safe for poets and revolutionaries whose purpose is none 

other than to provide the framework for Mill’s “experiments in living”) lies the 

same emancipatory, humanist dream of personal autonomy, and freedom from 

the shackles of history, tradition, nature and contingency, that so illuminated the 

writings of the Philosophes. In following this goal, Rorty has thus become for 

some a visionary “prophet” of post-modernism, while for others, a traitor to the 

cause of proper philosophy.228

And while originally, the focus of Rorty’s attention was the more traditional 

concerns of epistemology and metaphysics, in recent years Rorty has shifted his 

attention to literature and political philosophy, especially the debate between the 

Liberals and the Communitarians. With this change, many have noted, Rorty 

himself included, that he has exhibited a decided similarity of philosophical out­

look and political philosophy to that of Oakeshott.

Both are “anti-foundationalists”, who eschew universalism for a “relativist” 

“historicism,” found their argument upon a critique of enlightenment rational­

ism, and can loosely be called “Liberals.” Moreover, they are both a peculiar 

kind of “Liberal.” This is so insofar as they, unlike the Deontological Liberals

228 Rorty, Richard. Prophet o f the New Pragmatism. Taylor, Charles. “Rorty in 
the Epistemological Tradition, ” Sorrell, Tom. “The World from its own point of 
view.” Davidson, Donald, “A Coherence Theory of Truth, ” etc. in Reading 
Rorty. Reading Rorty: Critical Responses to Philosophy and the Mirror o f Na­
ture (And Beyond) edited by Malachowski, A. R. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990)
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such as Kant, Rawls or Nozick, deny that the historic body of practices charac­

teristic of Liberal western practice can be philosophically justified as the best 

form of political practice independently or prior to practice.229

There is nothing extreme in this last point. It would seem also to be the position 

of Walzer, Taylor, Hegel, Wittgenstein and so forth. But, Rorty’s identification 

of Oakeshott as a fellow “post-modern bourgeois Liberal,” as well as his adop­

tion of Oakeshott’s conception of “conversation” for how philosophy and politi­

cal discourse ought to understand and conduct themselves, have done much to 

popularise Oakeshott, and have led some to equate the two theorists.

Doing so, however, would be a mistake and a grave one at that. For though on 

the surface there are great similarities between these two thinkers, there are even 

greater differences. Though Rorty and Oakeshott somewhat agree on the content 

and practice of philosophy, the consequences for political practice that they de­

rive from their anti-foundationalism profoundly differ. Whereas Rorty passion­

ately believes in the possibility and desirability of establishing a post- 

foundational, Liberal utopia that has much in common with the humanist eman­

cipatory ideal, Oakeshott’s sceptical conservatism mitigates against both the 

possibility and desirability of bringing about such a cosmopolitan and ulti­

mately, I will argue, “rationalist” eventuality. Instead, Oakeshott’s understanding 

of politics as “The Pursuit of Intimations” his critique of Rationalism in Politics 

undercuts such grandiose, emancipatory plans, suggesting that they are both im­

practical and pernicious.230

229 “Oakeshott As a Contract Theorist?” Political Theory Workshop. Or, as
Barry ambitiously writes in his new book Justice as Impartiality, he continues 
“to believe in the possibility of putting forward a universally valid case in favour 
of liberal egalitarian principles, ” and that his theory will start, “ ...from the 
premise that Burke percipiently attacked as fundamental: the denial of the au­
thority of prescription. Once we ask for some justification of social and political 
institutions that can be presented for the approval of each person’s reason, we 
are launched on a journey that must, I contend, proceed along the lines of this 
book.” Justice as Impartiality p.6 

Gray, Enlightenment’s Wake, p. 146
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And whereas Rorty ultimately understands philosophy as merely another genre 

of edifying literature, and literature itself as an instrumental tool of socialisation 

and persuasion for the achievement of a cosmopolitan Liberal utopia, philoso­

phy and education for Oakeshott both retain a task and a self-contained purpose 

that for Rorty they must renounce. In the end, Rorty, post-enlightenment protests 

notwithstanding, becomes himself, I contend, an exemplar of what Oakeshott 

has identified so clearly in his post-war essays, as the Rationalist in Politics and 

the Philosophe in philosophy.231

For “Rationalism” and the project of Enlightenment, have other aspects too, and 

are not simply identified with “giving reasons,” as Rorty seems to so character­

ise them. “Rationalism” and the “Project of the Enlightenment” are, as well, as­

sociated with, as I said before, a liberationist ideal of a person, but also with an 

overpowering belief in the efficacy of ideas to change the world for the better 

through the self-conscious pursuit of “rationalist ideals” in our social thought 

and practice (according to a peculiarly western model of the good society and 

ideal of the good individual). On all these counts, I submit, Rorty is alike guilty.

9 - 2  The Argument of this Chapter

The argument of this chapter is as follows: I take it (this will not be argued) that 

any political philosophy which promotes rationalist principles with which to 

regulate our polities must give reasons as to why the norms it espouses are to be 

regarded as normative. If a political philosophy fails to give such reasons, it 

cannot be normative political philosophy, but must therefore be something else, 

say of a piece with political polemic -  this, ultimately, being my conclusion with 

regard to the “political philosophising” of Richard Rorty. This is different from 

the previous theorists whom we have examined in this dissertation (with the ex­

ception of Oakeshott) who do give reasons, though reasons we have found to be 

ultimately wanting. In Rorty’s case, as Rorty expressly gives no reasons as to 

why we should pursue the norms he espouses, Rorty’s contribution to the Lib-

For my discussion of what a Philosophe is, I am drawing upon Oakeshott’s
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eral-Communitarian debate, I contend, cannot therefore be considered political 

philosophy; for he cannot maintain both that philosophy as such can give no 

such reasons, and that nonetheless an ideal of a Liberal utopia (where cruelty 

and humiliation are minimised, and ideals of persons as poets and revolutionar­

ies are maximised) should merit our most serious theoretical and practical atten- 

tion.232

To the end of achieving Rorty’s perhaps laudable, though definitely impractical 

ideal of a Liberal utopia that has at its centre the humanist emancipatory ideal, a 

description of which I will provide shortly, Rorty goes on to detail methods and 

strategies by which we can realise such a utopia in practice. For instance, ac­

cording to Rorty, the writing, reading and promulgation of imaginative and other 

“edifying literature” (such as that which we generally consider to be philosophy) 

which can sensitise us to and make us aware of the myriad ways in which we 

can knowingly and unknowingly inflict cruelty upon and humiliate others 

through our private pursuits of self-perfection, and the defects of our social 

institutions.

Indeed, it would not be too much to say that like Marx and his treatment of 

Hegel, Rorty stands the contemporary practice of political philosophy on its 

head, but in a rather different way. Instead of providing us with norms of practi­

cal conduct justified by philosophical demonstration, which if we accept the ar­

gument, it is then incumbent upon us to implement, Rorty only provides us the 

methods for achieving his Liberal utopia but does not provide the reasons for the 

superiority of his Liberal ideal.

How can we explain this rather bald contradiction: Rorty on the one hand pre­

sents us with Liberal, poetic norms which we are to follow, and on the other

essay, “The New Bentham” in Rationalism in Politics.
232 It is not my intention to say that political theory must produce norms, or that 
something without norms cannot be political theory. It is only that if a political 
theory promotes, suggests or proffers norms of practical conduct, it must give 
reasons as to why.
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hand, he does not provide us with reasons for embracing these norms. Rorty 

does not however see any difficulty.

Rorty does not believe he has to justify his norms, as his post-modernism ab­

solves him of all such responsibility. As John Gray has noted, Rorty’s “post­

modernism -  like most post-modernism -  is the modernist humanist project 

without its foundationalist matrix.”233

As such, Rorty has no reasons for why we should work towards establishing a 

world in which there is less cruelty and humiliation and more poets and revolu­

tionaries. Neither has he any need to give any either. What he claims to be do­

ing, like Hegel, is articulating the norms inherent in our current political practice 

-  what Rorty calls “Liberalism.” However, when we go to unpack what Rorty 

considers Liberalism to be, and the ideal of a person that this presupposes, we 

shall find, I contend, only truisms, banalities and platitudes which do not accu­

rately reflect (if such a thing could be accurately reflected) something so nebu­

lous and protean as “the Liberalism of the rich North Atlantic democracies.”234 

Moreover, we shall find that these truisms, banalities and platitudes have the 

character of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals that Oakeshott so rails against in 

the essays of Rationalism in Politics, and in practice have the effect of under­

mining the morality of custom and habit upon which such ideals depend.

What are these truisms, banalities and platitudes? I believe they are caught up 

with Rorty’s philosophical Weltanschauung as a whole, that is, the American

Gray, John. Enlightenment’s Wake, p. 146
234 This “liberalism of the rich north Atlantic democracies” of which Rorty 
speaks is, of course, a very different kind of liberalism which presupposes a dif­
ferent ideal of a person than that espoused by such deontological Liberals as, 
say, Rawls and others who argue for the primacy of right on the basis of liberal, 
egalitarian ideals and an ideal of a person and hypothetical choice situation 
which they regard as capable of generating such norms. It is, however, a kind of 
liberalism, and a kind of ideal of person every bit if not more controversial, and 
substantive than their own. In a comparison between a society in which the pur­
suit of justice is pre-eminent, and another where the existence of cruelty and 
humiliation is minimised, and the presence of poets and revolutionaries maxi­
mised, there will surely be overlap, but they will certainly not map one on to the 
other.
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pragmatism that Rorty is so steeped in, which indeed goes so far as to provide a 

reason, anti-foundational protests notwithstanding, for his ideal Liberal utopia.

Whereas for the pragmatist a “true” belief is a belief that “is good for us to be­

lieve,” Rorty’s reason (or at least shadow of a reason) for why we should adopt 

his Liberal utopia is that such a utopia will be “good for us to live in,” because it 

is one in which there will be “less cruelty and humiliation,” and more poets and 

revolutionaries, of which it is always better to have less and more respectively.

A Liberal simply is the kind of person who, says Rorty (employing Judith 

Shklar’s definition), understands that the infliction of cruelty and humiliation 

upon others is the worst thing that we do. The best kind of person simply is for 

Rorty a poet or a revolutionary.

I think there is something else going on here too. There is a fatal instability in 

Rorty, such that for reasons that Rorty himself gives, it would seem as if anyone 

would be permitted to pursue any political program he or she desired, Liberal or 

ilLiberal. There is nothing to constrain them in the absence of any foundations 

(or what for Rorty amounts to the same thing, reasons) that establish the superi­

ority of Liberal practice to other forms of social practice.

Oakeshott does not face this problem. For according to Oakeshott, in the ab­

sence of such reasons, we must fall on the traditions and practices that constitute 

our ethical patrimony. If there are moral ambivalences and ambiguities to re­

solve in these traditions and practices, we must use these traditions and practices 

as best we may, knowing that no tradition or practice is incapable of change and 

refinement in the face of present and future enventualities.

Returning to Rorty, unless we suppose such a pragmatist view of the good soci­

ety and an ideal of a person from whence it is derived, and that it is “good” for 

us to live in such a society, it is my contention that Rorty’s views on political 

philosophy can only be a recipe for anomie and conflict. This is because there is 

nothing, no legitimate arguments made, to constrain anyone from pursuing any 

sort of utopia or any ideal of a person whatsoever, regardless of an ideal’s palat-
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ability, or effects upon others. This would of course contradict Rorty’s belief that 

he has no need to provide such reasons, yet I think they are here nonetheless.

But this is not my main quibble with Rorty, and is the place where I believe 

Oakeshott’s account of politics shows itself superior to Rorty’s. I believe there is 

a serious evasion in Rorty. Rorty either refuses to acknowledge, or very awk­

wardly attempts to overcome a crucial distinction between acting upon norms 

that will not admit of the possibility of justification, whose consequences (bene­

ficial of or otherwise) are only relevant to the actor, and acting on the basis of 

norms where the consequences of so acting involve others to a highly significant 

degree. The result of this equivocation in Rorty is the avocacy of what we might 

term the “blue-print” theory of politics -  the politics of having a “blue-print” of 

what society and the individuals who compose it should be like. It is also the 

attempt to implement this “blue-print” upon society and the people who com­

pose it, regardless of their present constitution or the character of their social 

practices.235 This is precisely the difference that Oakeshott highlights between 

Rationalism in Politics, underwritten as it is by the morality of the self- 

conscious pursuit of ideals, and truly Rational Conduct, depending as it does on 

the morality of custom, habit and tradition.

Now Rorty may not be the sort of rationalist who believes in the efficacy of in­

strumental reason to provide us with reasons for the imperative norms with 

which we should regulate our social practices. Still, Enlightenment Rationalism 

has other aspects: an overwhelming belief in the power of ideas to change the 

world in which we live for the better, through the self-conscious pursuit of ra­

tionalist ideals. And if this is true of Rationalism, Rorty, therefore, becomes 

every bit the “Rationalist” that he is so at pains to identify others as, and to per­

sonally overcome in his own philosophising.

9 - 3  Rorty & the Idea of “Philosophy”

235 More conventionally, such a theory of politics is utopian, as indeed Rorty 
calls his theory of politics utopian.
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To understand Rorty’s peculiar amalgam of Anglo-American political philoso­

phy and continental post-modernism, it will prove wise to go back to some of 

his earliest work in the theory of knowledge and language. In The Linguistic 

Turn and Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature, Rorty issued what amounted to a 

polemical broadside at how philosophy presently conducted itself within the en- 

virons of the academy.

In it, Rorty pleaded for a radical revision of philosophic practice. Therein, he 

denied that Philosophy -  with an uppercase “P” -  had any privileged access to a 

non-empirical world “out there” which it could employ to judge the truthfulness 

of lesser forms of inquiry. Philosophy, Rorty maintained (even if it hardly ever 

did) could no longer claim for itself the mantle of “master discipline,” dictating 

the terms in which subsidiary and subservient forms of intellectual inquiry 

should regard themselves.

Rorty argued for this (really rather less than radical thesis) by relentlessly attack­

ing the doctrine of “the given” in the theory of knowledge, residual Cartesian 

mind/body dualism present in philosophy of mind, and the scientific paradigm 

of hypothesis and verification for how philosophy should conduct itself.

As Rorty boldly stated, his aim was therefore nothing less than:

. . .  to undermine the reader’s confidence in “the mind” as some­
thing about which one should have a “philosophical” view, in 
“knowledge” as something about which there ought to be a “theory” 
and which has “foundations,” and in “philosophy” as it has been 
conceived since Kant.237

The history of philosophy, Rorty argued, has above all been dominated by the 

mistaken conviction that the mind was a mirror in which was found reflected the 

reality “out there.” Moreover, that the task of philosophy was to judge the accu­

racy of the reflection so presented.

Rorty, Richard. Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1979)
' j ' i n

Rorty, Richard. Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature, p.7
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This mistaken understanding of mind as a mirror of nature, Rorty contends, has 

its roots in ancient Greek ocular metaphors. It is variously taken up, embellished 

and modified by the whole tradition of western reflection on thinking, reaching 

its apotheosis in the “Enlightenment Rationalism” of the 17th and 18th century. 

In addition, it has now become all but inexorably woven into how we think of 

the world and ourselves. It is an understanding, however, that we must wean 

ourselves from, because it is wrong, Rorty contends, and to continue to follow 

it, is to throw good money after bad, and further involve ourselves in a faulty 

metaphysic.

In support of this bold thesis, Rorty marshals an impressive variety of names in 

Anglo-American thought, among them James, Pierce, Dewey, Ryle, Kuhn, 

Davidson, Sellars, and Quine. Rorty uses each of these thinkers for a different 

purpose: Ryle to undermine our belief in the mind as a Cartesian “Ghost in the 

machine “of our body; Davidson to provide a non-correspondence account of 

language and meaning; Kuhn for his historicist understanding of the practice of 

science and, by implication, other forms of inquiry, as a series of intermittent 

“paradigm shifts” from one “scientific” paradigm to another; Sellars for the lan­

guage of ethics and morality; and Quine, for blurring the distinction between the 

necessary and the contingent, and for his understanding of knowledge as “a web 

of belief’ constantly adjusting and re-weaving itself to absorb new “facts” ac­

cording to old “beliefs,” or as he puts it, to “confront the tribunal of experience 

as a whole,” and for his showing the search for foundations to be a misguided 

endeavour.238

238 For Rorty, this new conception of philosophy, and human progress, as one 
language-game supplanting another, and truth “the outcome of free uncoerced 
discussion, ” has great practical consequences. As each succeeding language 
game employs a different vocabulary and grammar than the one it succeeds, it is 
not always straightforwardly possible for one language game to interact with 
another on the same terms. This has the practical advantage of not requiring 
Rorty to substantively engage with theorists who he claims not speaking his lan­
guage. By putting such theorists aside when thinking about our public culture, 
indeed calling them “mad” -  Rorty reintroduces them in the private sphere -  
Rorty neatly side-steps all those who would, like Foucault, or Derida, Schmidt 
or Heidegger, disagree with him.
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James, Dewey, and Pierce are drawn upon for the peculiarly American philoso­

phy of pragmatism, which equates truthfulness with utility, true beliefs being 

those beliefs which when acted upon hold out the greatest possibility for our 

continued success as persons and as a species.

As Rorty puts it the Pragmatists:

. . .  view truth as, in William James’s phrase, what is good for us to 
believe. So they do not need an account of a relation between beliefs 
and objects called “correspondence,” nor an account of human cog­
nitive abilities which ensures that our species is capable of entering 
into that relation. They see the gap between truth and justification 
not as something to be bridged by isolating a natural and trans- 
cultural sort of rationality which can be used to criticise certain cul­
tures and praise others, but simply as the gap between the actual 
good and the possible better. From a pragmatist point of view, to say 
that what is rational for us now to believe may not be true, is simply 
to say that somebody may come up with a better idea . . .  For prag­
matists, the desire for objectivity is not the desire to escape the limi­
tations o f one's community, but simply the desire for as much inter- 
subjective agreement as possible, the desire to extend the reference 
o f “us” as far as we can.239

In place of the mistaken conception of philosophy of the mind as a mirror of na­

ture, Rorty suggests a turn towards something like a post-foundational herme- 

neuticism. This is an approach concerned only with charting the changes and 

shifts of language games that we use to describe the world, our place within it, 

and ourselves.

I say “something like hermeneutics” because Rorty is careful to distinguish his 

sense of hermeneutics from that of say Gadamer, or Habermas, who Rorty sug­

gests, maintain much of “the epistemic paradigm.”

If epistemology is a constraint against knowledge, as Rorty suggests, then her­

meneutics, for Rorty, is what is left when this “constraint” is unfulfilled. To 

leave such a constraint unfulfilled, Rorty argues is to abandon the problematic

239 Rorty, Richard. Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth, p.22 as quoted in Roger 
Scruton’s Modern Philosophy: Introduction and Survey (London: Sinclair- 
Stevenson, 1996) from which I derive my account of Pragmatism. The italics are 
mine.
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Rationalism of the Enlightenment for, say, a holist pragmatism of practice: to 

adopt a neutral monist conception of mind, and make a turn towards behaviour­

ism.

Truth, therefore, for Rorty, following James, Dewey and Quine, is that which 

“works,” and “what is best for us to believe,” rather than that which corresponds 

with ultimate reality; and philosophy (with a lower case “p”) is no longer con­

sidered a master arbiter of knowledge and culture. Philosophy should, therefore, 

says Rorty, employing Oakeshott’s famous metaphor, usher the “conversation of 

mankind” along, and not be concerned with achieving once and for all deductive 

proof of an insensible and eternal world “out there,” which it can then employ to 

judge the truthfulness of other forms of scientific and cultural practice.

Language, for Rorty rather, is a contingent matter, with no meta-language avail­

able in which to arbitrate between the various language games that we employ. 

Philosophical inquiry is, in Oakeshott’s terminology, a “conversation” within 

which we continuously interpret and reinterpret our relation and ourselves to our 

environment.240 Rorty, in effect, wants to shift the self-understanding of phi­

losophers as seekers of unchanging, realist essences of things, to that of histori- 

cist and nominalist literary critics. In so doing employing a shift from episte- 

mology to hermeneutics, where the reality-appearance distinction is considered 

an obsolescent relic of an outdated vocabulary, the idea of mind a contingent 

irrelevance, and philosophy merely another genre of imaginative literature.

What concern is this (if any) to political philosophy? Firstly, according to Rorty, 

if his critique of philosophy has merit -  for if it was true it could not be true in a 

“strict” sense -  a corollary of it is that it is therefore neither necessary, profit­

able, nor even possible to give philosophical foundations or justifications for the 

superiority of Liberal practices. In recent years, however, Rorty has shifted his 

energies away from his earlier concerns of epistemology and metaphysics to-

240 For a very good critique of the pragmatist view, see Scruton’s attack upon 
pragmatism in his Modern Philosophy: Introduction and Survey.
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wards drawing out the consequences of his anti-foundationalism for political 

thought and practice.241

9 - 4  Rorty’s Contribution to the Liberal-Communitarian Debate

Rorty’s contribution to the debate is twofold. In the first place, he gives a rather 

idiosyncratic reading of the debate through the lenses of his critique of founda­

tional epistemology and metaphysics. Secondly, he offers an account of a politi­

cal theory that he believes both meets the challenge of anti-foundationalism, and 

paves the way towards establishing a Liberal cosmopolitan utopia.

I will first describe Rorty’s own understanding of political philosophy, especially 

with regard to the Liberal-Communitarian debate, and then move on to describe 

his own contribution to it.

9 - 5  Rorty’s Understanding of the Liberal-Communitarian Debate

According to Rorty, the contemporary debate in political philosophy is three- 

cornered, between “Kantians,” “Hegelians,” and a subset of the Hegelians, the 

“post-modern bourgeois Liberals.” Theorists such as the early Rawls and 

Dworkin, who found their political philosophy on ahistoric, universal criteria 

and make the distinction between morality and phronesis as Kant did, Rorty 

calls the “Kantians.”242

241 As I earlier remarked, differences in understandings of agency, and founda­
tions, do not always equal differences in politics. The links between these are 
much less strong than often supposed.
242 Later, Rorty feebly argues in “The Priority of Democracy to Philosophy” in 
The Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom: its evolution and consequences in 
American history edited by Peterson, M. D. Vaughan, R. C. (Cambridge: Cam­
bridge University Press, 1988) that he was “wrong” in his early assessment of 
Rawls, and that Rawls should really be understood as “a Post-modern bourgeois 
liberal, ” such as himself, Oakeshott and Dewey. Whether you believe the earlier 
Rawls to be a realist, and it is far from clear that he is, or subscribe to the his- 
toricist nominalist Rawls of the later writing, it is a matter of some ambiguity, 
due, at least in part, to ambiguity in original text.
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The Post-modern “Hegelians” are those such as Michael Oakeshott and John 

Dewey, and in Rorty’s latest writing, John Rawls. They are those who wish to 

preserve the institutions of contemporary political practice, but to do so on non- 

Kantian, prudential foundations. Rorty calls these theorists “bourgeois” because 

he believes those who would defend the institutions and practices of Liberalism 

without Kantian-//A:e foundations, would have no quarrel with those inspired by 

Marx, who would understand the institutions and practices that constitute them 

as characteristic of a particular bourgeois time and bourgeois place.243

What Rorty means by post-modernism he borrows from Jean Franqois Lyotard, 

who defines post-modernism as the “distrust of meta-narratives.”244

For the “Hegelians” who are not “post-modern bourgeois Liberals”, Rorty cites 

Alasdair MacIntyre and Roberto Unger. They, like the “post-modern bourgeois 

Liberals”, reject the Kantian attempt at founding correct political practice upon 

universal, ahistoricist criteria of morality. Unlike them (and mistakenly accord­

ing to Rorty) the “post-modern bourgeois Liberals” wish to abandon Liberalism 

because of its failure to secure philosophically impregnable foundations.

To this end, Rorty provides the following classificatory schema, a classificatory 

schema that I introduced in Chapter 1.

Table 2 -  Rorty’s Taxonomy of Political Philosophy

The Kantians:

Those who believe in an 
essential nature of the self 
upon which the moral- 
ity/phronesis distinction can 
be made and correct politi­
cal practice grounded. They 
are “ahistoricist,” “univer-

The Hegelians:

Those who believe in a self 
without foundations upon 
which a morality/phronesis 
distinction may be made, 
and correct political prac­
tice be grounded. They are 
“historicist,” “relativist,”

243 See also what Wittgenstein understood as “bourgeois philosophy, ” philoso­
phy which sought foundations in which to justify the superiority of current so­
cial and political practice over other forms of practice.
244 Lyotard, Jean Franqois. The Post-modern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993)
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salist,” and “metaphysicians 
“who employ “unembedded 
“or “emotivist “conceptions 
of the self.

and employ “embedded,” 
“situated” conceptions of 
the self.

The Liberals:

Those either in favour of, 
or who attempt to justify 
the continuance of 
“bourgeois,” “Liberal” 
practices, and the bour­
geois selves that these 
presuppose.

The early Rawls, 
Dworkin, and Kant.

The Post-modern Bour­
geois Liberals:

Those who believe that 
Foundations may not be 
found for Liberalism, but 
think that we should con­
tinue to engage and to 
promulgate these practices 
none the less: Rorty,
Dewey, the later Rawls, and 
Oakeshott.

The IlLiberals:

Those who would wish 
to reject bourgeois po­
litical practice and bour­
geois selves.

The 11 Liberal Hegelians:

Those who believe that as 
foundations cannot be 
found for Liberalism, we 
should reject Liberalism 
outright. Examples: Unger, 
MacIntyre, and perhaps 
Sandel.

A number of criticisms can be made in relation to Rorty’s taxonomy: one princi­

pal problem is that Rorty’s anti-foundational obsession has, to a very large de­

gree, infected his understanding of the contemporary debate.

Rorty’s anti-foundational obsession is such that Rorty overlooks common 

ground between theorists and likewise exaggerates differences; he seems to 

think that nothing much distinguishes them, other than their method of justifica­

tion, which is both untrue and deceptive. The effect is to caricature these theo­

rists, almost to the point that they are unrecognisable and to neglect important 

differences in politics and principles that they hold.
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For, according to Rorty, there would seem to be really rather little that distin­

guishes John Dewey, the American social democrat of the New Deal, from the 

profoundly Conservative Oakeshott, the trenchant critic of the post war welfare 

state. Similarly, Rorty makes bedfellows of MacIntyre and the early Unger, two 

fundamentally different theorists: the former a Thomist, the latter certainly not.

A further difficulty that Rorty presents us with is in ascertaining who (if anyone) 

could be correctly placed into Rorty’s Kantian category other than Kant himself. 

On the matter of Rawls, who is regarded as being the paradigm Kantian in to­

day’s debate, Rorty equivocates. Ultimately, Rorty grants Rawls a place in the 

light of his post A Theory o f Justice essays among the post-modern bourgeois 

Liberals, writing that he had originally “misread” Rawls.

Perhaps what is most important about the Kantian category of Rorty’s, however, 

is that it is the category that best identifies the respective emphasis or disposi­

tion that the theorists of Deontological Liberalism maintain, even if they do not 

themselves subscribe to Kantian foundations. In this case, even if it is an empty 

set -  or a set that only contains Kant as I believe it must -  it still helps us to dis­

tinguish the disposition of the early Rawls which I have earlier called the Kant­

ian disposition in the previous chapters, from that of an Oakeshott or a Rorty.

In terms of the Hegelians, it is not so clear that Hegel would or could meet the 

criteria for inclusion in this category. For what in Hegel is Geist other than a 

non-contingent, progressively actualised manifestation of the necessary in his­

tory?

All that said, nonetheless, in terms of the Liberal-Communitarian debate specifi­

cally, Rorty has some interesting observations and suggestions about the debate, 

most of which he makes in his paper “The Priority of Democracy to Philoso­

phy.”

Rorty says of the Communitarians that they are wrong in supposing that Liberal­

ism, or contemporary bourgeois political practice -  and Rorty is at least as am-
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biguous about it as I am here -  is incapable of surviving the loss of belief in the 

foundations in which it is traditionally justified.

As Rorty puts it, the Communitarians “often speak as though political institu­

tions were no better than their philosophical foundations.” Rorty, by contrast, 

contends that even if the project of justifying Deontological Liberalism in the 

manner that Kant is impossible -  providing a universal and trans-historical crite­

rion for just political practice denuded of any partial conception of the good -  

we may still believe in and engage in the institutions and practices that are pre­

sent within this Liberal theory.

This is to go against the thesis made famous by Horkheimer and Adorno in The 

Dialectic o f the Enlightenment that once we no longer believe in the worth of 

the manner of philosophy in which Liberal practice has been traditionally justi­

fied, we will no longer continue to be able to engage in these practices either. As 

Horkheimer and Adorno put it, this view dictates that “every specific theoretic 

view succumbs to the destructive criticism that it is only a belief -  until even the 

very notions of spirit, of truth, and, indeed, enlightenment itself become animis­

tic magic.”245

As to the sustainability of our current political practices in the absence of secure 

or even believed philosophical foundations, Rorty notes in passing that the de­

cline in the widespread belief in God experienced in the twentieth century did 

not, as Dostoevski prophesied it would, result in absolute license or concupis­

cence.

In light of this, Rorty goes on to say of the Communitarians that they are fur­

thermore wrong in supposing that the political institutions and practices of soci­

ety require philosophic justification. As Rorty has it, echoing Oakeshott, it is not 

only impossible to give such a philosophic justification independent of social 

practice, it is also undesirable. In any event, such a view of philosophy has the 

relation between practice and philosophy backwards. For Rorty, on occasion (as

245 Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.57

-213-



for Hegel and Oakeshott always) “the owl of Minerva flies at dusk.” Moreover, 

the task of philosophy is to “apprehend one’s moment in time.”

Lastly Rorty argues that justifying a political system simply by means of the 

practices and beliefs current in the public culture is not to simply “beg the ques­

tion,” as many contend, but has an important therapeutic or explanatory purpose. 

To do more than simply “beg the question” is, I would submit, to go beyond 

what philosophy is capable of doing. The Communitarians, Rorty argues, would 

do better to criticise the sorts of individuals that coexist in Liberal polities, as 

MacIntyre has it, “the therapist,” “the aesthete,” and “the manager,” and not the 

foundations in which Liberalism is justified.246

9 - 6  Liberal Political Philosophy & Rorty

Liberal political philosophers’ felt-need to provide reasons for the norms which 

they wish to effect in our social practices, Rorty suggests, arises because it was 

natural that the practitioners and proponents of “Enlightenment Rationalism” 

should seek to underwrite the Liberal egalitarian principles in which they be­

lieved with a new authority based on reason, in replacement for the theological 

authority that is regarded as under-girding pre-Enlightenment thought and prac­

tice. Today, however, for Rorty in this “Post-Enlightenment Age,” we must 

abandon such a misguided search for “foundations” in terms of natural law, sub­

stantive conceptions of the good, or what is rationally acceptable to all who are 

reasonable.

For Rorty, to discover or invent norms of conduct which would be acceptable to 

all who are reasonable -  the avowed object of endeavour of the contemporary 

social contract tradition -  would only make sense if the self was bifurcated be­

246 Rorty believes, as with philosophy, that the debate should actually be put on 
its head. He supposes that, what is most probably the case, that the description 
of the person that underlies Rawlsian liberalism should best be described as a re­
description in another idiom of the account of politics present in the work, and 
not the foundation for the politics. If such is the case, and it is not at all clear
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tween a contingent and a necessary part: the contingent part a product of our so­

cialisation, the necessary part our sharing in the faculty of reason. This is, how­

ever, a distinction that Rorty will not recognise. Indeed, such an endeavour to 

find foundations is not truly suited for a Liberal society. For, according to Rorty 

“A Liberal society is one which is content to call 'true’ whatever the upshot o f 

such encounters [of free speech in the public realm] turns out to be.”247

For Rorty rather, the constitution of the self as well as the community or com­

munities of which one is a part, are purely contingent affairs, the product alone 

of chance and circumstance.

By virtue of being in the world, Rorty has it, one contingently finds oneself a 

member of various complementary and contradictory communities. These may 

include tribe, city, nation, or religious group. The constitution of one’s selfhood 

is a contingent product of socialisation into the authoritative norms of these 

overlapping communities. Following Sellars, for Rorty, what is morally good or 

right in a particular community is simply and only what “we think/do/believe” 

as members of that particular community. What is morally wrong, are the sorts 

of things that as a community “we do not do.” Moral intelligence is (Rorty says, 

citing Oakeshott) felicity in the practice of these norms -  a matter of phronesis 

and not reason.

As there is no independent standard of morality that we may turn to independent 

of local practice, Rorty’s official point about selfhood and community is that 

there is, therefore, no essential, intrinsic nature of selfhood or community, no 

self or community prefigured in the womb of time, nor any essential nature that 

can serve as an independent standard for what is good or right.

Like Hume, but unlike Kant, the self for Rorty simply is a centre-less concatena­

tion of beliefs and desires with nothing that stands above or behind it. To give an

that it is, such descriptions of the person are unnecessary, because they add 
nothing to the account.
9 A H Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.53 Rorty’s italics.
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impression of the extreme degree that Rorty officially believes this to be so, I 

quote him at length:

The crucial move in this reinterpretation [of philosophy and politi­
cal philosophy that Rorty wishes to effect] is to think of the moral 
self, the embodiment of rationality, not as one of Rawls’s original 
choosers [sic], somebody who can distinguish her self from her tal­
ents and interests and views about the good, but as a network of be­
liefs, desires and emotions with nothing behind it -  no substrate be­
hind the attributes. For purposes of moral and political deliberation 
and conversation, a person just is that network, as for purposes of 
ballistics she is a point mass, or for purposes of chemistry a linkage 
of molecules. She is a network that is constantly re-weaving itself in 
the usual Quinean manner -  that is to say, not by reference to gen­
eral criteria (e.g. “rules of meaning” or “moral principles”) but in 
the hit-or-miss way in which cells readjust themselves to meet the 
pressures of the environment. On a Quinean view, rational behav­
iour is just adaptive behaviour of a sort which roughly parallels the 
behaviour, in similar circumstances, of the other members of some 
relevant community. For some purposes this adaptive behaviour is 
aptly described as “learning” or computing” or “redistribution of 
charges in neural tissue,” and for others “deliberation” and “choice.” 
None of these vocabularies is privileged over against another.248

Though there is no intrinsic nature to be brought out, i.e. one is socialised “all 

the way down,” Rorty is concerned to make clear that the task remains for the 

self to effect its own creation out of the mores of the various communities that it 

has been socialised into. One creates oneself out of the resources conferred on 

one by one’s socialisation in the use, refinement and modification of one’s “final 

vocabulary.”

As Rorty describes it:

All human beings carry about a set of words which they employ to 
justify their actions, their beliefs, and their lives. These are the 
words in which we formulate praise of our friends and contempt for 
our enemies, our long-term projects, our deepest self-doubts and our 
highest hopes. They are the words in which we tell, sometimes pro- 
spectively and sometimes retrospectively, the story of our lives. I 
shall call these words a person’s “final vocabulary.”
It is “final” in the sense that if doubt is cast on the worth of these 
words, their user has no non-circular argumentative recourse. Those

248 Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.73
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words are as far as he can go with language; beyond them there is 
only helpless passivity or a resort to force.249

A person’s “final vocabulary,” Rorty has it, is made up, of both “thin,” “flexi­

ble” and “ubiquitous” words like “truth” and “justice,” or more “parochial,” 

“rigid” terms like “church,” “kindness,” or “progressive.” These latter terms do 

most of the work: the more general a term for Rorty, the less its force. An indi­

vidual may treat one’s final vocabulary either as an ironist concerned to carry on 

the conversation of selfhood describing and redescribing themselves and their 

surroundings in a continuous narrative that only ends in death (as Alasdair Mac­

Intyre would have it) or as a metaphysician attempting to discover the unchang­

ing essence of selfhood of community.

There is no prize for guessing with which account Rorty’s sympathies lie. Un­

like the metaphysician, the ironist is someone who always entertains doubts 

about his final vocabulary and knows that anything can be made to look better or 

worse through re-description. And, unlike the metaphysician, the ironist does 

not believe that these final doubts may ever be dissolved by getting at the “truth” 

that lies at the “bottom” of “selfhood” or “community.” As Rorty writes:

I call people of this sort “ironists” because their realisation that any­
thing can be made to look good or bad by being re-described, and 
their renunciation of the attempt to formulate criteria of choice be­
tween final vocabularies, puts them in the position which Sartre 
called “meta-stable”: never quite able to take themselves seriously 
because always aware that the terms in which they describe them 
are subject to change, always aware of the contingency and fragility 
of their final vocabularies, and thus of their selves.250

The key for Rorty in his positive political philosophising -  not simply his analy­

sis of the debate or current political practice, both of which I submit are lacking, 

but his project for bringing about a cosmopolitan Liberal utopia -  is to keep the 

truth of the ironist’s quest for self-perfection in the private sphere, while encas­

ing this private pursuit of self-perfection in a framework of public, metaphysi­

cal-like Liberalism. This is in other words, to make Liberalism strictly political 

by not resorting to Kantian or Kantian-like foundations or any comparable appa-

249 Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.73
Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.74
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ratus in principle acceptable to all as reasonable. As Rorty writes in Contin­

gency, irony and solidarity:

This book tries to show how things look if we drop the demand for 
a theory which unifies the public and private, and are content to 
treat the demands for self-creation and of human solidarity as 
equally valid, yet forever incommensurable.251

On how this is to be done, Rorty is depressingly vague. But by so radically 

cleaving the political sphere from the private sphere, and dropping the demand 

found in Kant and the early Rawls, for example, that the rationale used to justify 

the political and private spheres be commensurable, Rorty believes he has man­

aged what was once thought impossible: to encase the private pursuit of self- 

perfection within a sphere of a system of neutral public right without reliance on 

a metaphysical conception of the self. This allows Rorty to say that:

Ironist theorists like Hegel, Nietzsche, Derrida, and Foucault seem 
to me invaluable in our attempt to form a private self-image, but 
pretty much useless when it comes to politics.252

[And that] Authors such as Marx, Mill, Dewey Habermas and 
Rawls are fellow citizens rather than exemplars. They are engaged 
in a shared social effort -  the effort to make our institutions and 
practices more just and less cruel. We shall only think of these writ­
ers as opposed if we think that a more comprehensive philosophical 
outlook would let us hold self-creation and justice, private perfec­
tion and human solidarity in a single vision.253

Although Rorty does not believe his Liberal utopia may ever be philosophically 

justified as superior to any other form of political practice (that would be to fall 

into the errors of the metaphysicians which he is so eager to castigate) he never­

theless believes it may be established. We may establish this cosmopolitan, Lib­

eral utopia, where the private goal of the ironist -  self-perfection -  is hived off 

from public, political Liberalism, by establishing Liberal solidarity among di­

verse people who share nothing essential.

Rorty argues solidarity between individuals who form communities has tradi­

tionally been justified through recourse to something common which they all

251 Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.xv 
Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.83
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share. In the extreme case, this community is the whole of humanity. Kant’s 

Kingdom of Ends, the paradigm political theory example, is justified by the be­

lief that all those who share in the faculty of rationality, including angels and 

devils, are by virtue of this faculty deserving of the equal dignity and respect 

that one as a rational being would demand for oneself.254

As an awkward example, Rorty cites the case of the Jews during the Second 

World War. He suggests that why more Jews in Denmark proportionately were 

saved from extermination than in Belgium was because they shared commonal­

ties that are more parochial with the Danes. Rorty’s assertion, which is far from 

uncontroversial -  it is perhaps even fatuous -  is that one is more likely to feel 

solidarity with someone else the more parochially they are associated with you. 

A baker, by this argument, would have more in common with (and therefore a 

greater chance of extending solidarity to) a proximate baker than a far away 

candlestick maker.

Solidarity is therefore achieved not through the discovery of what makes us uni­

versally the same, such as our use of reason, as Rorty contends no such thing 

may be found. Rather, solidarity is created through imagining and becoming ac­

quainted with the suffering of others. Rorty’s supposition is that if we deny that 

humans share something by nature by which we can ground Liberal practices, 

we can still engage in Liberal practices by instilling Liberal solidarity. This is to 

say, for Rorty, that those who are presently understood as outside of “we” may 

be brought into the category of “we” and out of the category “them” or “other” 

by extending the boundaries of solidarity into a focus imaginarius.

Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.iv
254 Similarly, in communities which are less than universal, solidarity, Rorty 
maintains, has been justified by something that all the members of the commu­
nity are thought to hold in common, i.e. they share a common language, com­
mon cultural heritage, religion or history. The strength of solidarity for Rorty, 
just as in the motive force of the words that compose one’s final vocabulary, is 
inversely proportional to the parochialness of the commonality putatively 
shared.

-219-



Rorty goes on to argue (borrowing from the feminists of care such as Bayer) 

against Kant that Kant in so privileging moral obligation to fellow rational be­

ings, and denigrating feelings of compassion, pity, or fellowship felt for particu­

lar people or groups of people as somehow less than fully moral, has prevented 

us from seeing how particular moral obligations and particular feelings of soli­

darity can be made in the absence of secure foundations. Rorty, in effect, wants 

to continually expand “we Liberals,” as far as possible so that they eventually 

include the whole race, so that all may then share in this Liberal, ironic utopia. 

As Rorty puts it:

We see no reason why either recent social and political develop­
ments or recent philosophical thought should deter us from our at­
tempts to build a cosmopolitan world society -  one which embodies 
the same sort o f utopia which the Christian, Enlightenment, and

255Marxist meta-narratives o f emancipation ended.

Philosophy, therefore, should no longer understand itself as a tribunal of reason, 

but rather as instrumentally crucial in the service of fostering Liberal solidarity 

among individuals who share nothing otherwise essential. Likewise, literature 

itself should no longer be considered an autonomous discourse of artful expres­

sion. Rather it should come into the service of fostering Liberal solidarity among 

disparate people by imaginatively describing and redescribing others who we do 

not understand as “we” so that we may sympathise with them, see “them” as fel­

low comrades in the goal of achieving Liberal solidarity, gradually bringing 

them into membership in our Liberal utopia. This, along with what he have hith­

erto understood as philosophy, should only be understood as branches of edify­

ing discourse. This is discourse that is meant to make us believe not because of 

the soundness of its arguments, but rather because of the skill of its rhetoric.

How is normative political theory to be done with no essential element of the 

self available to serve as a foundation upon which reasons for following norms 

may be justified? Rorty’s answer is in fact that there is no important difficulty 

here, real or imagined. Reasons for acting in conformance to particular norms 

are not required. “Rational performances” -  those performances which are based
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on justified norms -  are not the only kind of acceptable performances. As Rorty 

has it, approvingly quoting Berlin (who is himself approvingly quoting Schum­

peter):

“To realise the relative validity of one’s convictions and yet stand 
for them unflinchingly, is what distinguishes a civilised man from a 
barbarian.” To demand more than this is perhaps a deep and incur­
able metaphysical need; but to allow it to determine one’s practice is 
a symptom of an equally deep, and more dangerous, moral and po-

' J C f Z

litical immaturity.

This is to go directly against the famous thesis of Horkheimer and Adorno in 

The Dialectic o f the Enlightenment, which Rorty suggests, with some justifica­

tion, riddles the whole of the Liberal-Communitarian debate: that once we no 

longer believe in the philosophy with which Liberal practice has been tradition­

ally justified, we will no longer be able to continue to engage in Liberal prac­

tices.

This anti-enlightenment view of Rorty’s, that we may nevertheless pursue norms 

of conduct in our practical lives even when we understand them to be contin­

gent, relative, and unjustified, is the other key to understanding Rorty. Prove it 

incorrect and there is not a lot farther we can take Rorty.

That is not quite my intention though; for I believe there is a great deal of truth 

to Rorty’s contention, though I think its consequences are not what Rorty sup­

poses them to be. Moreover, it is this distinction that lies between rationalism 

and politics and Rational Conduct. Indeed, one could say that the difference be­

tween Rationalism in Politics and Rational Conduct in a post-metaphysical 

world is the difference between Rorty and Oakeshott. I shall elaborate upon this 

in the following two chapters.

It is easy, for example, to imagine a whole menagerie of practices that we en­

gage in, the norms of which will not admit of the possibility of rational justifica-

Rorty, Richard. Objectivity, Relativism, and Truth: Philosophical Papers 
(Cambridge University Press, 1994; 1st 1991) p.209 Emphasis mine.
' J C f .

Rorty, Richard. Contingency, irony, solidarity, p.46. Originally from Berlin, 
Isaiah. Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969) p. 172)
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tion. But the Rationalist, for Rorty, is one who believes that a norm without ra­

tional justification is not an acceptable norm of practical conduct. While this 

may be true or not true of the Rationalist, I do not see, if it is true, that the con­

sequences of rejecting this assumption of the Rationalist are as Rorty supposes 

they may be. There is a whole host of things that we stand for, act upon, and be­

lieve, for which no rational reasons can be given.

Moreover, I would like to say, and this is where Rorty gets it most wrong, that as 

the consequences of actions differ by degree, so does the degree of justification 

which norms for actions require, and it is this difference of degree that Rorty 

ignores by treating all norms as if they were the same. An example:

Each evening I lay outside my door a saucer of milk for the neighbourhood fe­

lines to have a drink. Though I have never seen a cat drink from the saucer, the 

saucer is most often empty by morning, and I assume that cats drink the milk. 

For all I know, however, the tooth fairy may have helped herself to it. Though I 

may not be justified in my belief that cats come by my door at night to sate their 

thirst, nothing much is affected by my leaving milk outside my door, whether or 

not these cats do in fact exist, much less drink from my saucer. I do not in fact 

require much in the way of justification for the beliefs that I act upon, as the 

practical consequences of my actions for me are private and for others negligi­

ble. The world remains -  however I do or do not act, justify or do not justify my 

actions -  pretty much the same: neither much the better nor worse for it.257

In the case of the norms with which we are to regulate society, however, the 

matter is very much different. In a case such as this, if the norms for actions are 

to be understood as anything more than brute subjectivist utterance, we do in 

fact require reasons, indeed very good reasons for conforming to them. What I 

am saying is: Rorty sees no difference between the continued worship of a god 

whose existence, much less whose demands, may not be justified, and the prose-

' y e n

Of course, if I laid out the milk each night for the sake of the cats but had 
come to believe that all the cats that had formerly graced my door had come to 
be killed, then I would have no reason to go on laying milk outside my door.
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lytization of a religion that cannot be justified. The difference is crucial and it is 

that which divides Rational Conduct from Rationalism in Politics.

It is as if Rorty sees no difference between the following three cases. In the first 

case, an elderly man continues to believe in god, and regularly attends church 

though he has no proof of god’s existence. He consoles himself with the thought 

that such a proof is in principle possible and may soon be provided. In another 

case, someone else who has all his life regularly attended church continues to do 

so, though he believes that proof for the existence of god is in principal impos­

sible. If you should ask him why he continues to go, he might say something to 

the effect that he has regularly attended church all his life and is not about to 

stop now, but that is about it. In the last case, a young man does not believe in 

god, does not believe that it is in principle possible to find a proof for the exis­

tence of god, but does in fact preach of this god and his demands to all and sun­

dry, and argues that everyone like him should also attend church to do as he be­

lieves god demands. In this case, the young man persuades, even forces, every­

one he can to live by the religion he has no rational reasons for believing in.

The difference is in these cases a function of the consequences of the actions 

undertaken on the basis of beliefs, regardless of the possibility of their justifica­

tion in the absence or presence of “philosophical foundations,” “justifications,” 

or “reasons.” In the first two cases, nothing much hangs on whether one does or 

does not attend church, having or having not justified reasons for doing so. The 

matter is here a strictly private affair, confined to the private life of one man.

The last case is very different, however. What is at stake here is nothing less 

than the legitimacy of enforcing a particular substantive conception of the good, 

in the absence of legitimate reasons for it, upon others. What looks like moral 

and political latitudinarianism turns out to be precisely the opposite.

This fatal instability, whose severity is a function of the magnitude of the action, 

is the point where the “hidden spring” of Rorty’s pragmatism comes in, a “hid­

den spring” that Rorty can use to protect himself from such particularly ilLiberal 

consequences. In the first two cases, as I tried to show, not a whole lot rides on
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the consequences of the man’s continuing to worship a god that he no longer 

believes in, whether or not proof for the existence of God is in principle possi­

ble. However, when it comes to the associational principles of a polity, there are 

few cases in which “getting it right” is more pressing, and it is only reasonable 

that in this public sphere we demand reasons -  very good ones in fact -  for the 

pursuance of norms that will affect us. In addition, this is where Oakeshott’s 

idea of Rationalism in Politics comes in.

For while it may be that a civilised man should stand unflinchingly for his con­

victions, though he knows them to be relative, it is not at all clear why these 

relative values ought to be in fact Liberal or even quasi-Liberal values. One can, 

by Rorty’s argument, just as well imagine a civilised Nazi explaining that 

though he knows that the racialist convictions of his National Socialism are rela­

tively valid, historically and locally contingent, he still unflinchingly stands for 

them, and he is therefore permitted -  just as you may oppose -  to persuade, ca­

jole, and in extreme cases force others to act on the basis of these same beliefs. 

Rorty might object that he only means “civilised discourse,” (as he would) thus 

excluding the use of force, but I fail to see how he can make this distinction be­

tween persuasion and force, as they exist on the same continuum. Obviously, 

this is not what Rorty intends; but Rorty’s political and moral theory is, I submit, 

directly vulnerable to just such an objection.

9 - 7  Rorty’s Response to this Charge of Radical Instability

How in fact does Rorty counter this at first glance fatal vulnerability, whose im­

portance is magnified by the magnitude of the consequences of the activity -  in 

this case the norms by which a society is to act and believe? Rorty, I contend, 

has a trump card.

The belief in this case meant to trump this instability is, for Rorty, that we ought 

to aim to achieve a society where cruelty and humiliation are minimised, and the 

presence of poets and revolutionaries is maximised. This is because these are 

(essentially) bad and good things in and of themselves respectively. These are
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the ultimate, and I would argue for Rorty, universalist, non-relative values, upon 

which Rorty hangs a consequentialist theory of politics, and they lie at the heart 

of Rorty’s conception of agency and society. Cruelty is included because that is 

the worst thing we can do to each other; humiliation, because the feature that for 

Rorty essentially (and I choose this word carefully) separates humans from ani­

mals is our ability to be humiliated. You may be cruel to a dog, Rorty suggests, 

but you cannot humiliate him.

Of course, this runs counter to Rorty’s alleged anti-foundationalism; yet a close 

reading of such works as Contingency; irony, and solidarity and others shows 

numerous places where he speaks as if he were employing such essentialist as­

sumptions, anti-foundational protests notwithstanding. If these were not at the 

base of Rorty’s theory, I cannot see how Rorty’s theory could be anything more 

than a recipe for anarchy and conflict.

If this was all there was to Rorty, we would be unable to go on any further, be­

cause all we would have would be a recipe for violent anarchy. Any civilised 

person (or barbarian) could legitimately stand unflinchingly for their convic­

tions, aware of their relative validity, and impose these norms upon others. We 

would in effect be returned to a kind of Hobbesian state of nature where the will 

to power reigned, and everyone had the opportunity and legitimacy to compel 

others to hold to their personal theory of the good life and the good society. The 

self for Rorty cannot however simply be the centre-less concatenation of beliefs 

and desires, of the kind that he tells us he actually considers it if he is to be insu­

lated from just such an objection.

Now officially, Rorty cannot claim this to be the case. According to Rorty the 

self is a pure concatenation of contingent beliefs and desires with no essential 

foundation that lies above or below it that we can employ to judge the rightness 

of particular kinds of actions or beliefs independent of their local and contingent 

practice. That Rorty does not actually believe the subject to be of this wholly 

contingent character he shows throughout the text. Indeed, he goes much further, 

ascribing all sorts of things to his conception of the self which fly in the face of
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his alleged anti-foundationalism. The ability to inflict and suffer humiliation as 

well as the goal of self-creation are just two examples; the romantic task of self­

creation is another.

As Rorty has such non-relative, dare I say universalist reasons (though he does 

not give them) he in fact becomes just the proponent of Enlightenment Rational­

ism that he believes he overcomes with his Postmodernism -  i.e. he promotes an 

Enlightenment-emancipatory ideal of a Liberal egalitarian society with the same 

sort of unjustifiable Enlightenment reasons that Rorty accuses Enlightenment 

philosophy as having produced.

9 - 8  How Rorty is himself a Rationalist

There are many criticisms that may be made of Rorty’s dream of establishing a 

cosmopolitan Liberal utopia of negative freedom safe for “poets and revolution­

aries” to conduct their positive freedom of personal “experiments in living.”

One can point out difficulties in his understanding of the self, which in Rorty 

would appear to have no resources left over for its self-creation. Or, one might 

note that if the self can engage in its own act of self-creation, it probably also 

has the capacities to imaginatively place itself within the hypothetical thought 

experiment of Rawls’s original position. Therefore, it might have reasons for 

acting upon Liberal, egalitarian norms. One could also point out the problems 

that inherently reside in so strictly drawing a distinction between the practice of 

public political Liberal pragmatism, and the goal of private romantic self- 

perfection. Finally, one can ask whether, if there is no such thing in the debate as 

the realist metaphysician (as I have tried to show elsewhere that there really is 

not) Rorty’s idealist, post-metaphysical conception of political philosophy is a 

suitable alternative.258

258 The problem for Rorty is not just that his imagined opponents appear no­
where in the debate, but that the alternative he presents seems similarly far­
fetched.
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There is also room to criticise Rorty’s denigration of philosophy as merely an­

other branch of edifying discourse, with no power to determine what is good and 

right, and his characterisation of imaginative literature as an instrumental tool of 

socialisation and persuasion, not an expression of delight and artful imagination.

Indeed, over the course of this chapter we have also examined the inadequacy of 

Rorty’s understanding of Liberalism, which so effortlessly conflates the variety 

and miscellany of practices of France, Britain, America, Canada, and so forth 

into something so nebulous, and protean as “the Liberalism of the rich north At­

lantic democracies.” In additions, it seems to omit entirely from view such im­

portant facets of Liberalism as the rule of law, justice as fairness or impartiality, 

distributive justice, desert, the judiciary, political authority, rights and obliga­

tions. (All of these, Oakeshott includes in his account of civil association in On 

Human Conduct.) As Bernstein writes, Rorty “simply speaks globally about 

‘Liberal democracy’ without ever unpacking what it involves or doing justice to 

the enormous historical controversy about what Liberalism is or ought to be.”259

Such criticisms all have merit, but I believe they can all be subsumed within, or 

at least be seen to pale beside a larger one. This is that Rorty, far from being 

such a critic of the “Enlightenment Project” as he claims, in fact embodies this 

project. Having so self-consciously shed a particular foundational aspect of 

Enlightenment Rationalism, an aspect which indeed, as I have tried to show 

elsewhere, is hardly present in contemporary political philosophy, Rorty is com­

pletely blind to other more significant aspects of Enlightenment ways of think­

ing, insofar as Rorty has one model in mind for how the world should be re­

formed.

I have earlier termed this “the blue-print” conception of politics, but it is symp­

tomatic of any such utopian politics. Rorty’s Pollyannaesque dream of a cosmo­

politan Liberal utopia is the same dream, or nearly the same dream, of a cosmo­

politan Liberal utopia that animates Kant’s ethical and political writing, which I

259 Bernstein, Richard. In Franco, p.233
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have earlier argued in Chapter 5 was the very apotheosis of Enlightenment Ra­

tionalism.

However, unlike Rorty, Kant, Rawls, and Hegel all attempt to justify their ide­

als: Kant fashions his ideal of a world cosmopolitan Liberal order on a transcen­

dental idea of a subject of experience whose rationality was such that it de­

manded the equal care and respect for all other rational beings similarly consti­

tuted. Rawls supports his Liberalism with a conception of an ideal choice situa­

tion within which agents decide on fair principles of justice. Even Hegel, Kant’s 

greatest critic, grounds his conception of the self (a more hylomorphic, embed­

ded conception of the self than Kant’s) in the idea of Geist, and understands the 

nature of man (and man in political society) as embodying a continual quest for 

self-realisation.

Rorty, of course, dispenses with all this; but he still continues to believes in the 

possibility of his Liberal cosmopolitan utopia being achieved, even in the ab­

sence of Kantian, or Kantian-like grounding, and without regard to how society 

is actually composed. Without such grounding, or relevance to reality, Rorty’s 

hope for a Liberal utopia becomes a species of pure ideology, and Contingency, 

irony and solidarity, a work of pure politics and not philosophy.

Rorty would perhaps not disagree with me. However, I would like to go on to 

suggest that it is not simply that it is practically impossible for Rorty’s utopia to 

become realised, it is also wholly undesirable too, as it is a Liberal utopia where 

people have ceased to believe in truth, where philosophy and literature do not 

look that much different from propaganda used for the successful socialisation 

(or shall we say brainwashing) of its subjects. It is a Liberal utopia that instead 

of dealing with the pluralism of the Humean circumstances of justice, runs 

rough shod over the great variety of practices that people imbue their world and 

their selves with, leaving everything plain and homogenous in its wake. Thus 

Rorty’s utopian dream is, I suggest, a post-modern nightmare.
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Chapter 10 -  On Human Conduct & The Liberal Communitarian Debate

In the night of thick darkness enveloping 
ancient times there shines the eternal 
never-failing truth beyond all doubt: 
that the civil condition is certainly a 
human invention and that its principles 
are therefore those of human intelligences.
-  Vico

1 0 - 0  Preface

This is the penultimate chapter of my dissertation, “The Idea of Freedom in Mi­

chael Oakeshott and the Liberal Communitarian Debate.”

Here I seek to show that Michael Oakeshott’s magisterial work of political theo­

rising On Human Conduct - th e  summation and conclusion of a life’s reflection 

upon politics, philosophy and history -  both answers and explains today’s 

debate between the Liberals and Communitarians.

In addition, On Human Conduct provides us with an ideal model for how we 

ought to theorise about politics in a world in which normative philosophy no 

longer obtains. On Human Conduct is not, therefore, to be seen as yet another 

“blueprint” for the arrangement of an “ideal state” as suggested in, say, Kant’s 

Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose or even Rorty’s Con­

tingency, irony and solidarity. Nor is it an example of “bourgeois philosophy,” 

the attempt to provide universal foundations for the practices of local and con­

tingent communities as, say, found certainly in Rawls’s Political Liberalism and 

as I have suggested also in A Theory o f Justice. Rather, On Human Conduct 

serves as an ideal example for how we must philosophise about politics if we
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agree that philosophy may never be used to direct practice, as this dissertation 

has from beginning to end so contended.260

How then does Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct answer the debate? On Human 

Conduct in a thoroughly non-normative, non-rationalist and non-foundationalist 

manner does so by showing the possibility of combining without contradiction a 

Communitarian account of agency with a Deontological Liberal and procedural 

account of association. A tall order to be sure, but one that Oakeshott in On 

Human Conduct, I have suggested, uniquely accomplishes.

Oakeshott’s historical understanding of the modern European state and the char­

acter and morality of the subject with which it is underwritten are, furthermore, 

immune to the important Liberal and Communitarian criticisms of each other’s 

respective theories. These range from Kant and Rawls’s concern that teleologi- 

cal conceptions of the good allow the violation of the rights of the few for the 

greater good of the many. As Rawls writes, “Each person possesses an inviola­

bility founded on justice that even the welfare of society as a whole cannot over­

ride... the rights secured by justice are not subject to political bargaining or to 

the calculation of social interests.” ; Hegel’s critique of Kant’s “abstract free­

dom” as the “freedom of the void” which in practices rises “to the fanaticism of 

pure destruction -  the destruction of the whole subsiding social order -  as the 

elimination of individuals who are objects of suspicion to any social order and 

the annihilation of any organisation which tries to rise anew from the ruins”; 

Taylor’s identification of the “malaises of modernity” which Taylor contends 

result in a “narrowing and flattening” of our souls; and MacIntyre’s suggestion 

that we are presently at a cross-roads between Nietzsche and Aristotle and must 

choose between a Nietzschean future of unrestrained will or a rebirth of classical 

rationalism in the form of a historicised Thomism. As ever, Richard Rorty pro­

vides the idiosyncratic exception.

Of\f) That philosophy may not direct politics may today seem a radical position, 
but has in fact been the dominant orthodoxy in the history of political philoso­
phy.
261 Rawls, A Theory o f Justice, pp.3-4
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I will also attempt to show that Oakeshott’s account of political theorising is su­

perior to that of the Communitarians insofar as Oakeshott understands that the 

employment of an embedded conception of agency does not necessarily require 

the advocacy of “a politics of the common good.” Neither does Oakeshott show 

it to be the case that the promulgation of the Liberal ideal of “the neutral state” 

necessarily requires the promulgation of the unembedded, atomist individual, 

the bane (according to that of the Communitarians) of all Deontological Liberal 

theorising. Nor, as I will show, is the account of neutrality that lies at the centre 

of Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil association a “fraud,” such as the Com­

munitarians accuse the Deontological Liberals of maintaining at the centre of 

their theories. Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil association has at its centre an 

explicit and very particular moral ontology. The ideal character of civil associa­

tion is simply the articulation of the association relevant to that ontology.

Lastly, On Human Conduct shows us that if we understand and practice “Liber­

alism” correctly though the carrying on of “The Conversation of Mankind” and 

not the practices of Rationalism in Politics, “Liberalism” ultimately need not be 

“the self-devouring entity” which leads to the deleterious social condition of 

“atomism.”

I put the term “Liberalism” within inverted commas because I do not believe 

that such a term accurately captures what Oakeshott has so precisely stated in 

On Human Conduct as the civil condition. While the terms overlap, it is wrong 

to consider them identical.

All that said, Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct has therefore the inherently con­

servative and relativist implications of directing us towards the local and contin­

gent practices of Rational Conduct and away from the universalising and de­

structive practices of Rationalism in Politics. This of course makes Oakeshott in 

the end, more the “Communitarian” than the “Deontological Liberal.” On Hu­

man Conduct has therefore the relativist consequence of our looking toward the 

particularities of our individual traditions and practices and the interconnected
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nature of the self and away from the impossible project of deriving once and for 

all a tradition independent justification of the Liberal individualist viewpoint.

Neither label of course -  “Liberal” or “Communitarian” -  accurately captures 

the intricacies and subtleties of Oakeshott’s philosophy. Indeed, anachronistic 

though it may be, we may understand Oakeshott’s political theorising to occupy 

a place beyond Liberalism and Communitarianism.

If there is in fact any theorist whom we may legitimately compare Oakeshott to, 

it is of course Hegel and not the Kant whom I have contended informs Deonto­

logical Liberal theorising. (Rorty for reasons already discussed, Rorty’s own 

claims notwithstanding, is not a close analogue.) Indeed, we may see Oake­

shott’s On Human Conduct as a precise restatement of Hegel’s Philosophy of 

Right; a restatement, however, cleansed of the “historicised universalism” as 

Alan Wood has termed it, which underwrites Hegel’s theory of the state. Purified 

of such, Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil association as presented in On Hu­

man Conduct is not therefore the end and conclusion of the universal process of 

history. Rather, Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil association is an exposition 

of the central features of our local, historic and contingent political traditions. Of 

course, as such, it has no direct normative application. Yet, it is still an invalu­

able aid to the understanding and clarification of our social practices and an im­

portant prolegomenon to our engaging in truly Rational Conduct, what Oake­

shott considers to be the only possible salve to our current condition.

However, all that said, at the heart of Oakeshott’s theory of the state lies an 

agent every bit as radically free from material and causal determination as that 

posited by Kant. Moreover, just as I argued in my chapter upon Hegel, that while 

Hegel rejected Kant’s radical bifurcation of the universe into noumenal and phe­

nomenal realms, Hegel retained the agent of Kant’s theorising, so too does 

Oakeshott. When we combine this agent with Oakeshott’s peerless articulation 

of the civil condition, his magisterial history of how such an association came to 

be and the character and development of the agent with which it is underwritten,
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this above all, allows us to call Oakeshott (insofar as we might also call Hegel a 

“Liberal,” as for example Elie Kedourie does), a “Liberal.”

In On Human Conduct's achievement of this monumental task, Oakeshott shows 

us how the debate has as much to do with politics as it does philosophy. More­

over, it shows us that the Liberals and the Communitarians are far closer in 

thought than either will allow. The Liberal-Communitarian debate is, as I sug­

gested in my opening chapter, a debate within Liberalism about Liberalism. 

Oakeshott’s understanding of politics is superior to either that of the Communi­

tarians or Liberals because it transcends Liberalism and Communitarianism. It 

does so by correctly understanding the Liberal Communitarian debate to com­

pose a single collection of themes or arguments within “The Conversation of 

Mankind” that is both our peculiar western inheritance and our most significant 

political achievement.

1 0 - 1  Introduction to On Human Conduct

Oakeshott accomplishes all that I have above enumerated -  at least so far as the 

Liberal-Communitarian debate is concerned -  in a uniquely Oakeshottian way. 

As ever, Oakeshott has chosen the form of the essay to expound his views, a 

genre that Oakeshott considers more conducive to the conditional character of 

his theorising than the more conventional treatise upon justice.

Oakeshott does so because he believes that the three subjects of On Human 

Conduct -  agency, the civil condition and history -  must properly be examined 

separately if we are not to be led into error or down the false trail of Rationalism 

in Politics.

In “On the Theoretical Understanding of Human Conduct” Oakeshott presents 

us with both an account of philosophy, and the application of this account to de­

lineate “the how” of human conduct inter homines. Oakeshott does so without, 

however, specifying the content of the modern western European moral ontol­

ogy or the character of the community that he inhabits. To combine them, as say
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Taylor does in The Sources o f the Self or MacIntyre with his views concerning 

an “emerging Thomistic conclusion” is to commit, for Oakeshott, a category er­

ror. It is to become the Rationalist in Politics through the inappropriate employ-
O ff)ment of past history for the purposes of our present practice. Such a role, 

Oakeshott contends, history may never perform.

In this first essay, Oakeshott demonstrates that history, traditions, practices, and 

the intelligent learned responses of agents, not nature, genetic inheritance, telos, 

socio-biological or other causal explanatory means are the only appropriate way 

to understand human conduct. These latter systems of explanation Oakeshott 

believes regard the agent as something less than an intelligent being capable of 

free will, something that Oakeshott’s theorising will not countenance.

We will therefore see that in Oakeshott’s view of agency as “historical under­

standing of a limited sort,” Oakeshott has much in common with that of the 

Communitarians and their “embedded,” “intersubjective” accounts of agency. 

For at the core of Oakeshott’s theory, is a conception of agency that understands 

the agent as firmly embedded in the practices, traditions and understandings of 

the society of which he is a part. Oakeshott’s conception of agency does so how­

ever without raising to the fore the bugbear of the unembedded, emotivist self of 

Deontological Liberalism, the self that I have argued appears nowhere in the 

Liberal Communitarian debates.

In the second essay, “On the Civil Condition,” we are presented with the use of 

the model presented in the first essay to what Oakeshott believes to be the “civil 

condition,” an “ideal character” of human association abstracted from all con­

tingent “going-ons” that Oakeshott believes are irrelevant to it.263

The last essay, “On The Character Of The Modern European State,” presents us 

with an account, using the model of human conduct of the first part, and the un­

262 Rorty escapes such a problem by rejecting history entirely.
r) f / \

It does not do to under-estimate the great sparseness of the account -  a first 
time reader of On Human Conduct is no doubt daunted, as it reads like nothing 
he has ever read before.

-234-



derstanding of the civil condition in the second part, of how this “ambiguous 

association the modern European state” came to be. This essay, a tour deforce 

of historical explanation, presents us with a historical account of the genesis of 

the modern European State and character of the modern moral ontology that un­

derwrites it. Here, Oakeshott presents us with a history that shows Europe wa­

vering between two forms of association, and two species of agent embodying 

two forms of rival moralities, that of the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of 

ideals on the one hand, and the morality of custom, habit and tradition on the 

other, and two related forms of politics, that of Rationalism in Politics and “The 

Pursuit of Intimations.”

The three essays of On Human Conduct Oakeshott connects in such a way that 

the model for human understanding presented in the first part is necessary to un­

derstand the discussion in the second part. The last part is an account of how the 

second part came to be.

I will first present the two themes of the first essay of On Human Conduct, phi­

losophy and human conduct. I will then provide a short account of the concern 

of the second essay, the ideal character of the civil condition. I will then for the 

most part ignore the details of this last essay except insofar as its function re­

garding the rest of the argument is concerned. The reason for this is that this last 

essay is a substantive account of the nature and development of the modern state 

and modern subject. This is an account that does not play a direct role in the 

Oakeshottian critique of the contemporary debate that I have developed.

The reasons I focus most of my attention on the first two essays are threefold. 

The first essay goes directly to the heart of the debate between the Liberals and 

the Communitarians by examining the character of the subject, the main battle­

ground for the debate between the Liberals and Communitarians. The second 

essay goes to show how a Communitarian conception of agency is compatible 

with a Liberal, procedural account of the self. Thirdly, in the second part we 

shall also examine Oakeshott’s understanding of politics and show how it ap­

plies to the Liberal-Communitarian debate.
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1 0 - 2  Oakeshott & Philosophy in On Human Conduct

Montaigne writes, “It is more of a job to interpret the interpretations than to in­

terpret the things,” and this is always Oakeshott’s first concern.264

Oakeshott elaborates his manner of philosophical understanding throughout his 

work, but as John Gray well notes:

It is no easy matter to characterize Oakeshott’s ideal of philosophi­
cal inquiry. Even as his writing abounds with attempts to clarify the 
telos of philosophy as an intellectual discipline, they suggest a vari­
ety of conceptions of the activity of being a philosopher with the is- 
sue between them never definitely resolved.

These attempts of Oakeshott at clarifying the telos of philosophy bring us 

slightly different but ultimately compatible results. Experience and its Modes 

presents us with an idealist account of a philosophy of experience in which poli­

tics plays little or no part, and in which though the mode of history is described 

in great detail, the work itself does not include a history.

Experience and its Modes, as I have written, is concerned to show how there can 

be no strict distinction between sensation and judgement, experience Oakeshott 

describes in terms of modes or arrests or experience closed off one from another. 

The purpose of philosophy, as that subject matter most aware of the presupposi­

tions of experience, is to specify the postulates of each of these separate worlds 

of experience on the map of human activity and not direct practice. In the essays 

of Rationalism in Politics, philosophy recedes into the background, with politics 

taking the foreground. In On Human Conduct we see the modes of experience 

multiplied innumerably. The “tradition” that made up such a large part of Ra­

tionalism in Politics has gone overboard. Philosophy or what is now more mod­

estly termed “theorising” retakes its mantle as superior to experience, practical 

knowledge or tradition, but is no way a substitute for practice.

264 Montaigne, Michelle. The Complete Essays o f Montaigne translated by 
Frame, D. M. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957) “Of Experience” 
111:13, p.818
265 Gray, John. Liberalisms, p.200

-236-



Oakeshott’s view of philosophy in On Human Conduct begins with the observa­

tion that we inhabit a world that is in part already if murkily understood. Oake­

shott gives a perfect one sentence reminder of what he means by philosophy 

when he opens the preface of On Human Conduct with,

Philosophical reflection is recognised here as the adventure of one 
who seeks to understand in other terms what he already understands 
and in which the understanding sought (itself unavoidably condi­
tional) is a disclosure of the conditions enjoyed and not a substitute
r  u  266for it.

To theorise, argues Oakeshott, is to set out to understand in other terms what is 

already understood. As such, it is an engagement to abate mystery, rather than 

achieve definite or final understanding: that is, understanding without presuppo­

sition. The engagement of theorising in On Human Conduct, as in Experience 

and its Modes, is not experience without presupposition (a platform of under­

standing without conditions or presuppositions) but rather, “the conditional rec­

ognition of the conditionality of conditions.”

The engagement of understanding has three features: a “going-on” “attended to,” 

“a reflective consciousness” attending, and the results of the engagement, a 

“theorem.” The “going-on” attended to commences with the recognition and dis­

tinguishing of intelligibles by their “characteristics,” and the detachment of 

these characteristics to compose “ideal characters” in which there shall remain 

an “imperfectly resolved tension between particularity and genericity.”

To recognise an intelligible, Oakeshott argues, is to distinguish a “this” from a 

“that,” a Peter from a Paul by, for example, their different manners of walking. 

To identify is to specify a “this, ” in terms of an “ideal character” derived from 

the characteristics that distinguish recognisables, which have been detached 

from the recognisable they characterise. Each recognition of a “going-on” is also 

however an “invitation” to further exploration that invites a specific order and 

mode of inquiry.

9  f \ f \ Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, vii
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Though mis-identifications of recognisables by their characteristics are confu­

sions (that is not a man, but a statue) subsequent re-identifications, if correct, for 

Oakeshott, do not supplant former identifications. To say that this is a perform­

ance of King Lear does not exclude saying that it is also a play. Conversely, nei­

ther do identifications in terms of ideal characters presuppose “minimal episte- 

mological conditions.” Saying that this a performance of King Lear does not 

necessarily also presuppose Shakespeare, actors or even a stage. Such an identi­

fication of intelligibles in terms of ideal characters detached from the original 

recognisables invite further explorations.

Exploring such relations is to occupy what Oakeshott calls, a “platform of con­

ditional understanding.” All platforms of understanding are “conditional plat­

forms,” in so far as there can be no terminal platform of understanding that is 

itself without condition or presupposition. The theorist always remains poised 

“between heaven and earth.”

Oakeshott writes,

...the engagement of understanding is not unconditional on account 
of the absence of conditions, or in virtue of a supposed terminus in 
an unconditional theorem; what constitutes its unconditionality is 
the continuous recognition of the conditionality of conditions. And 
consequently, this engagement to be perpetually en voyage may be 
arrested without being denied. The theorist who drops anchor here 
or there and puts out his equipment of theoretic hooks and nets in 
order to take the fish of the locality, interrupts but does not betray 
his calling. And indeed, the unconditional engagement of under­
standing must be arrested and inquiry must remain focused upon a 
this if any identity is to become intelligible in terms of its postu­
lates. An investigation which denies or questions its own conditions 
surrenders its opportunity of achieving its own conditional perfec­
tion; the theorist who interrogates instead of using his theoretic 
equipment catches no fish.267

To “explore” and “make a map” of the relations of a “conditional platform of 

understanding” requires that its postulates be regarded for the purposes of the 

inquiry as unproblematic.

Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p. 11
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Oakeshott argues, to ask: “what is the time?” is a question at a different platform 

of conditional understanding than the question: “what is time?” In asking the 

question “what is time?” an answer to “what is the time?” is Oakeshott argues 

both philosophically and practically irrelevant.

The postulates of conditional platforms of understanding must remain unprob­

lematic and unquestionable for an adequate understanding or “map” of the con­

ditional platform of understanding that one is concerned to understand to be 

made. Questioning the postulates of such an understanding is to problematize 

and corrupt the endeavour, leading one into confusion and category error.

Such an interrogation of the postulates of a conditional platform of understand­

ing, while allowing one to “escape” the “prison” of a “conditional platform of 

understanding,” only “releases” one into a new platform, which is likewise a 

“prison.” This is of course a rewriting of Plato’s cave simile. However, for the 

theorist to remain a theorist, and not become for Oakeshott “that most deplor­

able character the theoretician,” the theorist must always remain aware that the 

hard-won gains achieved at a new “platform of conditional understanding” have 

no direct practical application to the previous platform.

In the course of this perpetual voyage of exploring the conditionality of all con­

ditional platforms of understandings, the theorist may “drop anchor,” “arrest” 

the voyage, and set out his “theoretic hooks and nets... to take the fish of the lo­

cality.” “The puzzle” of philosophy, for Oakeshott, is not the problem of achiev­

ing experience without presupposition but “why [anyone] should ever feel the 

need to leave this world of satisfying and useful verdicts.”

1 0 - 3  On the Understanding of Human Conduct

The second theme of the first essay is the exploration of one such “arrest,” 

where “an unambiguous intellectual engagement is to be discerned”; namely, the 

enterprise of theorising human conduct.
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At this platform of conditional understanding, for Oakeshott, one must distin­

guish without ambiguity between two sorts of intelligibles: “goings-ons” that are 

expressions of intelligence, i.e. capable of self-understanding, and “goings-ons” 

that are not; for each, according to Oakeshott, invite different orders and idioms 

of inquiry.

The first mode of inquiry is that of a science of intelligent learned procedures, 

which is to be “a historical understanding of a limited sort.” While the latter is a 

science of unintelligent processes: relations of cause and effect, quantity and so 

on.

The setting of the sun, for instance, is not an exhibition of intelligence but a 

process as are waves crashing onto a beach. On the other hand, a man writing at 

a desk is the intelligent expression of a learned procedure by a reflective con­

sciousness capable of self-understanding. What distinguishes the sun setting 

from the man writing, is that the latter concerns an intelligent agent following a 

learned and understood procedure, conducted in a learned and understood world 

of pragmata.

The setting of the sun, by comparison, is a process, explicable in causal terms, in 

this case, that of momentum, gravity and the like in which learned understand­

ing plays no part. At issue is what mode and idiom of inquiry is specific to each
0 f \0of these two varieties of recognisables.

In the first case, it is the “choice” of an “intelligent” agent to do “a this,” rather 

than “a that,” free from material causation or determination. In the case of a set­

ting sun, it is a matter of causation explicable in terms of the laws of physics and 

so on.

To employ an incorrect mode of inquiry is to enter confusion. A wink, as an ex­

ample of a premeditated act by a reflective consciousness, is a procedure learned

i f  o

Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.8
269 This distinction between procedures and processes corresponds to the distinc­
tion between the realm of freedom and the realm of nature in Kant.
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of by a reflective intelligence and will not admit of reduction to causal proc­

esses. A blink as, for example, a result of an unconscious reflex to a mote in 

one’s eye, is a process that is susceptible of reduction and explanation in terms 

of natural causality.270 Vulgar versions of sociology, psychoanalysis, and other 

social sciences which attempt to explain exhibition of intelligence in terms of 

processes commit, Oakeshott argues, an ignoratio elenchi, or category error. 

They do so by their incorrect identifications, and, hence, fallacious explorations. 

Such category errors result in confusion if kept on the level of the theoretical. If, 

however, they are elevated to the level of the practical, they become pernicious.

Conduct, argues Oakeshott, is the understanding and diagnosis of a specific dis­

satisfaction by an intelligent agent who is what he understands himself to be 

which invites a response to abate the dissatisfaction to achieve an “imagined or 

wished for satisfaction.” This is what Oakeshott understands as “transactional 

association.” As such, human conduct postulates an intelligent “free agent.”

As in Experience and its Modes, the postulate of freedom is not, however, to be 

identified with the quality of being “self-directed” or “autonomous” in the 

Rawlsian or Kantian sense. As Oakeshott writes,

Intelligence is not merely concerned to understand physiological 
processes. Mind is made up of perceptions, recognitions, thoughts 
of all kinds; of emotions, sentiments, affectations, deliberations, and 
purposes, and of actions which are responses to what is understood 
to be going on. It is the author not only of the intelligible world in 
which a human being lives but also of his self-conscious relation to 
that world, a self-consciousness which may rise to a condition of 
self-understanding. This inherent “freedom” of a human being lies 
not only in his ability to make statements expressing his understand­
ing of himself, but also in the world’s being for him what he under­
stands it to be, and in his being what he understands himself to be. A 
human being is “free, ” not because he has a “free will, ” but be-

271cause he is in himself what he is for himself

970Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p. 13
271A place of learning, p. 19 in The Voice o f Liberal Learning (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989) emphasis mine.
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The Oakeshottian agent is neither “un-encumbered” or “radically encumbered.” 

He is always free to choose a “this” over a “that” Will, argues Oakeshott, is 

nothing more than “intelligence” in “doing.”

The self-understanding of an agent who is both the subject and the 
object postulated in conduct may be small, his power of self- 
determination may be modest, he may easily be duped, but he is 
what he understands himself to be, his contingent situations are 
what he understands them to be, and the actions and utterances in 
which he responds to them are self-disclosures and enactments. He 
has a “history” but no “nature”; he is what in conduct he becomes.
This history is not an evolutionary or teleological process. It is what 
he enacts for himself in a diurnal engagement, the unceasing articu­
lation of understood responses to endlessly emerging situations 
which continues until he quits the diurnal scene. And though he may 
imagine an “ideal” human character and may use this character to 
express his self-enactments, there is no ultimate or perfect man hid­
den in the womb of time or prefigured in characters who now walk 
the earth.272

The “this” or “thaf’ which the agent chooses as a response to a present dissatis­

faction is, Oakeshott argues following Aristotle, always a means toward an end 

and not an end in itself.

The “imagined or wished for satisfaction” is the “meaning” or “intent” that we 

give to an action. This meaning or intent cannot be deduced except by the agent 

in question from the situation of the agent concerned. To deduce his activity ac­

cording to instinct, nature, or the like would be to change his action from that of 

a procedure which involved deliberation to a process that did not and would be 

to commit a category error in using the wrong order of inquiry. Each “doing” is 

unique, and is not generalizable under causal laws as the events of processes are.

Happiness as an example of a formal end cannot be achieved, Oakeshott argues, 

by a substantive performance of an agent. Rather, it is a formal condition de­

rived from the continual successful pursuance of such means that is much akin 

to Hobbes’s notion of “felicity.” “I cannot want ‘happiness, ’” Oakeshott writes, 

“what I want is to idle in Avignon or hear Caruso sing.”

272 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.41
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1 0 - 4  Conduct Inter Homines

Human conduct, for the most part does not occur in the absence of other agents, 

but between agents, inter homines. Conduct inter homines, is an agent perceiv­

ing a present dissatisfaction, seeking to achieve an “imagined or wished for sat­

isfaction” through solicitation of responses in others. In other words, a ‘transac­

tional association.”

Such transactional associations between reflective intelligences Oakeshott calls 

“self-disclosures,” as the agent discloses himself to other agents to persuade him 

or her to help him achieve his “imagined or wished for satisfaction” and they 

likewise. Such transactional relations are especially fragile because they do not 

merely rely for the abatement of perceived dissatisfactions on the predictive 

regularities of causal processes, but on the responses of free and reflective intel­

ligences. These sorts of relations Oakeshott terms practical, for they are always 

performed with the intent of achieving particular substantive satisfactions.

Conduct inter homines, however, includes more durable relations, which are to 

be distinguished from individual practical transactions, as they prescribe not the 

simply substantive satisfactions pursued, but the conditions under which such 

transactions are to be conducted. They are “formal.” As such, they are not sim­

ply used up with each transaction, but persist in being used, and are reconsti­

tuted and modified in use.

Oakeshott makes another very important distinction here between instrumental 

and moral practices. Instrumental practices are durable practices for the realisa­

tion of substantive satisfactions adhered to by a plurality of agents on a plurality 

of occasions. While non-instrumental practices (practices not for the attainment 

of substantive satisfactions) Oakeshott terms moral practices, the “ars artium of 

conduct.”

Moral practices, like instrumental practices, are any set of considerations, man­

ners, conventions, or maxims that govern conduct, or qualify performance. But
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unlike instrumental practices, their formality prescribes no substantive purposes 

to be achieved, but instead dictate “the how” of conduct. Such adverbial, non­

instrumental qualifications, Oakeshott argues, unlike those of instrumental prac­

tices, do not compromise (or, at least compromise the least) the freedom inher­

ent in agency, argues Oakeshott. Practices, argues Oakeshott, are like languages, 

insofar as they must be learned, and by their use evolve and are reconstituted.

A moral practice then is a language of self-disclosure whose existence is co­

terminus with its use, whose character its practitioners evolve, and whose au­

thority is reconstituted in use. A moral language is like a language “in being an 

instrument of understanding and a medium of intercourse, in having a vocabu- 

lary and having a syntax of its own, and in being spoken of well or ill.”

Moral practices, however, not only contain the formal procedures -  the adverbial 

prescriptions acted upon by intelligent agents that qualify but do not direct con­

duct -  but also contain similar prescriptions for virtuous self-enactments. Self­

enactments are to be distinguished from self-disclosures, because self­

enactments are subject to considerations of “virtue” which are also present in the 

“languages” of moral practices. Facility of conduct Oakeshott likens to that of 

literacy in language, which is itself in no way grounded in “the good” for its in­

telligibility. It is a historic achievement of man. A practice is a language of self­

disclosure. It,

...does not impose upon an agent demands that he shall think certain 
thoughts, entertain certain sentiments, or make certain utterances. It 
comes to him as various invitations to understand, to choose, and to 
respond. It is composed of conventions and rules of syntax, and it is 
continuously invented by those who speak it, and using it is adding 
to its resources. It is an instrument to be played upon, not a tune to 
be played.274

273 For example, the meaning of “I am hungry” and “J’ai faim” is the same, but 
the way in which these expressions are written are very different. Neither French 
nor English made me hungry, but adverbially qualify how I am to disclose my 
hunger. In the case of a musical instrument, the instrument does not dictate the 
tune, the player dictates.
274 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.58

-244-



The performer’s persona is constituted by the moral language that he finds (and 

chooses) by way of his status as father, church elder, or railway timekeeper. His 

persona he exercises and cultivates through his skill, and connoisseurship in ex­

ercising such moral language. Moreover, just as with Wittgenstein’s language 

games, for Oakeshott there is polyphony of moral languages, just as there are of 

speakers. There can as well be a women’s moral language, as there are differing 

moral languages between friends, business partners, citizens and between differ­

ent cultures.

These moral languages, Oakeshott notes, are vernacular, colloquial, exist within 

us, not in any way over or above. As Robert Grant notes,

In the end, and despite their anti-teleological and anti-essentialist 
thrust, Oakeshott’s ethics are much like Aristotle’s (and many would 
say, Hume’s.) What should be done in a given case is a matter for 
phronesis or practical wisdom, the “knowing how” of the morally

97Sliterate agent immersed in practice.

The important features of Oakeshott’s understanding of human conduct concern­

ing the Liberal Communitarian debate are threefold. One, Oakeshott’s account 

of conduct, while delineating the character of conduct between agents inter 

homines in no way depends on any particular account of the good, explicit or 

implicit. Neither does it succumb to the Kantian or Kanimn-like cavil of suppos­

ing you can usefully imagine an agent for the purpose of deriving normative 

principles of political philosophy without also presupposing a comprehensive 

conception of the moral good.276

97̂ Grant, Robert. Oakeshott: Thinkers o f Our Time (London: The Claridge 
Press, 1990) p.77
276 This is one of the principal charges made by the Communitarians against 
Rawls. Charles Taylor and Michael Sandel suggest that Rawls’ account far from 
being neutral between conceptions of the good for the production of normative 
principles, relies on a particular comprehensive conception of the good that is 
far from neutral. Taylor goes on to argue that normative political philosophy 
must not only rely on a comprehensive notion of the good, but actively enforce 
it. The task then comes to be for Taylor to articulate the character of this good, 
which then opens him up to a whole variety of new difficulties: how widely 
shared is this good, is it fair to impose it on people who do not share it. Oake­
shott gets around these difficulties by not drawing normative implications from 
his account of the agent, but by keeping his articulation of the character of “that
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Secondly, Oakeshott’s account of the self in no way succumbs to the “unencum- 

bered-ness,” or “negative individualism” which leads to the social condition of 

“atomism” (to use the Communitarian terminology) as the Deontological Liber­

als are accused by the Communitarians of doing. Oakeshott avoids this charge 

because his account of the self is a fully intersubjective account of the self that 

understands the agent as fully embedded in local and contingent inter- 

subjectively held practices.

Lastly, the understanding of human conduct that Oakeshott presents is an his­

torical one (where the articulation of this history is left to later). It does not fall 

prey to the Communitarian criticism of the Liberal subject as historically par- 

ticularist because of its reliance on the contract tradition or the essential nature 

and constitution of the self.

1 0 - 5  The Ideal Character of Civil Association

In the second essay “On the Civil Condition,” Oakeshott is concerned to specify 

the “ideal character” of what he terms “the civil condition.” As we will see, the 

essay is an application of the philosophic method given in the first part to that of 

human association.

The civil condition, Oakeshott argues, is not the articulation of a plan shored up 

in the heavens, or embraced in the womb of time but rather it is an abstraction 

from experience. As an “ideal character,” namely an identity in terms of its pos­

tulates abstracted from all contingent “goings-on,” it is, Oakeshott argues, nei­

ther “a wished for ideal,” but an “abstraction” for the purposes of understanding. 

It is in no way understood as a normative or regulative ideal.

However, that said the postulates of Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil associa­

tion correspond in important respects to that of Rawls’s conception of the just 

polity in A Theory o f Justice. Indeed, I would even go so far as to suggest that

ambiguous association” we call the state and the character of the modern agent, 
separate from his political philosophy proper.
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the rules of lex which govern Oakeshott’s “ideal character” of “civil association” 

could in fact be chosen by individuals subscribing to the conditions of the origi­

nal position.277 We should perhaps not be surprised at this, insofar as On Human 

Conduct and A Theory o f Justice are both reflections of and upon the modern 

polity. John Gray, indeed, has been disposed to term Oakeshott’s ideal of civil 

association the very “kernel” of Liberalism. Rawls in Political Liberalism has 

remarked similarly.278 Furthermore, Oakeshott’s “ideal character” of civil asso­

ciation does not succumb to the problems that Barry identifies inherent in 

Hobbes’s conception of justice as mutual advantage or Rawls’s understanding of 

justice as reciprocity. It is an association recognised solely according to the au­

thority of the laws or lex which govern it, and not according to its rationality or 

conformity with an external or prior standard of right.

277 Of course, I am putting to one side Rawls’ second principle of justice, as 
Rawls himself seems increasingly to have done, as well as the fact that Rawls’ 
principles of justice are derived prior to the association for which they are de­
signed. Of course, there is much controversy concerning this point, but no one 
can deny that Rawls’ principles of justice are normative, insofar as it is our re­
sponsibility -  if we agree with the rationality of their derivation -  to conform 
society to the principles, rather than the principles to the society, even if ulti­
mately it can be shown that the principles do in fact derive from the society — 
as of course they must.
278 However, Rawls’, Oakeshott’s, and indeed any other normative liberal theo­
rists” methods of derivation and intended use and application of such models 
could not be more different. Whereas Rawls’ two principles of justice are pre­
meditated normative rules of conduct such that if we agree with the rationality 
of their derivation we are compelled to promulgate them in our political prac­
tices, such normativity is wholly alien to Oakeshott. The purpose of Oakeshott’s 
“ideal character” of civil association is merely that of the exploration of the pos­
tulates of a form of association that Oakeshott has singled out for our special 
examination as particularly relevant to our age. It has no normative pretensions 
or intentions whatsoever. The lex of Oakeshott’s “ideal character” of civil asso­
ciation are, nevertheless, compatible with Rawls’ conceptions of justice as fair­
ness and impartiality. This is so because the lex of the “ideal character” of civil 
association embody the conditions in the original condition that constrain the 
use of power, instrumental considerations, partiality, and inter-subjective theo­
ries of the good. However, and as I have tried to show, Rawls’ first principle of 
justice is in complete contradiction with his second principle of justice, the for­
mer principle of justice embodying what Oakeshott understands as Civitas, the 
latter principle of justice Universitas.
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One of Oakeshott’s principal concerns in the essay is to distinguish the under­

standing of the civil condition from other understandings that, Oakeshott be­

lieves, have mis-identified the civil condition with a mode of association in 

many ways contradictory to it, that of enterprise association or Universitas. Ex­

amples of such mis-identifications would be that of Rawls (anti-teleological pro­

tests notwithstanding) and his understanding of the state as a purposive associa­

tion to attain “democratic equality;” the utilitarian understanding of the role of 

the state to increase aggregate utility; the Communitarian demand for a “politics 

of the common good;” Rorty’s ideal of a post-modern Liberal utopia; or the un­

derstanding of the state as an organisation to increase material wealth.

As we shall see then, the second essay of On Human Conduct is not directly a 

criticism of the Communitarians and their “politics of the good” or Rawls’s A 

Theory o f Justice. Rather, it is a criticism, following from the first essay, of the 

rationalist means that they employ in deriving and bringing about such rational­

ist states of affairs.

In delineating the ideal character of the civil condition in terms of its postulates, 

Oakeshott is to employ what he refers to as a “trifle old fashioned” vocabulary, 

to better distinguish the very different senses he is to give these terms from the 

more commonly employed terms of citizen, state, law, justice, and so on that he 

believes to be mired in confusion.

For Oakeshott, “civitas” is to stand for the “ideal character” of the civil condi­

tion. “Cives” for the “personae” related. “Lex” for the rules authoritative 

governing (though not directing) the association. “Respublica” for “the 

comprehensive association.” “Jus” for “justice.” “Ruling” for the maintenance 

of the association. “Politics” for the practice of modifying the rules (lex) that 

govern the association by way of their desirability through an authoritative and 

recognised procedure.
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Oakeshott’s starting place for understanding the ideal character of the civil con­

dition is the model for understanding human conduct he presented in the first 

essay.

As will be recalled, Oakeshott there described two ways in which agents con­

duct themselves. The first is transactionally: that is, one-off intelligent perform­

ances for the achievement of wished for or imagined satisfactions. The second 

manner is that of practices, that is, agents subscribing to learned authoritative 

procedures for the achievement of substantive and non-substantive satisfactions.

Of practices, there are two sorts. Practices concerned with the achievement of 

substantive satisfactions, and formal practices, the ars artium of conduct, that do 

not prescribe a substantive satisfaction to be achieved. Rather, they “adverbi­

ally” govern the conditions under which such satisfactions are to be pursued. 

They do not prescribe which satisfactions should be pursued.

Unlike instrumental practices, where agents disclose themselves according to 

understood procedures for the achievement of substantive satisfactions, moral 

practices are subject to “self-enactments.” Moral practices provide the means for 

virtuous self-enactment, according to considerations of “virtue” that Oakeshott 

believes to be dispersed in the “language” of moral practices.

With this model for understanding human conduct in place, Oakeshott presents 

the “ideal characters” of two in some way contrary manners of association, that 

of civil and enterprise association. An enterprise association is an association 

where agents in common seek substantive satisfactions according to an authori­

tative procedure whose terms are conditional on the pursuit of the satisfaction 

craved. The mode of discourse in which the terms of such associations are de­

liberated -  to better achieve the substantive satisfactions pursued -  is argumen­

tative and rationalist. A civil association, by contrast, is where agents are associ­

ated solely according to authoritative procedures whose terms, with no substan­

tive satisfaction to be pursued, are independent of any particular substantive sat­

isfactions. Civil association is to be understood as entirely composed of rules.
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‘Ci vitas’ is a rule articulated association. The rules of lex or laws are moral rules 

insofar as they are not for the purposes of achieving substantive satisfactions, 

but rather are considerations to be taken account of in the performances of prac­

tices. As there are no substantive satisfactions pursued by a civil association, the 

manner in which the rules of such an association are deliberated according to 

their desirability is through “participation in The Conversation of Mankind.” 

Such cives are recognised solely in their recognition of rules of civil association. 

Civil association is above all non-purposive association.

1 0 - 6  Enterprise Associations

Enterprise associations, the contrary of civil associations, postulate three condi­

tions: a common substantive satisfaction or satisfactions to be pursued, the vol­

untary choice of agents to be associated for the purpose of realising the substan­

tive satisfaction or satisfactions concerned, and a body of rules governing the 

engagement.279 However, as an enterprise association, its members related for 

the purpose of securing a substantive satisfaction, the terms that govern the as­

sociation, unlike that in a civil association, are always open to continual modifi­

cation according to their efficacy for promoting the achievement of the particu­

lar substantive satisfaction or satisfactions in question. In this way, the associa­

tion is managerial, as the associates are “managed,” and the rules instrumental 

for the achievement of the substantive satisfaction or satisfactions sought. The 

mode of discourse in which the terms of an enterprise association are modified 

is demonstrative and rationalist. The morality which underwrites it is the moral­

ity of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals.

Because Oakeshott believes the substantive pursuit of an enterprise association 

cannot be deduced from the contingent activities of its members, enterprise as­

sociations are not be distinguished from civil association by the substantive pur­

279 Someone associated in an enterprise association has the ability to disassociate 
himself, and the relation or association that includes him, terminates. A compul­
sory enterprise association, Oakeshott argues, is a self-contradiction. Civil asso­
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poses pursued. Rather, an enterprise association may only be identified by the 

managerial component of the relation, which differs in kind from that of a civil 

association.

1 0 - 7  Civil Association

The contrary of enterprise association is of course that of civil association. Civil 

association, as with other “moral” practices, are formal practices not for the pur­

suit of any substantive satisfaction, but an association where the personae are 

related by a comprehensive moral relationship that has no substantive end or 

organising principle. It is a purely formal association whose associates are 

bound together only by “watery civility.” It is an association composed entirely 

of rules not instrumental to the achievement of any particular substantive satis­

factions. The Cives that compose such an association are recognised solely in 

terms of their acceptance of the authority of the rules of civil association. They 

are cives peregrina, fellow adventurers, each pursuing their own and diverse ad­

ventures within a framework of rules which allows, but is not instrumental to 

the achievement of any particular substantive satisfaction or satisfactions.

However, whereas civil association may incorporate enterprise associations 

within them, as a secular state may incorporate religious communities, enter­

prise associations do not so easily absorb other enterprise associations. A state 

organised for the purposes of worshipping and proselytising a particular religion 

does not so easily absorb associations that do not.

However, this again is not enough to distinguish the civil association from the 

great variety of other non-instrumental moral practices. What distinguishes civil 

association from all other practices is that it is an association governed entirely 

by lex. Civil association is, unlike other moral practices, composed “entirely of

ciation, as it has no substantive purpose, (i.e. is moral) does not need to postu­
late disassociation.

-251 -



rules; the language of civil intercourse is a language of rules; civitas is a rule 

articulated association.”280

As such civil association postulates an authorised procedure for the alteration of 

lex, a way of determining whether an agent has or has not adequately subscribed 

to the terms of lex, a system of known penalties for non-compliance, and a 

method of enforcement. Civil association therefore also postulates an apparatus 

of rule.281

The authority of Lex, however, unlike that which governs enterprise associa­

tions, is not, for Oakeshott, dependent on its instrumental efficacy at achieving 

substantive satisfactions, as civil associations do not pursue any substantive sat­

isfactions collectively, but consists in recognition of its authority, and not its de­

sirability. Lex as such cannot be regarded as fit or unfit for achieving a substan­

tive goal, as civil association does not have a substantive goal. That is what dis­

tinguishes it from Universitas. Lex must thus be purely formal rules that adver­

bially qualify but do not direct conduct. As such, because the rules of Lex are 

general and abstract, they must be impartially related to contingent and emerging 

situations. Lex therefore necessarily also presupposes methods of adjudication 

and legislation.

Lex is further distinguished as a body of rules rather than commands. A com­

mand, by contrast, is extinguished after use, and commands a specific case. A 

rule on the other hand is general, and subsists through use.

Ruling is not mere application of lex to contingent specific cases, that is adjudi­

cation, the relating of general lex to specific cases where the ambiguity of the

280 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p. 124
9R1 Ruling here is to be contrasted with lordship. Aristotle argues that a virtuous 
regime is a regime in which those who rule (whether they be one, some, or all) 
rule for the common good of the regime. A corrupt regime is where the ruling 
faction rules in its own self-interest. For Oakeshott, lordship exists when the rul­
ing apparatus is used to pursue an enterprise, and society is understood as an en­
terprise association.
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genericity of lex is resolved. Lex is, however, a living practice in so far as the 

meaning of lex changes with each successive application.

A subset of lex is that of jus. It,

... includes not merely lex justified (i.e. validated) in terms of lex 
but the other attributes intrinsic to association in terms of non­
prudential rules, such as the quality of legal subjects; rules not arbi­
trary, secret, retrospective, or awards to interests; the independence 
of judicial proceedings (i.e. all claimants or prosecutors, like defen­
dants, are litigants); no so-called “public” or “quasi-public” enter­
prise or corporation exempt from private liability for wrong, no of­
fence without specific prescription; no penalty without specific of­
fence; no disability or refusal of recognition without established in­
adequacy of subscription; no outlawry, etc., etc.: in short, all that 
may be called the “inner morality” of a legal system.282

There is not as much freedom inherent in enterprise associations, Oakeshott 

suggests, because one has to consciously join such a association, and the terms 

of the association evolve according to the success of the association at achieving 

the substantive satisfaction. A civil association better “preserves the link be­

tween belief and conduct” for those individuals of the modern European state 

who embody the moral ontology appropriate to it.

1 0 - 8  Politics

Although the desirability of the rules, Oakeshott argues, that govern civil asso­

ciations have nothing whatever to do with the recognition of their authority, 

there is yet a way we may yet regard such rules as desirable or not. Considera­

tion of rules according to their desirability Oakeshott understands here as “poli­

tics.”283 Politics is then, for Oakeshott, the engagement to deliberate the condi­

tions of civil association in terms of their desirability and not their authority.

' J Q ' J

Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.l53n
283 There is, however, no incompatibility, as might be thought, with the defini­
tion that Oakeshott gave in the essays of Rationalism in Politics, wherein he 
wrote, “Politics I take to be the activity of attending to the arrangements of a set 
of people whom chance or choice have brought together. In this sense, families,
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What this requires for Oakeshott is,

...a disciplined imagination. It is to put by for another occasion the 
cloudy enchantments of Schlafraffenland, the earth flowing with 
milk and honey and the sea transmuted into ginger beer, it is to for­
swear the large consideration of human happiness and virtues, the 
mysteries of human destiny, the rift that lies between the aspiration 
of human beings and the conditions of human life, and even the 
consideration of the most profitable or least burdensome manner of 
satisfying human wants, and to focus attention upon civility; that is, 
upon a practice of just conduct and the conditions which should be 
required to be acknowledged and subscribed to under threat of civil 
penalty or sentence of civil disability.284

Rules that govern civil associations cannot be derived, Oakeshott again makes 

clear, from general principles, Kantian categorical imperatives, the original posi­

tion, the dictates of natural law, or the assertions of God. This is because such 

moral principles, howsoever understood or understood to be derived, are for 

Oakeshott only the spectral abridgements of existing political practices. They 

are in fact ideologies, and belong to the ideological style of politics. Political 

conduct cannot be the following of general principles. Rather, political conduct, 

good or bad, is always the pursuit of the intimations inherent in our political 

practices. Such political conduct is ill if misunderstood as in the Liberal Com­

munitarian debate, well if understood and practised correctly in the manner of 

truly Rational Conduct. Politics is always engagement in the Conversation of 

Mankind.

Now remember, Oakeshott’s point is not that pure Rationalism in Politics is pos­

sible, that is the context independent derivation and promulgation of ethical 

norms of conduct. That is not Oakeshott’s point. Oakeshott’s point is that if we

clubs, and learned societies have their “politics.” But the communities in which 
manner of activity is pre-eminent are the hereditary co-operative groups, many 
of them of ancient lineage, all of them aware of a past, a present, and a future, 
which we call “states.” For most people, political activity is a secondary activity 
-  that is to say, they have something else to do besides attending to these ar­
rangements. But as we have come to understand it, the activity is one in which 
every member of the group who is neither a child nor a lunatic has some part 
and some responsibility. With us it is, at one level or another, a universal activ­
ity.” Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.45 
284 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p. 164
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continue to behave as if Rationalism in Politics (in pure or diluted forms) is pos­

sible, we do not govern ourselves well. To pursue something that cannot be pur­

sued is always a misguided endeavour.

1 0 - 9  Societas & Universitas

Societas and Universitas, Oakeshott understands as two rival ways in which as­

sociates may be associated in a state. The first is that in civil association, where 

the state has no end or purpose other than that of providing for the carrying on of 

“The Conversation of Mankind” through the “watery practices of civility.” 

Whereas, Universitas is the state understood as a purposive association for the 

achievement of a particular substantive satisfaction or satisfactions. While the 

latter is inherently rationalist, Oakeshott is concerned to make clear, the former 

is not.

10 -  10 On the Character of the Modern European State,

In this last essay of On Human Conduct, Oakeshott gives us a history. Oakeshott 

writes, “The history of modern Europe is the history of Poland, only a little more 

so.”285And it is in this last essay, “On the Character of the Modern European 

State,” that the various themes of On Human Conduct come together, that of 

agency, mode of association, authority and history.286

The details of this history are not in themselves important. What is more impor­

tant is the use (and non-use) that Oakeshott makes of history.

The first thing noticed, however, in Oakeshott’s history is the historical and cul­

tural specificity of the account. For many, this explicit concentration upon 

Europe to the exclusion of the rest of the world would look like “euro- 

centrism,” or pretensions to universality. This exclusion, however, is more due

285 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p. 186
286 The function that Oakeshott makes of history, I think, has much in common 
with the historical part of Charles Taylor’s Sources o f the Self.
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to Oakeshott’s extreme scepticism, historicism, and manner of understanding, 

than it is to “cultural arrogance.” Oakeshott is very carefully trying to bracket 

what he says of society through his conscious and explicit confinement of it to 

Europe. Moreover, this history is a contingent history that may well have hap­

pened otherwise. There is not a suppressed “Universalist historicism” here.

Oakeshott narrates his history of modern Europe through the lenses of authority, 

mode of association, and character of agency.

The precipitating factor for the change in agency and the character of the mod­

ern association is the dissolution of the medieval realms, and the resultant frac­

turing of the pre-modern, tradition bound societies. This brings about a change 

in moral vocabulary and vernacular language, according to Oakeshott. “Every 

practical undertaking now became an opening to self-enactment, even religion a 

matter of choice.”287

Through these three axes of change, Oakeshott sees modern Europe as having 

wavered between two polarised modes of association, as a response to the needs 

of two new species of agent. Oakeshott writes,

In short, the circumstances of early modern Europe bred, not a single 
character, but two obliquely opposed characters, that of the individual 
and that of the individual manque', and in one idiom or another they have 
been with us ever since those times.288

This individual manque, unable to embrace his new found freedom brought 

about through the decline of his traditional community, is resentful and suffers 

moral defeat. He bands together with others in collective purpose, whose terms 

of association are always more than purely formal to relieve his perceived less 

than satisfactory condition. The individual manque’s counterpart, the individual, 

embraces his new found freedom, relishes it. For him the task is forward, and 

pleasures are found in the present.

In one of Oakeshott’s few unqualified statements, Oakeshott writes,

287 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.240
288 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.275
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What we have to do with, then, is a disposition to cultivate the 
“freedom” inherent in agency, to enjoy individuality, and added to 
this the disposition readily to concede the to this exercise personal 
autonomy, acquired in self-understanding. And we are concerned 
with them because this is a historic disposition notably not only in 
the moeurs of modern Europe but also reflected in the character at-

^QQ
tributed to states and the office attributed to governments.

As I have written, Oakeshott gives an account of this in the last essay of On 

Human Conduct, “On the Character of a Modern European State,” and tells us 

how civil association has historically come to be. Oakeshott, however, differs 

from the Communitarians, who, like Charles Taylor, also give us such accounts, 

in that he keeps his account of the genesis and development of the Modern 

European State separate from his analysis of human conduct. In addition, unlike 

Rawls, who, (caveats notwithstanding) attempts to determine principles of jus­

tice and the equity of the distribution of social and material goods by specifically 

foreclosing by means of the veil of ignorance the possibility of determining 

principles of justice which can embrace constitutive conceptions of the self, 

Oakeshott conceives the conditions of lex being continually adjusted to fit cir­

cumstance, by way of a continuous authoritative procedure of legislation and 

adjudication.

10 -  11 Oakeshott & the Ideal Character of Civil Association

For Oakeshott, however, Modern European states are in fact ambiguous associa­

tions that are partly enterprise association and partly civil association and do not 

conform to either the ideal of civil association or enterprise association; how­

ever, they intimate both. Civil association, moreover, provides the moral re­

sources for a subject’s successful self-actualisation in the practice of civility. 

However, it must be noted such an association does presuppose a particular type 

of individual, one who enjoys and makes use of such freedoms as he may find in

289 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.239
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such an association.290 Civil association does not fall by the canard of neutrality, 

because it does not maintain that it is neutral, or that it is indifferent to the moral 

ontology of the associates who compose it.

10 -1 2  W hat of Oakeshott’s Ideal Character of Civil Association?

What of Oakeshott’s Ideal Character of Civil Association? What may we say of 

it? What is it for, ultimately? Is it simply yet another utopian ideal, as vapid as 

any other rationalist ideal that we have henceforth examined? Has Oakeshott in 

a final irony succumbed to the siren song of Rationalism in Politics? These are 

all heady questions, and there is little doubt that Oakeshott’s ideal character of 

civil association has occasionally been just so regarded as yet another utopian 

ideal. One must first remember Oakeshott’s own injunctions as to how the ideal 

character of civil association is to be understood. In the first case, Oakeshott 

hastens to have us know that (like the modes in Experience and its Modes) Civil 

Association is not ideal in the sense of a wished for condition, but rather is an 

ideal character in the sense of being abstracted from all the multitudinous, di­

verse and varied “goings on” of experience. It is an abstraction that Oakeshott 

has singled out for special examination. It however should not be mistaken for 

what it is not, a prescription for a utopian state of affairs.

If this leads us to ask, even so, but surely, Oakeshott’s ideal of civil association 

exists nowhere. We must lay this question to one side. Historically, the ideal 

character of civil association may have once existed, say in the late 17th and 

early part of the 18th century. In a very real way, however, none of this is really 

that important to Oakeshott’s point.291 It is an exposition of a certain kernel of 

Liberalism that has been purged of all doctrinal, economic, political, historical

290 If the rejoinder be made that under an enterprise association such as the Na­
tional Socialism of Germany there is as much or more freedom than in a civil 
association if those associated are all National Socialists, this may be so, but it 
leaves to one side the situation of deep pluralism that exist in our society.
291 Our societies, indeed most societies that have grown up with similar tradi­
tions and histories to ourselves -  and I mean by these that of modern Europe, 
North America and the antipodean holdouts -  the ideal character of civil asso-
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accretions that is for all intents and purposes unrivalled. Moreover, it is one in 

which Oakeshott has coherently combined an encumbered yet free conception of 

the self with a procedural account of the state albeit in a non-normative manner. 

For these reasons alone, Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct provides an ideal 

model for us to use in which to understand the political associations that we live 

in. When we combine this with Oakeshott’s understanding of Rationalism in 

Politics, it gives us a perspective on the debate that without which we would 

surely be lacking.

10 - 1 3  Conclusion

Oakeshott, as we have seen, has presented a very cogent and unique analysis of 

experience and political activity. But how does Oakeshott fare in the contempo­

rary debate between the Liberals and the Communitarians? He does very well, I 

believe, in some way steering a middle path through the debate. Oakeshott has, 

however, done so without succumbing to the ahistoricism, or universalism of 

Deontological Liberalism, the doctrinal pretensions of much Liberal thinking, 

nor has he fallen prey to the ilLiberal or rationalist pitfalls of the Communi­

tarians.

Oakeshott does so by combining the emphasis on proceduralism and justice as 

impartiality of the Liberals in his understanding of the civil condition with an 

understanding of agency that is better defended against the Communitarian criti­

cisms of the agent. Oakeshott has shown identity and society to be historical, 

contingent creations of human artifice, but he has also retained a place for a no­

tion of agency antecedent to society and conditioning and non-reducible to cau­

sation.

ciation may yet be abstracted from the goings on of these societies and cultures.
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Oakeshott’s Communitarianism lies in his Hegelian understanding of agency 

and the relation between the individual and society, his rejection, though ac­

knowledgement of the importance, of the Deontological tradition, his under­

standing of the state as a historic artefact, and his seeing agency as more fully 

embedded within the vernacular language of moral practice. Oakeshott, how­

ever, unlike many of the Liberals or Communitarians, is not concerned to justify 

Deontological Liberalism as a normative ideal, but rather seeks to articulate De­

ontological Liberalism as but one facet in the world of our political experience.

In Oakeshott’s attempt to articulate this political experience, he also identifies a 

second tradition that he sees arising along side that of Societas, that of Univer­

sitas, an understanding of society that has much in common with the Communi­

tarian and their teleological, and consequentialist “politics of the common 

good.” That Oakeshott articulates both understandings, keeping them separate, 

without trying to unite or enforce them, is his great advantage over the rest of 

the debate which, for the most part, not only tries to integrate these two irresolv­

able traditions into a single understanding, but as a single normative ideal.292

Whether Societas has application beyond the place of its creation in western 

Europe as a normative or regulative ideal Oakeshott says (rightly, according to 

his understanding of philosophy) little about. That little in the way of normative 

conclusions can perhaps be drawn from Oakeshott’s theorising, is not so much a 

fault in Oakeshott, I believe, as rather a fault, in the aims of the contemporary 

debate. For the Liberal Communitarian debate, at heart, is as much about poli­

tics as it is about philosophy.

Where the real force of Oakeshott’s understanding of philosophy comes into 

place is in his critique of rationalism. The Communitarians are plainly right in 

their disparagement of Liberal conceptions of the self as empty, and atomistic,

292 The case in point is Rawls’s A Theory o f Justice. While Rawls’s first princi­
ple of justice, the right over the good, conforms to Oakeshott’s Societas, where 
Rawls gets into trouble is with his second principle of distributive justice, which 
conforms with Oakeshott’s Universitas. As Sandel and Nozick both show,
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and the effect of expressly normative conceptions of political theory upon the 

necessary preconditions for real, positive freedom to be actualised. Where the 

Communitarians go wrong is in the rationalistic proposals for countering this. 

Where the Liberals go wrong is their understanding of lex or rather the jus in lex 

as the exclusive moral language in which cives are related.

Rawls’s project of integrating them into one view, even if the first principle is 
given lexical priority over the second, fails.



Chapter 11 -  The Idea of Freedom in Oakeshott & the Liberal Communi­
tarian Debate; Conclusion

What we have to do with, then, is a disposition to cultivate 
the “freedom” inherent in agency, to enjoy individuality, and 
added to this the disposition readily to concede the to this 
exercise personal autonomy, acquired in self-understanding.
And we are concerned with them because this is a historic 
disposition notably not only in the moeurs of modern Europe 
but also reflected in the character attributed to states and the 
office attributed to governments.
-Michael Oakeshott293

1 1 - 1  Introduction

With this chapter, I conclude.

Here, I first seek to recount the arguments of the preceding chapters. Therein I

argued using the examples of Kant, and Hegel, MacIntyre, Taylor, Rorty and

Oakeshott:

1. That in the debate between the Liberals and Communitarians, there are 

no “real” Kantians, or Hegelians. No Liberal or Communitarian is in fact 

prepared to employ the metaphysics upon which Kant and Hegel 

grounded their arguments: in Hegel’s case, upon the conception of Geist, 

while for Kant, a supernal world of unchanging value;

2. That since no Liberal or Communitarian does actually employ the meta­

physics of Kant or Hegel, we may understand their political philosophies

as only clarifications and considerations of our common-sense intuitions

concerning justice and the good. This makes such contemporary theorists

as are surveyed in this dissertation -  with the exception of Oakeshott

who is not a normative theorist -  above all else practitioners of what

Wittgenstein called “bourgeois philosophy”;

293 Oakeshott, Michael. On Human Conduct, p.239
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3. That political philosophy, at least of this non-realist kind, is not a norma­

tive activity, or at least, is not straightforwardly a normative activity in 

the way that the Liberals and the Communitarians regard it;

4. That the so-called “emotivist” conception of the self that the Communi­

tarians criticise the Liberals of falsely maintaining is a Communitarian 

chimera;

5. That, following from (1) and (2), it is not important whether there is any 

connection between the conception of agency that one maintains, 

whether it be “embedded” or “atomist,” and the politics, whether it be 

the “politics of the right” or the “politics of the good” that one advocates. 

This is so because no one in this debate in fact (4) employs a purely at­

omist conception of the self;

6. That, following from (1), (2), (3), (4), and (5) the debate between the 

Liberals and the Communitarians has really much more to do with poli­

tics than it does with philosophy;

7. That following (6) the politics of the Liberal-Communitarian debate is 

essentially, as Oakeshott argues, an exercise in “Rationalism in Politics;”

8. That Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct both answers and explains the de­

bate between the Liberals and the Communitarians. Moreover, On Hu­

man Conduct provides a unique model for how we ought to philosophise 

about politics in a non-normative way;

9. That in light of the preceding points, our only alternative is that of Ra­

tional Conduct.

This last chapter presents the only possible salve to our current condition 

through attempting to show the necessity of our making a radical turn towards 

the non-rationalist politics that Oakeshott presents us with: what Oakeshott un­

derstands as truly “Rational Conduct.” We must turn towards “Rational Con­
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duct,” because the continued practices of Rationalism in Politics have the effect 

of both undermining the traditions and practices of our political patrimony and 

the morality of custom and habit upon which the practices of Rational Conduct 

ultimately depend.

The practicality and possibility of our making such a turn, especially concerning 

the deeply rationalist nature of our current political thought and practice, is of 

course slight. The traditions and practices upon which truly Rational Conduct 

depends may be so overwritten with the practices of Rationalism in Politics so 

as to make such a return impossible.294 This is not however so much a fault with 

Oakeshott’s theory, as it is the fault of our current practice. The recognition of 

the problem is, however, a first step towards its relief. The next step is to pro­

vide the supporting conditions necessary for the encouragement of truly Rational 

Conduct.

1 1 - 2  The Theory And Practice of Politics in a Non-Realist World

As I have written, it is a contention of this thesis that only in the ethical and po­

litical theorising of Michael Oakeshott may we correctly understand the theory 

and practice of political philosophy in a world without metaphysics. As I have 

argued, neither Kant nor Hegel ever faced such a problem. For though the char­

acter and content of metaphysics was for them and their contemporaries always 

controversial, a belief in at least the possibility of a realist metaphysic about 

things and about values as the necessary foundation for ethical theorising was 

almost always universally held.

With, however, nearly a century of anti-realist criticism and near universal ac­

ceptance of anti-realist epistemology about things and about values in our con­

temporary theorising, normative political philosophy, I contend, is now devoid 

of what was once its most important resource.

294 John Gray argues this in The Undoing o f Conservatism. Conservatism (Lon­
don: The Social Market Foundation 1994)
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It is true of course that nearly all the contemporary practitioners of political phi­

losophy, including those surveyed in this dissertation such as John Rawls, 

Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre (with the exception perhaps only of Richard 

Rorty) have paid lip-service to the idea of normative political theory in a non­

realist era. However, as I have argued throughout this dissertation, it is only in 

the political theorising of Michael Oakeshott, I contend, is this task satisfactorily 

achieved. This is so because as Oakeshott has shown in Experience and its 

Modes abridgements of our existing political practices, such as those encapsu­

lated in Rawls’s twin principles of justice, may never in and of themselves moti­

vate our conduct. Our motivation for following such maxims is not the maxims 

themselves, but intimations already inherent in our political traditions. Though 

this may seem a non-problem -  even if we pursue such maxims by way of the 

wrong motivations we still pursue such maxims -  it is a genuine problem as the 

pursuance of such maxims further involves us in the faulty metaphysic that 

Oakeshott contends so infuses our contemporary politics.

This therefore forces upon us a radical reinterpretation of the contemporary de­

bate (which I have argued for throughout this dissertation). We for one thing 

may no longer understand political philosophy to be a straightforwardly norma­

tive activity. This is perhaps the single greatest error or false trail that philoso­

phy has led itself down since Rawls’s so-called revival of normative political 

theory with the publication of A Theory o f Justice. All that we may say of Rawls 

then, and others like Rawls, following my Oakeshottian interpretation, is that in 

the two principles of justice Rawls has very successfully captured important es­

sences of our political tradition. These are namely that of a system of bourgeois 

freedoms and a certain democratic conception of re-distributive justice. Rawls’s 

A Theory o f Justice, and other theories of justice like Rawls’s are, however, in 

Oakeshott’s understanding only ideologies, abridgements of our political prac­

tice, and belong to the ideological style of politics, underwritten as they are by 

the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals. Laudable though these ideals 

may well be, they are only ideals, and we must therefore come to understand the 

contemporary debate in political theory as, in Wittgenstein’s words, examples of
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“bourgeois philosophy,” the impossible attempt to provide universal foundations 

for the practices of local and contingent communities.

The exemplars of contemporary political philosophy whom I have examined in 

this dissertation must therefore be seen as highly developed examples of ideo­

logical rhetoric and their politics very much of the ideological kind. In other 

words, particular, hypostatised abridgements of certain rationalist features of our 

common political culture that the promulgators of these philosophies wish to 

(illegitimately, in the opinion of Oakeshott and this dissertation) promote as 

regulative ideals. Illegitimate because for Oakeshott, such ideological abridge­

ments can never in and of themselves provides the necessary motivation for 

truly Rational Conduct. Successful rational conduct depends on The Pursuit of 

Intimations already inherent in our political traditions, and not the pre-meditated 

derivation and promulgation of such self-conscious ideals.

In Rawls’s case these ideals encapsulate a certain ideal of American social de­

mocracy with its ancestry in Roosevelt’s New Deal. In the case of the Communi­

tarians, a certain nostalgic ideal of community from a time and a place that most 

probably never was (leaving to one side its perhaps questionable desirability).

Nevertheless, the lesson here is not that we ought to abandon politics tout court. 

We may still pursue such ideals in our politics but we must do so by non­

rationalist means, correctly identifying that which we truly seek, intimations al­

ready inherent in our political patrimony, and not seek it to the exclusion of all 

other things that are of value. To pursue such politics -  the politics of “The Pur­

suit of Intimations,” rather than “the pursuit of self-conscious ideals,” so that we 

may better participate in “The Conversation of Mankind,” what Oakeshott un­

derstands as truly Rational Conduct -  is our only alternative.

If all that I have argued is true, it should direct us away from the derivation and 

promulgation of norms of justice for the regulation of our polities. It should di­

rect us towards the inculcation of the Liberal education and the Liberal tradi­

tions of which we are a part. We must turn therefore from the practices of Ra­
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tionalism in Politics, which Oakeshott convincingly argues are both ineffective, 

wrong-headed, and destructive, to non-rationalist, though not, I should be very 

careful to point out, irrationalist, politics.

We should therefore look more to creating good citizens to carry on and protect 

“The Conversation of Mankind” through the “watery practices of civility” and 

the inculcation of “Liberal education.” This is opposed to the promulgation of 

the right over the good in an effort to achieve the so-called Liberal ideal of neu­

trality or community or other such au courant political ideals.

1 1 - 3  The Liberal Communitarian Debate as a Debate between two Rival 
Dispositions in Politics: Kantian and Hegelian

Henceforth, I have argued that the Liberal-Communitarian debate was one of 

politics and not philosophy. It could therefore best be understood by way of see­

ing two political, if not philosophical dispositions in the contemporary debate 

between the Liberals and the Communitarians. I have furthermore suggested that 

so-called “Deontological Liberalism” be best understood by way of understand­

ing the political disposition if not the philosophy of Kant. Likewise, the contem­

porary movement Communitarianism is best understood by learning the political 

disposition if not the metaphysics of Hegel.

To these varied though related ends, I have so far included in the dissertation 

individual chapters upon the general political philosophies of John Rawls, Alas- 

dair MacIntyre, Charles Taylor, and Richard Rorty, as well as three chapters 

upon Michael Oakeshott. The first concerned Oakeshott and his idealist concep­

tion of philosophy; the second, Oakeshott and his understanding of the deleteri­

ous practices of “Rationalism in Politics,” and the positive alternative of truly 

Rational Conduct. The third concerned Oakeshott’s conception of agency, his 

understanding of politics, and his ideal character of Civil Association as found 

in On Human Conduct.
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To recapitulate, during my discussion of Kant in Chapter 4 1 noted that while the 

metaphysics of Kant as a supernal world of unchanging value has been laid to 

one side as untenable, the political disposition that informed Kant’s writing -  a 

rarefied conception of freedom, an ideal of right and of a world cosmopolitan 

world utopia of federal republics -  has not, and to a very great extent still ani­

mates the contemporary Liberal debate. Such a conception of right has of course 

in our time been taken up and given its most eloquent expression in our time in 

the writing of John Rawls, the subject of my fourth chapter, who I suggest few 

will doubt, as he is taken by all to be, the contemporary exponent of Deonto­

logical Liberalism.

It was therefore not surprising that a counter-movement should soon come to 

oppose Kant and such an opposition came in its most impressive form by way of 

Hegel, the author of the most significant and wide ranging political philosophy 

since Aristotle.

Hegel’s supreme project was of course in part to facilitate the reconciliation of 

man to his new-found and unhappy modern condition through making him at 

home in the world by showing him the rationality of it.295

Hegel well understood that in an enlightenment age the old verities would have 

to be shown to be rationally defensible, because Hegel thought that unless they 

were, they would be torn asunder, leaving but wreckage and debris in their 

wake.

Oakeshott’s project is, by contrast, both more radical and more modest. More 

modest insofar as Oakeshott, unlike Hegel, does not substitute a conception of 

Geist for the noumenal world of Kant. More radical insofar as Oakeshott at­

tempts to reconcile us to a non-realist condition in which even a progressive 

theory of history of freedom has been laid to one side.

295 Indeed, Oakeshott’s own project is a similar one.
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As will be remembered, Hegel looked back (not without some qualified nostal­

gia) to the ancient Greek models of the polis for a way of restoring virtue to a 

world, as Alasdair MacIntyre sees it, “after virtue.” The Communitarians have 

of course seized on this, and replicated Hegel’s critiques of Kant in the contem­

porary debate. In many respects, the Communitarian project has been one of 

presenting a historicised Aristotelianism with a teleological conception of the 

good at its centre as the only possible solution to the social ills that they so read­

ily identify in modernity.

However, with the explicit disavowal of the metaphysics of Geist which under­

lay Hegel’s theory -  by both the Liberals and the Communitarians -  much of the 

weight of Hegel’s original critique has of course been forsworn. Such notions as 

the end of history and the ultimate supremacy and inevitability of the Liberal- 

democratic state as the end and conclusion of history -  as lately so vividly por­

trayed in Francis Fukyama’s The End o f History and even to an extent in Rorty 

and his ideal Liberal, utopia -  still of course have force, but seem increasingly to 

be of the character of pipe-dreams. So too, has the metaphysical biology that lay 

at the heart of Aristotle’s ethical writings been found similarly wanting.

In writing upon Rawls, I went on to paint Rawls as the contemporary exponent 

of Deontological Liberalism, and that of the practices of Rationalism in Politics 

that I have argued pervade our contemporary debate. This was uncontroversial 

insofar as it is Rawls and A Theory o f Justice who the Liberal-Communitarian 

debate has situated itself about. I went on to suggest, with the Communitarians, 

that the imperitival legitimacy of Kant’s Liberalism may not confer upon Rawls 

a similar normative legitimacy for the simple reason that while Rawls seeks to 

replicate in his theory Kant’s kingdom of ends and so forth, the method by 

which he does so differs.

In my discussion of Alasdair MacIntyre, I showed how MacIntyre mounts a sig­

nificant argument against the possibility of deducing a tradition independent jus­

tification of the Liberal individualist viewpoint and other problems concerning 

our contemporary theorising about politics and ethics. However, his attempt at
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showing Thomism to be rationally defensible is similarly farfetched. It is, at the 

end of the day, equally a creature of the Rationalist mind, even if Alasdair Mac­

Intyre would very much dispute such a characterisation. If Hegel and Oakeshott 

teach us anything, it is that we have no option other than to reconcile ourselves 

to and make the best of our present condition by way of, in Oakeshottian lan­

guage, “The Pursuit of Intimations” and participation in “The Conversation of 

Mankind.”

In my chapter upon Charles Taylor, I have argued that Taylor is a particularly 

slippery beast, who it is both as difficult to characterise as it is to establish pre­

cisely what Taylor is for or against. Nonetheless, I have tried to show that 

Charles Taylor’s attempt at finding a middle-way between Liberalism and 

Communitarianism is not in the end satisfactory insofar as I consider Taylor’s 

‘Ethics of Authenticity” to be incoherent at root.

Richard Rorty with his paradoxical notion of attempting the “founding” of a 

post-foundational ideal, Liberal utopia while laudable on the one hand, on the 

other hand, I have argued, results in a frighteningly unstable situation. Moreover, 

it is wholly impractical (even dangerous) as it gives us no way of determining 

the difference between an ideal Liberal utopia and an ideal ilLiberal one. Thus, I 

have shown that while Rorty offers us a plausible account of political philoso­

phy in the absence of foundations, Oakeshott I contend more satisfactorily ac­

complishes this task. Oakeshott does so by understanding that the implications 

of such a foundationless philosophy in terms of normative thrust are conserva­

tive rather than radical or utopian and by Oakeshott’s retaining of a place for 

philosophy “on the map of human activity” that for Rorty it must properly re­

nounce.

Whereas the previous chapters were for the most part critical, in the chapter pre­

vious to this I tried to show how Oakeshott’s ideal of civil association in the 

form of Societas both meets and supersedes the Liberal and Communitarian 

criticisms of each other’s respective theories. Moreover, Oakeshott’s On Human 

Conduct provides us with an ideal model for how we ought to theorise about
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politics in a non-normative matter. Furthermore, through Oakeshott we may see 

that this debate has as much to do with politics as it does philosophy and that 

such politics as it is composed are of the ideological kind.

1 1 - 4  The Liberal Communitarian Debate as an Exercise in Rationalism in 
Politics

Michael Oakeshott has of course written that a situation has presently developed 

where today nearly all our politics are rationalist or near rationalist. I have not 

disputed this notion, and believe it is as true today if not more so than when it 

was written some fifty years ago. So, it should come as no surprise to my read­

ers, that similarly I should find the Liberal-Communitarian debate to be so con­

stituted.

What have I meant when I write that in the first case, what differentiates the 

Liberals from the Communitarians is politics and not philosophy, and that such 

politics are inherently rationalist politics?

At the risk of flogging a dead horse, it has been a principal contention of the dis­

sertation that there are no substantive philosophic differences dividing the Liber­

als from the Communitarians. Protests notwithstanding, I have tried to show that 

both the Liberals and the Communitarians employ embedded conceptions of the 

self, are anti-realist, are not universalists, employ conceptions of the good and 

quite specific and particular and substantive moral ontologies at that. Moreover, 

in their respective anti-realism, both the Liberals and Communitarians base their 

political philosophies on our substantive conceptions of the self and the good 

that are held in the public community, though they, as we, of course differ as to 

what these may comprise.

In short, what separates the Liberals from the Communitarians turns out to be 

more a matter of emphasis than it is one of kind, or respective political disposi­

tion and not irreconcilable philosophical differences. It is in fact a war of com­

peting Liberal ideologies.
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However, as ought to be well known, the Liberal Communitarian debate is very 

much a normative debate, that is, it is a debate concerned with how we ought to 

regulate our society. The Liberals argue for the promulgation of the procedural 

republic and the priority of the right over that of the good, while the Communi­

tarians argue that so-called Liberal neutrality is a fraud and instead wish to pro­

mote an Aristotelian politics of the good in its place.

If, however, what I say is true about political philosophy (that political philoso­

phy cannot be a normative activity, because principles of justice may never mo­

tivate political activity). And secondly, that there are no substantive philosophi­

cal differences dividing the Liberals from the Communitarians -  that it is a de­

bate of two competing ideologies and not philosophies -  this makes the debate a 

political and not philosophical debate. In this case, each example of Liberal- 

Communitarian theory becomes an example of political rhetoric and each expo­

nent of the Liberal-Communitarian debate an actor in the game of politics after 

the heart and soul of the North American and British polities.

If the debate is as I contend substantially a contest of competing political ide­

ologies -  and I am not here suggesting that there is anything inherently wrong 

with it being so constituted, my point only is that it be so recognised -  the ques­

tion remains, what is the best way to understand the politics it is composed of? 

My suggestion for the best way that we may understand the debate is by way of 

Oakeshott’s understanding of Rationalism in Politics, the deleterious conception 

of politics that has so largely captured the mind of the West in the years after the 

Enlightenment. Namely the manner of politics that has raised theory to the altar, 

made practical knowledge a kind of nescience, or at least a servant of theory, 

and has made our politics a self-consuming artefact. Self-consuming in the sense 

that the worst aspect of the practice of Rationalism in Politics is that by not ac­

counting for the importance of practical knowledge, and raising to supremacy 

theoretical knowledge, the practical knowledge of our political traditions that 

sustains such traditions is continually weakened. As Oakeshott has written,
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By drawing off the liquid in which our moral ideals were suspended 
(and pouring it away as worthless) the rationalists have succeeded in 
destroying the only living root of moral behaviour.296

1 1 - 5  Recapitulation of Oakeshott & Philosophy as the Idea of Experience 
without Arrest or Modification

As will be remembered, Oakeshott I have argued is, technically, an “idealist” in 

philosophy. In so doing, Oakeshott employs a coherence theory of truth, such 

that the truth of a proposition is found in its relation to the rest of the continuum 

of experience, and not in a one to one relation with the world because no such 

world, properly speaking, for the idealist exists.

Experience and its Modes, is for understanding the uniqueness of Oakeshott’s 

account of politics, his most important work. As Oakeshott wrote then, there can 

be no such thing as a theory of knowledge without there also being a theory of 

being.

It is, however, one thing to renounce a doctrine [what I have sug­
gested the Liberals and Communitarians have done] and another to 
rid oneself of its influence [what I suggest they have not.] The no­
tion of reality as separate is so ingrained in our way of thinking that 
it is not easily thrown off: and our way of talking serves only to em­
phasise this vicious and negligent dualism.297

Throwing off this vicious and negligent dualism, I have said, is the key to under­

standing Oakeshott’s work. Experience standing for the concrete whole, can 

therefore be understood as the fundamental thesis of Oakeshott’s idealism. This 

contends that nothing else can be said to exist other than that which is thought, 

reality is fundamentally mental, and such mental reality composes a singular, 

continuous whole, and that the pre-meditated maxims and rules of technical 

knowledge can never motivate conduct. Once we have been reminded of Oake­

shott’s understanding of philosophy, we may turn to Oakeshott’s understanding 

of Rationalism in Politics.

296 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.41
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1 1 - 6  Re-Introduction to Oakeshott’s Conception of Rationalism in Politics

“Rationalism,” as it is generally understood, is the view that all practical activity 

ought to be guided by reason. And the bearer of such reason in Enlightenment 

Rationalism is that of the “instrumental mind.” The conception of instrumental 

reason that underlies such rationalism has at its centre, according to Oakeshott, a 

vision of mind as a neutral instrument, operative and in principal self-complete, 

independent of the materials and practices with which it is engaged.

Of course this view of mind is directly counter to the conception of mind that 

Oakeshott presents in Experience and its Modes, the essays of Rationalism in 

Politics and On Human Conduct. Therein Oakeshott argues that mind is insepa­

rable from the objects of its contemplation, and that the idea of mind presup­

posed by instrumental reason as a neutral instrument exemplified, for example, 

by Descartes’ Cogito was and is a conceptual impossibility.

This Rationalist understanding, which suggests that all activity ought to be 

guided by instrumental reason, and that the mind is a neutral instrument of rea­

son, has spawned, according to Oakeshott, a mistaken conception of the knowl­

edge that under girds practice. This conception has illegitimately, according to 

Oakeshott, accorded sovereignty to technique -  the knowledge that may be for­

mulated and written within the pages of a book, as opposed to the unwritten 

knowledge which is passed on from master to apprentice -  and in so doing has 

not taken sufficient account of the practical “knowing how” which, Oakeshott 

tirelessly argues, is an essential component of our theory and practice.

According to Oakeshott, this deleterious conception of knowledge has the effect 

of both threatening the hard-won panoply of freedoms with which we and Oake­

shott associate the modern civil condition, but also of undermining the traditions 

of “knowing how” from whence such freedoms have originated.

297 Oakeshott, Michael. Experience and its Modes, p.61
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But Rationalism in Politics in Oakeshott’s view is more than this. It is the poli­

tics of “the felt need,” the “marshalling” of “instrumental reason” to “solve” the 

problems and “crises” of the “moment,” the politics of “uniformity” and “per­

fection.” And it is above all else the politics of the self-contained ideology -  the 

self-contained and premeditated ideology or blue-print presumed independent of 

the contingent tradition of behaviour to which, Oakeshott notes, it can only be 

the spectral abridgement.

Rationalism in Politics, as I have said, is therefore not only the attempt to pro­

vide, in Alasdair MacIntyre’s apt characterisation, a tradition-independent justi­

fication of the Liberal, individualist viewpoint, but it is also the illegitimate at­

tempt to impose it.

1 1 - 7  Oakeshott & “The Ideal Character” of Civil Association

In the last chapter, I sought to describe Oakeshott’s specification of the “ideal 

character” of civil association. In so doing, I noted in passing how the postulates 

of Oakeshott’s ideal character of civil association correspond in important re­

spects to those of Rawls’s conception of the ideal polity in A Theory o f Justice 

and even Kant’s ideal of the Rechtstaat. Indeed, I would go so far as to suggest 

that the rules of lex which govern Oakeshott’s “ideal character” of civil associa­

tion might in fact be chosen by individuals subscribing to the conditions of the 

original position. We should perhaps not be surprised at this, insofar as they are 

both reflections of the modern polity. But my point is also that Oakeshott’s On 

Human Conduct produces an ideal model for how we ought to conduct our po­

litical philosophising in a non-normative manner.

1 1 - 8  What Are Non-Rationalist Politics?

If the practices of Rationalism in Politics are by nature so destructive, as is the 

morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals with which it is underwritten so 

inferior to that of the morality of custom, what is the alternative? Oakeshott is

-275-



well aware that as such, purely rationalist politics -  those politics, which are 

guided by the instrumental reason of a mind, individuated and anterior to social 

circumstance, which seeks principles in accordance with the self-conscious pur­

suit of ideals -  are in fact impossible. Oakeshott’s point is rather that practice 

misunderstood is always a corrupting endeavour. It is to throw good money after 

bad and further involve us in a faulty metaphysic. Our alternative is that of truly 

Rational Conduct and the morality of custom and habit which it is underwritten.

1 1 - 9  Rational Conduct

“Rational Conduct” is above all to be contrasted with what Oakeshott under­

stands as Rationalism in Politics, that which we have already discussed at 

length. Truly Rational Conduct is not therefore to be seen as the derivation and 

promulgation of pre-meditated self-conscious moral ideals deduced through the 

use of instrumental reason to our social circumstances, it is rather to be seen as 

“The Pursuit of Intimations.”

“‘Rational Conduct, ’” Oakeshott writes, “is something no man is required to be 

ashamed of.”298 To behave rationally is above all for Oakeshott to “behave intel­

ligently.” It is what Oakeshott understands as that of an intelligent agent -  “who 

is what he understands and misunderstands himself to be” -  pursuing “intima­

tions” already inherent in our social practices.

Such an agent pursues the “intimations” inherent in his world so as to make that 

world an ever more coherent world through the abatement of particular dissatis­

factions by way of the securing of imagined or wished for satisfactions. He does 

so either through one off-actions for the achievement of particular satisfactions 

or the transactional solicitation of responses in others by way of the authoritative 

and enduring languages of our “formal” and “instrumental” practices. Instru­

mental practices, as will be remembered, are those practices employed for the 

purposes of achieving particular substantive satisfaction or satisfactions. Formal 

or moral practices, by contrast, are those practices employed not for the
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achievement of any particular substantive satisfactions but rather are the adver­

bial precepts employed that qualify, but do not direct, the agent in conduct.

There is, therefore, for such an agent, in an Oakeshottian world of practice 

which will not admit of realism about either values or things, no external stan­

dard of good or right, other than those intimated in our social practices, that he 

can make an appeal to in order to judge the rightfulness of his conduct. We may 

now understand what Oakeshott has meant when he so famously wrote that,

In political activity, then, men sail a boundless and bottomless sea: 
there is neither harbour for shelter nor floor for anchorage, neither 
starting place nor appointed destination. The enterprise is to keep 
afloat on an even keel; the sea is both friend and enemy; and the 
seamanship consists in using resources of a traditional manner of 
behaviour to make a friend of every hostile occasion.299

The morality of custom and habit, of which truly Rational Conduct is underwrit­

ten, is of course the earlier form of morality with which we are perhaps best ac­

quainted from the ethical writings of Aristotle. It is of course, as we learn from 

Aristotle, more a matter of intelligent, adaptive behaviour to continuously 

emerging circumstances than the application of premeditated maxims or rules 

derived by way of instrumental reason to our conduct. Therein, as will be re­

membered, Aristotle argues for an account of morality understood as that of the 

inculcation of the virtues and habits of the well-educated, magnanimous man. 

Virtue here is a matter of acting in the right way, to the right situation to the right 

degree, and is more a matter of reflexive habit or behaviour than it is the con­

scious employment of particular, pre-meditated moral ideals as has become 

much more prevalent in the modern era.

As Oakeshott has written, what underwrites such enlightenment reason is practi­

cal knowledge, that is the knowledge or experience of “knowing-how” that has 

to be passed on through demonstration, and is not susceptible of precise, written 

formulation. This “knowing-how,” whether we understand it as connoisseurship, 

artistry, or judgement is not easily transmitted through books or other non­

298 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, Rational Conduct, p. 100
299 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.60
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apprentice-like means: it exists only in use, and is passed on through one to one 

demonstration and practice. The normal manner of its expression is in custom, 

habit or practice, and the normal manner of its transmission is through the ap­

prenticeship of a student to a master. It is what Aristotle meant by phronesis and 

the bearer of such intelligent knowledge is that of the Phronimos.

As Oakeshott has written,

Technical knowledge can be learned from a book; it can be learned 
in a correspondence course. Moreover, much of it can be learned by 
heart, repeated by rote and applied mechanically: the logic of a syl­
logism is a technique of this kind. Technical knowledge, in short, 
can be both taught and learned in the simplest meanings of these 
words. On the other hand, practical knowledge can neither be taught 
nor learned, but only imparted and acquired. It exists only in prac­
tice and the only way to acquire it is by apprenticeship to a master -  
not because the master can teach it (he cannot), but because it can 
only be acquired by continuous contact with one who is perpetually 
practicing.300

Whereas technical knowledge is necessarily defective, abstract and less than the 

whole, practical knowledge is incapable of being articulated in the form of writ­

ten rules. It therefore must be taught by way of example. It is not so dependent 

upon the learning of technical knowledge as it is through that of the continual 

experience of practical engagement in the ethical practices of the community of 

which one is a part. This is not to say that what must be learned cannot be found 

between the pages of the book.

What can be found within the pages of books -  as say found in the canon of 

western reflection upon politics which has of late come under such criticism as 

being but “the lees and scum” of our hegemonic western Liberal inheritance -  is 

not in fact the knowledge that is needed. It is rather the distillation and reflection 

in another mode of our political inheritance. But as such, it has no direct norma­

tive application to our political conduct. For such knowledge to be both under­

stood and to be of indirect use -  for it may never be of direct normative use, 

technical knowledge cannot motivate conduct -  it depends on our ability to 

speak the language with which it is written. And this language is not simply to
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be understood as knowledge of the meanings of the words and their relations of 

what is written (verbs, nouns, adjectives and so forth) but practical knowledge 

of the mores, ethical sensibilities, habits and customs that the writers refer to 

when writing. For us to understand what is therein written, one must already be 

immersed in the cultures, practices and habits that have informed the writing.

The case of Machiavelli’s Prince is a perfect example, which Oakeshott himself 

employs. I shall here quote Oakeshott on the subject of Machiavelli at length so 

as to elaborate the point:

It has been said that the project of Machiavelli was to expound a 
science of politics, but this, I think misses the significant point. A 
science, we have seen, is concrete knowledge and consequently nei­
ther its conclusions, nor the means by which they are reached, can 
ever, as a whole be written down in a book. Neither an art nor a sci­
ence can be imparted in a set of directions; to acquire mastery in ei­
ther is to acquire an appropriate connoisseurship. But what can be 
imparted in this way is a technique, and it is with the technique of 
politics that Machiavelli, as a writer, is concerned. He recognized 
that the technique of governing a republic was somewhat different 
from that appropriate to a principality, and he was concerned with 
both. But in writing about the government of principalities he wrote 
for the new princes of his day, and this for two reasons, one of prin­
ciple, and the other personal. The well-established hereditary ruler, 
educated in a tradition and heir to a long family experience, seemed 
to be well enough equipped for the position he occupied; his politics 
might be improved in a correspondence course in technique, but in 
general he knew how to behave. But with the new ruler, who 
brought to his task only the qualities which had enabled him to gain 
political power and who learnt nothing easily but the vices of his of­
fice, the caprice de prince, the position was different. Lacking edu­
cation (except in the habits of ambition), and requiring some short 
cut to the appearance of education, he required a book of a certain 
sort; he needed a crib; his inexperience prevented him from tackling 
the affairs of State unseen. Now, the character of a crib is that an au­
thor must have an educated man’s knowledge of the language, that 
he must prostitute his genius (if he has any) as a translator, and that 
he is powerless to save the ignorant reader from all possibility of a 
mistake. The project of Machiavelli was, then, to provide a crib to 
politics, a political training in default of a political education, a 
technique for a ruler who had no tradition. He supplied a demand of 
his time; and he was personally and temperamentally interested in 
supplying the demand because he felt the “fascination of what is dif­

300 Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p. 15
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ficult.” The new ruler was more interesting because he was more 
likely than the educated hereditary ruler to get himself into a tricky 
situation and to need the help of advice. But, like the great progeni­
tors of Rationalism in general (Bacon and Descartes), Machiavelli 
was aware of the limitations of technical knowledge; it was not Ma­
chiavelli himself, but his followers, who believed in the sovereignty 
of technique, who believed that government was nothing more than 
“public administration” and could be learned from a book. And to 
the new prince he offered not only his book, but also, what would 
make up for the inevitable deficiencies of his book—himself: he 
never lost the sense that politics, after all, are diplomacy, not the ap-

o n i

plication of technique.

According to Oakeshott, Machiavelli’s Prince is a “crib,” an abridgement or dis­

tillation in very compact form of the concrete knowledge that Machiavelli had 

and understood to be required by newly emergent princes unacquainted with the 

concrete knowledge of ruling that their predecessors would have possessed. As 

such, according to Oakeshott, between the pages of the Prince was found tech­

nical knowledge, the knowledge of a technique of ruling, the only sort of knowl­

edge that could be passed on within a book. Machiavelli well knew however that 

as technical knowledge, it was not in and of itself sufficient for the activity of 

ruling. What was needed was the concrete practical knowledge of ruling, knowl­

edge that he himself possessed both through his own diplomatic experience and 

his long study of history. He therefore offered along with his crib himself as an 

aid to the new ruler inexperienced in the actual activity of governing. His rea­

sons for doing so were both practical and personal. Practical insofar as he re­

garded his personal participation as a necessary adjunct to the inexperienced 

ruler ruling efficiently. Personal insofar as Machiavelli himself wished to be so 

employed. Technical knowledge, ungrounded by concrete practical knowledge, 

is but the shadow of knowledge, and as such is not itself sufficient knowledge 

for the activity of ruling.

11 -1 0  Conclusion

o m

Oakeshott, Michael. Rationalism in Politics, p.29-30
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We have now concluded our discussion of Oakeshott’s understanding of phi­

losophy; his diagnosis of the deleterious practices of Rationalism in Politics in 

our present political conduct; the misconception of knowledge which informs it; 

the morality of the self-conscious pursuit of ideals which accompanies it; the 

Liberal Communitarian debate as a debate between Kantian and Hegelian dispo­

sitions in politics and not philosophy as seen through Oakeshott’s understanding 

of politics and philosophy; Oakeshott’s On Human Conduct as an ideal model 

for how we ought to theorise about politics in a non-realist manner, and Oake­

shott’s conception of Rational Conduct and the morality of custom as a partial 

salve to our current condition.

If we discount the possibility of a tradition independent political philosophy 

based upon the notion of the instrumental mind or that of a realist political phi­

losophy based upon an objective world or universal values, we are left to won­

der: what form of politics are we thus allowed, and what is the relationship of 

philosophy to it. The answer is that of “the pursuit of intimations” and that the 

purpose of philosophy is only to aid in clarification and analysis of our politic 

conduct. Never may it however be the promulgator of the principles with which 

it should be conducted. We must therefore turn to the practices of truly rational 

conduct, and away from the practices of Rationalism in Conduct. The possibility 

of our doing so may be slight. Nonetheless, the identification of the disease of 

Rationalism in Conduct is the first step towards its relief.
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