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The purpose of this atidle isto interpret the intelledud development of Miched
Oakeshott as a young man, drawing on his published and unpublished works written
between 1924 and 1929, when he wasiin histwenties. Oakeshott’ s mature works are
currently enjoying a wide readership, which attests to the growing interest in his thought.
Y et ther true sgnificance will not be properly understood without appreciating the place
of Oakeshott within the history of twentieth century philosophy. Such appreciation,
however, requires a contextua analyss of hisidess. Contextudising Oakeshott isnot a
smple matter, not least because he himsdlf was sharply opposed to this method, inssting
that atruly great philosophy should connect us with eternity rather than be reduced to the
bandlities of itsimmediate context.* His mature writings were intentionally idiosyncratic,
as herarely paid debt to his contemporaries, and even where he mentioned the works of
others, such references were often mideading. Furthermore, hisidiosyncratic style was
accompanied by immense erudition. All these features of Oakeshott’ s writings make any
individud scholar’s embrace of the comprehensive meaning of his philosophy adaunting
task.

It isnot surprising, then, that the contextual study of Oakeshott’ s ideas has been dow to
develop. Thefirg serious attempts at contextuaisation were made in the 1960s by W.H.
Greenleaf and amost twenty years later by David Boucher.? These early studies put
Oakeshott’ sideas in the tradition of Absolute Ideaism, providing a necessary contextua
framework for a degper analysis of hisidess. Y et subsequent studies aso reveded the
limitations of this framework. The main problem was that Oakeshott’s views did not fit
well into many basc dements of Absolute Idedlism. Thus, while dl Absolute Idedists
subscribed to at least the presupposition of the spiritud unity of experience, Oakeshott’s

! Cf Michael Oakeshott, ‘ Introduction’, in T. Hobbes, Leviathan (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1960), p. x.

2 W.H. Greenleaf, Oakeshott’s Ph|losoph|cal Politics (London: Longman’'s Green, 1966); David Boucher,
‘The Creation of the Past: British Idealism and Michael Oakeshott’s Philosophy of History’, History and
Theory 23(2), 1984, pp. 193-214.



philosophy was characterised by acelebration of plurdity aswell asscepticism regarding
the exigence of monidtic truth.

These features provoked doubts as to whether Oakeshott could be called an Absolute
Idedist a al. Thusit was argued by Steven Gerencser that, although Oakeshott in
Experience and Its Modes (1933) professed a sort of Absolute Idedism, later in hislife he
abandoned this philosophy, having become a‘ Sceptical Idedlist’ 2 Thisinterpretation
pointed to animportant loophole in Oakeshott sudies, yet it suffered itsdf from certain
shortcomings. Firdly, it introduced the idea of a break in Oakeshott’ s thought between
Experience and Its Modes and his later writings, thus failing to account for the strong
continuity apparent in dl of Oakeshott’ s published works. Asaresult, Gerencser’ s critics
countered that Oakeshott preserved some eements of Absolute Idedlism evenin his later
writings* Moreover, by concentrating on Oakeshott’ s scepticism, this interpretation did
not draw enough attention to what was probably the core difference between Oakeshott
and Absolute Idedlism, that is, hisrglection of philosophical monism. This opened the
door to a counter-argument that, in fact, some Absolute Idedlists, such as F.H. Bradley,
dready professed a great measure of scepticism.

It seems, however, that a new interpretation may resolve the problems posed by the
previous ones® Under this interpretation thereis a continuity in Oakeshott’s major
published works, yet in none of them can he be seen as adhering to Absolute Idedism. If
one islooking for thistradition in his writings, one should refer only to the period prior to
the publication of hisfirst book, Experience and Its Modes, since thiswork aready
indicated Oakeshott’ s break with Absolute Ideglism.

Thusthe period prior to the publication of Experience and Its Modes suddenly emerges as
avery important phase in Oakeshott’ s intellectud development. Thistruly early period of

his thought must be carefully digtinguished from the mature period, which should be
understood as encompassing dl Oakeshott' s writings from Experience and Its Modes
onwards. It is aso important to remember that in his mature period Oakeshott repudiated
many of the ideas which he subscribed to in hisyounger years. At the same time, an
attempt to understand the dynamic of Oakeshott’ s intellectud development as ayoung

man is necessary in order to appreciate the sgnificance of hislater thought. | have
discussed the mgjor characteristics of his mature philosophy elsawhere.® Theam of this
atide isto complement my study by taking acloser ook at Oakeshott’ s early writings.
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To seethe full extent of the influence of Absolute Idedism on the young Oakeshott, it is
convenient to begin our account with along essay entitled * A Discussion of Some
Matters Preliminary to the Study of Political Philosophy’ (August 1925).” The essay
dedls not merely with politica philosophy but aso with the meaning of the philosophica
pursuit as such and, therefore, provides a unique opportunity to understand Oakeshott’s
adherence to both sides of the Idedlistic tradition: its philosophica aspect in generd and
its mord philosophy in particular.

Before writing this essay, Oakeshott had aready spent four years at Cambridge (three
years asa history undergraduate and one more as recipient of a prestigious studentship).
Apart from familiarisng himsdf with the usua curriculum of the History Faculty, which
included coursesin the higtory of palitica thought and hence an acquaintance with
famous classcd thinkers, Oakeshott seems to have undertaken a thoroughly independent
study of philosophy. He is known to have attended lectures given by JM.E. McTaggart,
and he gppears to have spent considerable time studying ancient philosophers. In the
years 1923- 24 he was checking out library books about Greek philosophy and history,
and his notebooks of the same period contain materia about Plato, Aristotle and Spinoza.
Thiskind of learning could not have failed to affect Oakeshott’s perception of philosophy,
and in hiswritings of that period one can find much reverence for ancient thought and an
adherence to the postulates of contemporary Idealism.

Oakeshott’ s understanding of philosophy in the aforementioned essay is briefly as
follows The task of philosophy is the knowledge of things. Words are merdly
ggnifications of red things that exigt in our experience. Such knowledge is achieved
through the definition of athing, but this definition is not arbitrary because some
definitions stand nearer to the truth than others. True definition is classfication through
the purpose of athing, whereby it is acknowledged as a member of a genus, this
acknowledgement connecting a particular object of experience to a more comprehensive
whole to which it belongs, and so forth until the totality of experience is achieved.® Thus
redl knowledge turns out in the end to be knowledge of the whole.

Influences from three philosophicd traditions are especialy sdient here. Thefirgt is
Arigtotdian. Oakeshott’ sterminology is ontologica and essentidist. The purpose of
philosophy, according to him, isto penetrate the true nature of things. One should
distinguish between the essentid and accidenta qudlities of athing, and essentid
qudlities should be defined in ateleologica way. Secondly, Oakeshott mentions Spinoza,
and indeed Spinozian pantheism is reflected in his holidtic attitude towards redlity, as he
clamsthat the true sdf-sufficient thing, or substance can only be the integrated whole.
Findly, hisrgection of any kind of dudism aswell as assertion of the unity of

experience puts him close to British Idedlists.

Thislast connection becomes especially clear when Oakeshott approaches hismain
subject —palitical philosophy. He takes the middle ground between clamsfor acomplete

" Michael Oakeshott, ‘A Discussion of Some Matters Preliminary to the Study of Political Philosophy’.
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detachment of philosophy from practical life and attempts to attribute to philosophy the
task of guiding practica behaviour. According to Oakeshott, the task of philosophy is not
to change the world but to understand it Yet it appears that, for him, philosophy is not
separated from the practical world of vaue as such. For, unlike history and science,
which are vaue-free disciplines concerned merdly with brute facts and offering only raw
materia, philosophy determines judgements amed ‘a giving afind and red meaning to
things by the discovery of their find and red content and value .*° This condusion is not
surprising, since for Oakeshott the task of philosophy isto determine the pur pose of each
thing within the totdity of experience and hence give the thing its meaning. Philosophy is
theorising about vaues within experience. And this middle position is not much different
from that of Hegd and Bosanquet — on the one hand, the rejection of applied philosophy,
and on the other, the recognition of a more subtle, indirect connection between
philosophy and practica life.

Now, the specific subject of palitical philosophy is politica life asapart of the totality of
experience. Politicd lifeis described in the widest possible terms aslifein society, in
which ‘we become subject to those sweet and profitable laws of conduct which bring
with them such conditions of life as will answer to our real needs and desires . In other
words, political life is understood in terms of the will ‘to live agood life' 2 Society isa
mord reaionship, ‘aunion of minds, and its solidarity... isa solidarity of feding,
opinion and belief."*3

The ultimate Society is the state, the purpose of which isthe good life. The Saeisa
‘cultural unit ** and ‘culture’ is the end ‘a state sets before itself’.*® This meansthat the
dtate ‘ possesses more than amere unity of action; it must aso have some degree of unity
of purpose’ .16 Oakeshott speaks about the state as a self - sufficient moral and cultura
association and cites Burke, who seesin the state a “ partnership’.>’ Themorean
associdion isared unity with acommon tradition, memory and purpose, the moreitis a
date in the true meaning of the word.

Thisview of the sate isindeed congenid with the views of the British Idedligts, for
whom the state was ‘ not only the gpparatus of governance, but aso ‘indusve of the
whole socid organism’ .28 And Oakeshott also follows this Idedlistic view further when
he comes to discuss the concept of the sdf. He rgects methodologica individuaism with
regard to this concept, claiming that the self cannot be coherently understood as a
combination of an individua body and its thoughts, athough this view can serve some
practica purposes. The sef isathing and therefore must be self-complete and, as no
particular human being is saf-complete, ‘the only true, because the only perfect, sef is

° Ibid., p. 77.
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the universe’ .1° Only the totality of experience can be absol utely self-complete and
therefore possess individudity. Therefore ‘asdif is its society’ 2 ‘the sdif isthe State, the
Saeisthe sdf’ #

Thereisno red conflict between the state and the individud. ‘ Individuaity means
finding our activity within awhole 2 It is expressed in finding one's own place within
society and “only through his particular station and the faithful performance of its
particular duties, can [man] take hold of this thing called “ humanity”’ 23

The ensuing discusson of the role that government and law play in society also proceeds
aong familiar Idedligtic lines, where a halistic framework is caled upon to shore up
liberd palitical convictions. Although, or because the date is an associaion with a clear
mora purpose, government should not be equated with the Sate. In fact, its authority is
sf-limiting. The purpose of government isto serve the mord end of society, but
government ‘ may not attempt that which it is unable to achieve' .2* Government is only
one of the associations within the state that serve the main purpose of the sate. Itisjust a
public service, dthough indeed ‘a public service in scope and power far superior to other
associations .

Thus, to understand society isto understand it as awhole and to transcend the dudism of
individua and society. It isto understand that in fact both congtitute the totdity called the
date. Thistotdity hasits own purpose, which isto be amora association, in other words
to be a sdlf-sufficient associaion of minds united in their common pursuit of the good life
as they understand it. Oakeshott does not hide his scorn for contemporary critics of this
holistic approach such as L.T. Hobhouse and especialy Harold Laski, whose ideas he
twice dismisses as ‘ nonsense’ .28 In fact, Oakeshott’ s argument sounds perfectly
Bosanquetian, echoing most of the ideas dready stated by Bosanquet in The
Philosophical Theory of the State?’

How strongly Oakeshott’ s views were affected by that synthesis of ancient, especidly
Arigtotdlian, philosophy and the general postulates of British Idedlism can be dso seeniin
hisessay entitled * Some Remarks on the Nature and Meaning of Socidlity’, 28 another
unpublished work dated the same year (1925). In it, Oakeshott sets upon the task of
disproving the naturdistic gpproach towards the sudy of man as well as philosophical
individualism, associated particularly with utilitarianism. With regard to the naturdigtic
approach, Oakeshott claims that when a contrast is drawn between society and solitude,
‘socidity’ becomes confused ‘with mere sociableness .2° Society is then understood
ether in terms of mechanics or biology. Such an gpproach seesin man only akind of
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socid animd and reduces the andyss of his socidity to the types of organisation

common to men and animals. It regards low forms of socid organisation, which it
considersto bethe origind ones, as more important for understanding the true nature of
socidlity. Thus, ‘instead of saying with Aristotle, ? f25?? t??7?7? et??, we have persuaded
oursaves that the most primitive, we sometimes cdl it, the origind manifestation of a

thing not merely shows the redl nature of the thing but is its redl nature.”*® For Oakeshott,
however, human socidity is no mere gregariousness, the ability to live in the physcd
proximity of other human beings and to enter into some kind of organisation with them. It
isnot and cannot be anaturd fact at dl. Rather, it isamord fact, ‘afeature of the life of
mindsin relation, not bodiesin proximity’ 3*

Asfor utilitarianism, it does understand socidity asamord fact. Yetit ismidakenina
different sense, for in dl its verdons it maintains a trict separation of self and society,
dividing them into exclusive areas and thus destroying ‘ the idea of awhole except asa
kind of average condition of being' 32 In contrast, for Oakeshott, self and society are
integral parts of the same socid unity and so ‘mora obligation cannot be divided into
exclusve aress, but is a single and sdlf- aufficient whol€ > This socid whole is a unity of
minds, which may perhaps need some physica conditions of existence. Y et those
physical conditions can only be an accidenta feature. Thus the mind of the recluse can be
perfectly socia, and even more so than that of others, aswhen departing from living gpart
fromsociety such aman passes hislife ‘in the closest communion with those people and
thingsin which he can find his seif most fully’ 3

Life in society therefore exigts not for the sake of satisfying basic needs but in order to
create aunity of minds and therefore give lifealogicd unity, in other words, ‘to give it
what it élse had not — a meaning’.>®> Similar to Aristotle, for whom friendships based on
utility or pleasure are inferior to the perfect kind of friendship, one based on goodness,
Oakeshott argues that people do not live together for reasons of economic necessity or for
the sake of persond pleasure. Thered principle of society is ‘the principle of good' .3’
The unity of society is achieved through the highest goodness, and thisis expressed in
love and friendship, which arein turn the revelations of a Single passionate devotion to
the highest good. This leads Oakeshott to praise religion, saying that * God is the only
principle of sociability’ and that ‘society becomes possible by religion’,*® and to regard
patriotism as ‘the motive which should guide usin dl our actions .*®

Thus an Arigotdian emphasis on telos is again combined with methodologica holism.

No wonder that, apart from Aristotle, Oakeshott gppedls to authorities of the past such as
Mato, Plotinus, Spinoza and Rousseau, al understood as philosophica monists. One can
aso seein hisrgection of the view of society as being composed of separate individuas
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his subscription to the basic ideas of many British Idedists. Moreover, the fact that
methodological individudism is attributed to utilitarianism may by itsdlf tedtify to the
influence of British Idediam on Oakeshott. For, athough individudism was
characteristic not only of the utilitarians, it was they who were the constant target of
attacks from the Idedligts. In addition, his regjection of the biological approach towards
man, combined with the preservation of akind of organisdtic thinking gpplied to the
sphere of meaning and morality, was aso characteristic of some British Idedlists*°

Thisis not to say, however, that Oakeshott was atypical British Idedist writer. He was
younger than other Idedligts, and his writings of that period should be regarded as a part
of hisjuvenilia Energetic, polemicd, often extreme in their clams, they are characterised
more by ther literary quditiesthan by dry logic. Hewas capable of proclaming St. Paul
to have been ‘ perhaps the greatest political philosopher...”** Many British Idedlists
certainly espoused akind of religious belief, but they would rarely bring it to the surface
in such an innocently trangparent way.

One should then beware of atempting to attribute to young Oakeshott a finished
philosophica doctrine. Had he possessed one, he might not have needed further
development and so would have ended up an obscure epigone of Bradley and Bosanquet
in the higtory of philosophy. However, he felt that Absolute Idedlism presented a more
satisfactory philosophy than other schools of that time. Not necessarily adopting Idedlism
as his core doctrine, Oakeshott seems to have found in it something which gppedled to the
disposition of hismind. Absolute Idedlism was not shy of proclaiming its quest for
ultimate truth and the meaning of life. It was therefore akin to both ancient philasophy in
the universdity of its philasophica questionsand to rdligion initsrgjection of radica
scepticism. Thusit did not succumb to a common twentieth century temptation of
philosophy being reduced merely to questions of logic, and so getting log in enquiries
into subjects of marginad importance. In other words, Oakeshott was dissatisfied with
secularised, mundane mutations of philosophy and was rather 1ooking for something
which would provide a space for areligious or quas-religious meaning.

Y et, dthough the religious sentiment of the young Oakeshott seems to have driven him

towards Absolute Idedlism, thiswas not the only way of thinking open to him, and he

was prepared to explore other possibilities. One such attempt is found in his paper

entitled * An Essay on the Relations of Philosophy, Poetry and Reality’.** Though undated,
it seems to belong to avery early period, perhaps in the early 1920s (when Oakeshott was

40 See, for example, Andrew Seth (Pringle-Pattison), ‘Man’s Place in the Cosmos: Professor Huxley on
Nature and Man’, in D. Boucher (ed.), The British Idealists (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997), pp. 30-49. Also, two Idealists, Nettleship and Bosanquet, are favourably mentioned in the essay.
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himsdf in histwenties). Luke O’ Sullivan suggests that the text may be hisMA
dissertation written circa 1925.** One consideration supporting this conjecture may be
that, in along bibliography attached to the end of the essay, no text in the origind
Germanislisted (whereas a number of origind French texts are liged). By contrast,
Oakeshott’ s writings of the late 1920s reved his familiarity with many origind German
texts.

Thereforeit is plausible to suggest that the essay was written before he became immersed
in the study of German philasophy and literature — in other words, no later than 1925.
Thisisthe year ‘A Discussion of Some Matters Prdliminary to the Study of Politica
Philosophy’ was written. Y et the two works differ from each other Sgnificantly. They
explore two different paths, not necessarily contradictory ones, but certainly leading in
different directions. Their common aspects are the author’ s fascination with attempts to
reach the totaity of experience and hisrejection of radica scepticism. For Oakeshott,
every true thinking is at its source aphilosophica activity.

Y et the texts differ sharply in their estimation of the ability of reason to reach such
Redity. In * An Essay on the Relaions of Philosophy, Poetry and Redlity’, Oakeshott
clamsthat the purpose of philosophica activity is nothing other than understanding what
iscdled in the history of philosophy by such namesas‘Find Truth, Ultimate Redlity, the
Absolute, God' .** The best definition of Redlity is expressed in Spinoza' s description of
substance as that ‘which isin itsdf and conceived throughitsdf’ 4> This quotation is
accompanied by a phrase from Flotinus in which theword ‘One’ stands for Redlity.
Ultimate Redlity is therefore understood in quas-religious or even quasi-mydtica terms.
This presupposition drives Oakeshott far from his Aristotelian outlook as seenin‘A
Discusson of Some Matters Preliminary to the Study of Political Philosophy’. In*An
Essay,” he draws on Spinoza s definition to claim that Redlity isthe thing. Thisleadsto
the question of whether ‘the“Thing” isits activities, or... it is something which subssts
behind its activities, different in nature, and therefore not wholly knowable through

them’ *® Oakeshott attributes the former position to ‘the English Hegelian school’, among
whose proponents he mentions Henry Jones, Nettleship and Green.*” Among the
advocates of the latter view one finds Schopenhauer, William James, Bradley and L.P.
Jack*® Oakeshott is very critical of ‘neo-Hegelians and of Henry Jonesin particular. He
argues that, for them, ‘ God is exhausted in his creation’.* Thisisthe position he is not
prepared to accept, arguing, for example, that aview like this would make any thing,
such asaman’s character, only an unreal abstraction. Thus Oakeshott isled to adopt the
second view, concluding that ‘things and qudities must be clearly marked off from one
another’.°
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It isworth stressing that, being familiar with the philosophica currents of histime,
Oakeshott avoids the error of conflating neo- Hegelianism with the entire school of British
Idedism. Certainly, hisfavourite Idedist Bradley is specifically mentioned as anon
Hegdlian.>* The distinguishing criterion seems to be precisdly a position concerning
whether the Absolute is transcendent or whether it can be reduced to its attributes.
Oakeshott knows that choosing the former answer means coning closer to Kant than to
Hegd. Moreover, his adoption of the position of Bradley, perhaps the most sceptical of
Absolute Idedigts, points to a future sceptica turn in his own thought. And he is prepared
to move even further, as he buttresses his view of Redlity with an gpped to the authority
of G.E. Moore, hardly an Idedlit, let done a Hegelian. >

Having thus defined Redlity as athing which is separate from its activities, Oakeshott
proceeds to the centra question of the essay, namdy how one may reach it. He
distinguishes between two main methods through which such attempts were made, one
bel onging to philosophy, the other to poetry. It soon becomes clear, however, that those
words are just labds sgnifying two generd ways of human experience. They intimate the
old and well-known rivalry between Reason or Intellect, on the one hand, and Faith or
Mysticism on the other.

Philosophy is described as an activity of the intellect whose main method is characterized
by andyss, classfication and synthess. It attempts to reach Redlity by analysing the
exiging empirica data, gpproaching it with the help of doubt and detachment, and using
alanguage in which words are supposed to have a clear and definite meaning. Thefina
product of a philosophicd investigation is synthesis, but such synthesisis never truly
cregtive. Rather, it dlows us to understand in a better and more defined way what we
have aready known.

Poetry (the word stands here for dl arts) is aso described as an activity pushing usto try
to reach Redlity, rather than just adiversion meant to please.® It is dlevated to the highest
role in human experience, for Oakeshott clamsthat ‘dl art ismydticd, al art isreigious
— in prindiple.>* But the method of poetry in bringing us towards Redity is opposite to
that of philosophy. Whereas philosophy involves reasoning, poetry acts through intuition
and imagination. Instead of leading us to Redlity gradudly, poetry transportsustoitdl at
once. Its requirements are faith and not doubt, the submission of self and not a reasoned
argument. In the process of making contact with Redity, the digtinction between the
observer and the observed is cancelled, and both are absorbed into the one. The poet thus
acquires an immediate knowledge of things, aknowledge essentidly different from that

of the philosopher: ‘this knowledge of the poet may be caled the knowledge of being,in
distinction from the knowledge of knowing which belongs to the philosopher’ >

Having thus juxtaposed two different methods of reaching Redlity, Oakeshott gives his
verdict which is, in fact, implied from the beginning in his characterisation of Redlity asa
transcendent object. To reach such otherworldly Redlity, one cannot employ the usud
truth of the intellect which operates only with the data provided by phenomenaand is

*1 Bosanquet is also mentioned favourably in adifferent context (Ibid., p. 78n).
52 )
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incapable of moving beyond the prenomena themsalves. Therefore, if any activity hasthe
capacity to reach the Truth, it is poetry. As Oakeshott contends, ‘ our knowledge of God,
as Kant clearly saw, isthe product of the moral consciousness, and not of science or
metaphysics. It is not reason but feding which determines our idea of God. Thisiswhy
religion and poetry, on this point, outweigh philasophy’.* For him, poetry isthen clearly
akin to religion, athough he makes a certain distinction between the two, pointing out

that ‘where Religion goes beyond Poetry, as such, isthat it declares its oneness with a
God, not merdly with a spiritua world' .’

Oakeshott does not argue that poetry will actualy succeed in reaching Redlity. Yet at
leadt it isin principle capable of doing so, while philosophy by definition will dwaysfdl
short. Thisis what makes poetry a higher form of activity. At the same time, Oakeshott
does not wish to deprecate philosophy. He claims that though philosophy ‘ cannot hope to
know Redlity, it yet has a place in the quest for Redlity’ . It serves us, firgtly, by
strengthening our power to distinguish between fancy and imagination, thereby saving us
from superdtition and, secondly, by reveding its own true limitations. Moreover, the
activity of reasoning is o inherent in the human mind that philosophy will continue to
assert itsdf eveniif itsfind purposeisvain, so ‘falure will not daunt, impossibility will

not deter’ .>°

The essay therefore reved s the twofold character of Oakeshott’ s view. On the one hand,
onefindsin it the quest for Redlity in its fullness, characterised by an intellectua

ambition and areligious passon. On the other hand, the essay contains the seeds of his
future recognition of the futility of the entire enterprise. Moreover, behind the urge
towards unity one can aready notice a stress on diversity. Thus Oakeshott’ singstence
that Redlity isone, find and ultimate, is accompanied by the recognition of the principle
of ‘differentiation’. Using the jargon of his age, Oakeshott derives this principle from

man' s natural tendency to the economy of faculties. The need for the economy of
facultiesis at the core of the ‘universal process of differentiation which takes placein dl
our activities and idess .*° Thus, through differentiation philosophy gradualy came to
establish itsdlf as adiscipline diginct and separate from other activities. A Smilar process
happened to religion, so the history of religion ‘is, in one aspect, the history of the
differentiation of our idea of the sacred’.®* Yet in this essay, both the aspect of unity and
the aspect of diversty are dtill at peace with each other. In afew years, however, theidea
of differentiation will take on a more definite shape, turning into the famous

Oakeshottean notion of modes of experience to proclaim radical plurdity and introduce
its inescapable tenson with the idea of unity. In the end, theidea of unity will vanish
amost completely from Oakeshott’ s writings.®

*% 1hid., p. 110.

>"bid., p. 110n.

%8 |bid., p. 107.

%9 |bid., p. 109.

€0 | pid.

1 1hid., p. 111.

52 See Podoksi k, In Defence of Modernity.
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The change in Oakeshott’ s views crygdlised into an origina system only in Experience
and Its Modes (1933). Y et before this happened, Oakeshott’ s beliefs seemsto have
undergone aseries of shifts. It gppearsthat in the mid- 1920s he experienced a certain
intellectud crigs, connected with a gradud loss of his previous philosophicd and
religious certainty. Whether this criss was aso emotiond is difficult to say. We know, at
least, that his notebooks of the same period reved a preoccupation with the question of
mortdity.

Thus, dthough hiswritings of the late * 20s are dtill very much in the tradition of Absolute
Idedlism, some new fedings seem to be cregping in. As discussed above, aready in 1925
such philosophers as Bradley and Bosanquet were guiding Oakeshott towards scepticism
and an appreciation of the limits of reason. In ‘ Religion and the Mord Life (1927)82 he
applies this growing scepticism towards the question of the connection between religion
and mordlity. After rgecting the views thet rdigion ismordity itsdlf or ese the sanction

of mordity, Oakeshott suggests amore satisfactory idea, which is, in his opinion, that
religion is the completion of mordity. He attributes this view to Bradley and Bosanquet,
and, structurally, his argumert is similar to that outlined by Bradley in Ethical Sudies.®*
His presentetion is, however, somewhat more lyrica. According to him, the view of
religion as the completion of mordity is best summed up in Pascal’ s gphorism, dready
cited by himin*An Essay on the Rdations of Philosophy, Poetry and Redity’: ‘|1 est bon
d étre lassé et fatigué par I'inutile recherche du vrai bien, afin detendrelesbrasau
Libérateur’.® According to Oakeshott, morality is self-contradictory and, to some degree,
abgtract. The mord good is never findly achieved ether individudly or socidly.
Therefore the mord life may look like something futile. There isno absoluteend init,

and the abdtract state of moral perfectibility does not exist in redity. Mordity is ‘abettle
with no hope of victory, abettle, in fact, in which afind victory isthe only irretrievable
defeat’.% Religion serves as a completion to the mordl life in an attempt to reconcile a
mean with the feding of futility intringcin dl his deeds. What digtinguishes religion from
mordity isthat its object must be red and not abstract. Religion gives usthe feding of a
living, immediate awareness, without the need to wait for future results. It dlows usto
accept redity asit is. ‘In religion we achieve goodness ... not by becoming better, but by
losing ourselves in God' 87 Religion therefore does not and is not supposed to lead usto
the highest idedl. Its task is consolation and reconciliation with our condition. And
persona experience plays a more important role in this experience than a harmonic
synthesis of an individud sdf with the holidtic unity.

In * The Authority of the State’ (1929),°® Oakeshatt is again very much of an Absolute
Idedlist, afollower of Bosanquet and Bradley. Smilar to them, and following his own
position outlined in ‘A Discussion of Some Matters Preliminary to the Study of Political

%3 Michael Oakeshott, ‘Religion and the Moral Life’, inReligion, Politics and the Moral Life, pp. 39-45.
% F.H. Bradley, Ethical Studies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1927).

85 Oakeshott, ‘ Religion and the Moral Life', p. 41.

% |bid., p. 44.

7 1hid., p. 42.

58 Michael Oakeshott, ‘ The Authority of the State’, inReligion, Politics and the Moral Life, pp. 74-87.
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Philosophy,” he defines the Sate as *the socia whole which is corrdative to individuas
who are complete and living persons and ‘thetotality in an actud community which
stisfies the whole mind of theindividuals who compriseit’.®® At the same time one can
notice an increasing appreciation of the salf as an independent entity. Thisespeciadly
becomes gpparent in his discussion of the concept of authority. Authority is frequently
conceived of as being both external and coercive. It demands obedience and submission
without making any effort to apped to the persons whom it obliges. It is thus contrasted
with reason. Y et Oakeshott ingsts that one should make a distinction between causes and
grounds of any action or bdlief. Externd factors, such as commands, violence and so on,
may be regarded as causes, but they can never be the whole ground of abelief or action.
Nothing can oblige usto believe that a given atement is true unless we have reached
this conclusion by oursalves, and athough such a conclusion may be caused by the words
of a person whose knowledge we regard as authoritative, the whole ground of our
judgment lies esawhere. We can accept a statement astrue only if it is coherent with our
whole world of ideas, and such aworld is dways our own. In order to bered and truly
coercive the whole ground of authority must therefore lie within the internd world of

ideas. And if thisis so, there is no tenson between authority and reason. If only inner
judgment can be congdered as ultimately compelling, then ‘that which isredlly
authoritative in belief or action, so far from standing in contrast to reason, is reason in the

full sense of our world of idessin so far asit is a coherent whole.”°

Thus, on the one hand, Oakeshott’ sideasin this article belong to the tradition of Absolute
Idedlism. He consders the ate to be an ethicd community, and his criticiam of the view
of authority as something external is quite clearly directed against the utilitarian approach,
an approach associated with Bentham and Austin and regarded by the British Idedists as
their primary adversary. On the other hand, however, one can notice a certain changein
emphadis, an intimation of the ethical individudism of his later writings. This aspect

finds its expresson in the assartion that authority is something belonging to an inner
conviction of reason. Such aview does not necessarily contradict the beliefs of the

British Idedligts. Y et those Idedlists would hardly consider an individual mind to be
identical with reason and thusto entail aself-sufficent and find criterion. Rather, they
would take care to integrate an individua mind into a community of minds. Bradley’s
treatise on history might have stimulated Oakeshott,”* but in that treatise Bradley himself
was not necessarily an accomplished Idedlist and was even somewhat influenced by
positivism. Discussng authority, Oakeshott does not explicitly subscribeto
methodologicad holism, and thisis what makes him sound a more individudigtic tone.
Nothing in his article prevents us from understanding his postion asconsidering

individua conscience to be the criterion of our judgements.

Furthermore, in the late 1920s one can a so take note of Oakeshott’s growing interest and
familiarity with German idess, as he frequently quotes from German literary and
philosophical texts. That Oakeshott at this stage became fascinated with German thought
iIsno surprise. It was the German intellectud tradition that still maintained the

philosophica aspiration to reach the absolute truth long after more scientific-minded and

®9 1hid., p. 83.
0 1hid., p. 79.
"l See F.H. Bradley, The Presuppositions of Critical History (Don Mills: JM. Dent & Sons, 1968).
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sceptical trends spread through France and England. What isinteresting, however, isthat
inthe* 20s a radica new movement appeared which transformed the old humanigtic
school of German Idedlism into something very different. It caled for a spiritua
regeneration and at the same time conceived this regeneration in specificaly anti-
modernist terms. This movement, often associated with a so-called ‘life philosophy’, did
not espouse one systematic doctrine, yet its basic pogition can be summarised asthe view
that ‘lifein itsimmediacy is man's primary redlity’ .2 Quite often this view entailed the
rglection of al conceptua knowledge and consequently an empheas's on intuition, the
immediacy of perception, freedom and crestivity.

This worldview found many adherents, especidly among the post-war generation of
students. Oakeshott dlegedly participated in one such German movements, Wandervogel ,
‘an informa studert movement dedicated to nature-worship, camping out, and (according
to D.H. Lawrence) “freelove”’.”® Some of Oakeshott' s writings of that period are
certainly influenced by this experience. The emphass on subjective immediate ingght is
dient in his description of the meaning of religion, in which the experience of

‘presentness belonging to an individud saf acquires primary sgnificance, whilst God

and the church disappear. Thus, in ‘ The Importance of the Historical Element in
Chritianity’ (1928),"* Oakeshott criticises what looks like the German historicist
gpproach, while preserving the principle of individudity or uniqueness characterigtic of
that school. Only for Oakeshatt, this principle should be applied to present experience,
not to an analysis of the past.” * Life philosophy’ would criticise the established tradition
of German higtoricism in amilar terms. As Oakeshott says, religion demands ‘a
consciousness of the individuality of present experience’ .® Its new idedl isbeing
contemporary to onesdlf, and its essentia characterigtic lies ‘in its provison of the
actuality of the object of rdligious belief’.”” God is conspicuoudy absent from the entire
essay, or rather transformed into a shapeless term, ‘object’. Unlikethe Arigtotelian
esseentidism of hisearlier essays, this article is preoccupied with the inward world of
subjective experience rather than the world of things and their definitions.

This pogtion is presented in even more radicd termsin ‘Rdigion and the World
(1929),” where Oakeshott outlines the dichotomy between worldly and religious values.
He sees the difference between them being that the worldly system of vaues assigns
importance to everything outside a sdif, be it career, earthly achievements or
contributions to art and science, wheress the rdligious experience attributes value only to
theingght of asdf, gopraising everything according to whether it contributes to the
integrity of sdf at the present moment. Thus Oakeshott no longer speaks about the

2 Fritz Ringer, The Decline of the German Mandarins: The German Academic Community, 1890-1933
(Cambridge, Mass. Harvard University Press, 1969), p. 337.

"3 Robert Grant, Oakeshott (London: Claridge Press, 1990), p. 13.

74 Michael Oakeshott, ‘ The Importance of the Historical Element in Christianity’, in Religion, Politics and
the Moral Life, pp. 63-73.

7> On German historicism see Georg Iggers, The German Conception of History: The National Tradition of
Historical Thought from Herder to the Present (Middletown, Co: Wesleyan University Press, 1983).
Oakehsott clearly bears this tradition in mind, as he refers to Ernst Troeltsch’s Historismus und seine
Probleme (* The Importance of the Historical Element in Christianity’, p. 69n).

" The Importance of the Historical Element in Christianity’, p. 72.

" hid., p. 73.

8 Michael Oakeshott, ‘ Religion and the World', in Religion, Politics and the Moral Life, pp. 27-38.
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devotion to the highest idedl. It appears that under this view, mordity, patriotism or
attachment to God can be seen as merdly ‘secular’ concepts vauing external objects
rather than the present ingght of a sdlf. In acertain senseit is ill possble to provide an
interpretation of Oakeshott's view in which this dichotomy between the internd and
external will be overcome. For he speaks of present indght as being ‘a grasp of thething
itself’,”® without however mentioning God explicitly. A jump from extreme individuaism
to an ideaof holistic individuality was, in fact, not uncommon among Romantics® Yet
such an interpretation would do violence to the essay’ stext. It is quite clear here that
Oakeshott is less concerned with the question of totdity, and that there are Sgnificant
differences between this new mood and his writings of the mid-* 20s Previoudy the sdif
was understood as something transcending an individua, now it is argued that ‘the most
permanent and stable thing in life’ is‘our sdlves 2! Previoudly religion was described as
the true expression of the atachment to the eternd, the Truth, the Ultimate Redlity. Now
it is presented as being * smply life itsdlf, life dominated by the belief thet itsvalueisin
the present, not merely in the past or the future’ 22 Sounding amost like Ernst Jinger,
Oakeshott invests his hopes in the young generation of histime (to which of course he
himsaf beonged): * Conscience has made cowards of some generations, history and
tradition of others, but a generation which would be rdligious must be courageous enough

to achieve alife that is really contemporary’ 23

Thisis how Oakeshott came very close to an extreme form of quas- Nietzschean
aestheticism and nihilism. Y et he never crossed the line which separated him from those
trends. Having freed himsdf from the piety of his younger years, he did not go to the
other extreme. Moreover, his religious belief seemsto have been the factor which kept
him from adopting an extreme nihiligtic anti-modernist position. We have aready seen
how Oakeshott’ s adherence to Absolute Idedlism can be partly understood in the context
of his attachment to religion. Later, when he developed his mature philosophy and
abandoned Absolute Idealism, religion gradually receded from his thought.®* Perhaps he
no longer needed it, especialy as the tension between religion and the spirit of modernity
grew more apparent. However, in the late 1920s religion il played a prominent rolein
his writings, dthough in atransformed way. It did not alow that the loss of his belief in
unity would be replaced with despair or illusive activism. And Oakeshott kept some form
of religious beief until, in the end, he found a positive answer of his own to the problem
of modernity.

Another restraining factor was Oakeshott’ s philosophicd dispostion, which was so
strong that he would never be able to suppressit. The ‘life philosophy’ movement played
a liberating role in opening him towards an understanding of the limitations of his
combination of ancient philosophy and British Idedlism. Yet it did not lead him to regect

9 1hid., p. 37.

80 see Gerald Izenberg, Impossible Individuality: Romanticism, Revolution and the Origins of Modern
Selfhood, 1787-1802 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).

81 Religion and the World', p. 32.

8 1bid., p. 34.

83 hid., p. 36.

8 For other interpretations of Oakeshott’s view of religion, see Maurice Cowling, Religion and Public
Doctrine in Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980), pp. 251-82; Glenn
Worthington, ‘ Michael Oakeshott and the City of God’, Political Theory 28(3), 2000, pp. 377-98.

14



intdllectua vaduesin generd. The initid verdgon of hisfind responseto theloss of both
hisrdigious bdief in divinity and his philosophica attachment to totdity appeared in
Experience and Its Modes, and was to be refined in hislater writings. This response was
not some version of extreme subjectivism, but rather reconciliation with modernity by
percalving it asradica plurdity. Although Oakeshott reiterated his view of religion as
‘practicd experience in itsfullest” and ‘the conduct of lifef %> he reduced practical
experierceitsef to being one abstract mode of experience among others. He also rejected
the daims of intuition as being able to constitute immediate experience®® and in areview
published the same year he seemed to be critical of Lev Shestov’ s attempt to ground

philosophy on irrationdlist foundations®”

He confronted the state of intellectud fragmentation and overcame the limitations of
philosophy not with a rejection of reasoning and a praise of ‘life’, but with an atempt to
solidify the presuppositions of the fragmented ways of understanding redity. Histheory
of modes thereby provided standards for channdling themind' s activities even inthe
face of ashattered unity. Modernity then came to be regarded as characterised by the
coexistence of mutudly irrdlevant modes of experience. This became Oakeshott’ s find
philosophical position, and in its mgor characterigticsit was akin to the ideas of neo-
Kantians, most of whom were staunch critics of ‘life philosophy’. It entailed the rgjection
of that combination of Absolute Idedlism, life philosophy and religious moderniam that
wefind in hiswritings of the late * 20s.

His affar with Germany also came to an abrupt end. Having learned from German
thinkers much about the crisis of modernity, he refused to be seduced by the radicaism of
the solutions proposed by many of them. The enjoyment of modernity, not its rejection,
was at the heart of his philosophy. And when in 1943 he composed an essay about a
future peace settlement with Germany, its extremey anti-German sentiments could be
seen not only as ademondtration of wartime patriotism, but aso as an expression of the
feding of someone whose love had been crudlly betrayed.88 In alengthy and extremely
hogtile discussion of the German nationa character, Oakeshott described one of its main
traits as an exaggerated form of ‘ salf-consciousness aswel as lack of irony. But was not
that charge dso an exercise in sdf-criticiam, an admisson of once having gone astray
after something potentialy dangerous? If one looks at Oakeshott’ s writings of the * 20s
one findsin them agreat deal of pathos, often descending to rdligious narcissism, and a
complete lack of irony. He never again repeats this mistake of being so earnest in his
passions. From then onwards, dl hiswritings bear the unmigtakable imprint of deliberate
ironic detachment.

8 Micheal Oakeshott, Experience and Its Modes (Cambridge: University Press, 1933). p. 292.

8 |bid., pp. 21-25.

87 Michael Oakeshott, Review of L. Shestov, In Job’ s Balances, in Scrutiny 2(1), 1933, pp. 101-104.
8 Michael Oakeshott, ‘On Peace with Germany’, inWhat |s History? And Other Essays, pp. 133-160.
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