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| have been asked to comment on Oakeshott's critique of palitical science. In thinking about it |
have come to the conclusion that Oakeshott was not terribly interested in offering a critique of
political science as such, dthough he provided many of the e ements that must enter into a
critique of politicad science asitistoday: We dl know his critique of rationalism which can be
trandated into a critique of certain forms of policy science, epecidly those involving the belief
that politicsis about condructing permanent, trans-political solutions to problems of paliticd life.
We dso know what he thought about the integrity of the university as a specid place of study
for its own sake, and how that directed his thinking about appropriate ways of sudying politics
as opposed to engaging in palitics. And we know his effort to distinguish categorialy between
"conduct”" and "behavior" in thefirgt essay of On Human Conduct, which is perhgps the most
sustained argument he gave us that would contradict those aspects of the modern socid
sciences which seek to explain human conduct in terms that deny human agency.

Moreover, we must consider what the term "political science’ refersto. | shdl interpret the
question of this essay to mean, What sort of critique might be derived from Oakeshott's writings
of the political science, and generdly the socid science, that came to dominance in American
universities in the mid-twentieth century, in the era of the behaviord persuason? But even then
things are not effortlesdy clear. Insofar as we are consdering descriptive political science which
accepts the digtinction between scientific observation and practical evauation, we may be
deding with aform of politica science which, dthough not perhaps of greet interest to
Oakeshott, did not inevitably do violence to hisidea of the explanatory study of paliticsin the
univergty through higtorica and philosophicd investigation; the latter isaso criticd and
descriptive, disengaged from the advocacy that necessarily characterizes politica participation.
In addition, we cannot forget that, at the same time as the so-cdled behaviord revolution was
underway, the reviva of political philosophy was proceeding in the second hdf of the twentieth
century. There were severd different so-called revolutions going on a once.

Let us consder briefly the following statements by two mgjor representatives of politica science
of the mid-20th century, David Truman and Robert Dahl: According to Truman, the term
"behaviord sciences'

...1s sometimes used as an equivaent for the socia sciences...More narrowly, and
perhaps more accurately, the phrase refers to those bodies of knowledge, in whatever
academic department they may be found, that provide or aspire to provide >verified
principles of human behaviour through the use of methods of inquiry smilar to those of



the naturd sciences. (from "The Impact on Political Science of the Revolution in the
Behaviora Sciences' 1955)

According to Dahl,

the behaviord approach is an attempt to improve our understanding of politics by
seeking to explain the empirica agpects of palitica life by means of methods, theories,
and criteriaof proof that are acceptable according to the canons, conventions, and
assumptions of modern empirical science...the purpose is scientific. (From "The
Behaviord Approach in Political Science: Epitaph for a Monument to a Successful
Protest" 1961)

And Dahl explains, behaviordigs share(d)

A mood of skepticism about the current intellectua attainments of political science, a
mood of sympathy toward 'scientific’ modes of investigation and analys's, amood of
optimism about the possibilities of improving the study of palitics. (Ibid.)

This gpproach and mood was exemplified by the adoption of sample surveys, voting andysis
and prediction, smal group experiment, game theory and content analysis of communications.
The study of politica behavior opposed the traditiond ingtitutiona descriptive approaches.
Both Truman and Dahl, who accepted but were not swept away by the behaviora revolution,
concluded that the "revolution" was more in the employment of technique than in the
enlargement of ingght, ajudgment which makes sensetoday aswell. They saw that especidly
a the leve of large scale organizations and indtitutions these methods did not sgnally add to our
understanding beyond wheat traditiona intelligent appraisal had provided. Neverthdess, it was
"pragmatism, factmindedness, confidence in science” that reigned (Dahl). What was meant by
"improving" the study of politics remained ambiguous given that the improvement might mean
becoming more "scientific” or it might mean becoming more reevant and influentid in policy-
making - or, often, it ssemed to mean both of these a once with whatever contradictions the
combination might entail.

The movement was "anti-lvory Tower" and increasingly included direct interaction with and
participation in government and nationd politics. What was sought was a"science of the
political process' (Dahl quoting Truman) in an effort to surmount the "impressonigic.” Indl of
this there was a strong emphasis on the scientific necessity to separate the "whet is' from the
"what ought to be'" while, a the same time, there was dso a growingly intense desire for what
we now fashionably cal "civic engagement” or bringing enlightenment to the ordinary citizens
who ill live(d) in aworld of mereimpressions. According to Dahl,

The behavioraly minded student of paliticsis prepared to describe vaues as empiricd
data; but qua"scientist” he seeksto avoid prescription or inquiry into the ground on
which judgments of vaue can properly be made.



Thetask of evauation might, Dahl thought, properly belong to the palitical philosopher,

But the problem of the politica philosopher who wishes to engage in politica evauation
in asophisticated way is rendered ever more formidable by the products of the
behaviora mood.

What Dahl was saying is that the more data aggregated to describe what is going on in palitics,
the more difficult it becomes to make judgments as to what ought to be done and the palitica
philosopher, as Dahl understood the political philosopher, is caught between a " gerile medium
free from contamination by brute facts' and the kaleidoscopic swirl of dl that is going on at any
given moment. Isthe palitical philosopher engaged in paliticsin a peculiar way or is he doing
something else? Ultimately, Oakeshott offered his own quite clear answer to this question when
he asserted that the philosophica study of politicsis not the continuation of politics by other
means. In this respect, an Oakeshottian student of palitics is not caught in the way Dahl
describes because hisaim is not to "unify theory and praxis' in the firg place.

Y et it does not seem that Oakeshott's position need reject careful empirica description of
politica activity or deny the distinction between the "what is' and the "what ought to be" for the
observer. After dl, when he famoudy asserted that paliticsisthe "pursuit of intimations' he was
attempting a non-eva uative description of what is going on in politics. He wanted to express
what politics must involve no matter what claims to the contrary may be made. Theflaw in
ideologies and in sciences of palicy isthat they condtitute a misunderstanding of what the
character of politica activity actualy is. Oakeshott did not need to engage in arguments over
the preferred policies as a philosophica student of politics. His overt criticism of particular
policies was directed principaly towards identifying this misunderstanding and not towards
offering his preferred dternaives. This reveds dso the basis for the common critique of his
skeptica conservatism by neo-conservatives.

In short, | do not think Oakeshott was offended by the prospect of more detailed and accurate
descriptions of the redlities of palitics, and he clearly regjected the view of the political
philosopher as a specid kind of politica activist who can produce sophisticated judgments of
what ought to be done without being contaminated by the partisanship involved in prescription.
Implicit in the formulations of Truman and of Dahl is, | believe, an admission of the need for a
more profound rethinking of politica science than they were to undertake but which, in his own
way, | believe Oakeshott actualy achieved - not by participating in the standard political science
of hisday, but by identifying the fundamenta confusionsthat are at the heart of the enterprise of
modern socid science as a manifestation of modern rationaism.

The two most important contributions to a critique of the socia sciences we get from Oakeshott
ae 1) Theidentification of human beings as inteligent agents responding to their circumstances,

who must be understood in terms of the reasons they have for what they do; 2) The explanation
of what distinguishes a university as a place of learning from anything ese, which leadsto



designating what the univerdty study of palitics can be qua universty sudy. Thereismuchin
modern politica science that is not incompatible with what Oakeshott argued. The difficulty lies
more with the weakness of philosophic understanding within modern political science. What
followsisabrief outline of eements of Oakeshott's thinking on the basis of which a satement of
the advantages and disadvantages of modern politica science might be attempted.

Here | wish to explore what Oakeshott had to say about university educeation, with attention to
the study of politicsin the university, and aso in connection with his remarks on the concept of
"human nature." Aswe know, Oakeshott wrote a number of occasiona essays both on school
and univergity education and on learning and teaching. Much of what he said was occasoned
by the dramatic changes that began to overtake education both in Britain and in North America
after World War 1l. The changes, and the confusion they have wrought in thought about
education, affected al that he wrote on these subjects.

Among the changes, was the growing prominence of an autonomous discipline of politica
science, or palitics or government as it has been varioudy caled. This carried with it adesire
of the practitionersin the field to carve out a specid identity for themsdlves, in part in emulation
of the study of economics. Oakeshott pointed us to the fact that, when a disciplinary inquiry
intrudes either newly, or more prominently than in the pagt, the issue of "appropriateness’ arises.
That is, What doesit mean to sudy something in the way thet things are sudied in the
univergty? By gating it this way, Oakeshott was ingsting on the integrity of the universty asa
place whose character was to be determined by something other than current issues and
controverses. Thuswe mugt reflect on what is the animating spirit or idea of the univerdty asa
gpecid sort of inditution. What makes a unviergity a universty and not an adjunct of something
else? Oakeshott's comments on the study of paliticsin auniversty are agood test of his
philosophy of university education generaly. Inwhat follows, | intend also to tie these
congderations to his remarks on the concept of a human nature; they illuminate each other. Let
us begin with the sudy of politics.

Politicsis to be sudied in amanner appropriate for auniversty. If auniversty isto includethe
Sudy of palitics, it should be in the manner that sudiesin universties generdly have. If that isto
occur, we must have a clear idea of what digtinguishes a university education from any other
kind of education. We need to grasp the idea of a university in order to understand in turn what
the university study of politics might be. Over the years, Oakeshott asked himself a number of
questions. How does university education differ from school education, from vocationd
education, from professiond training? Briefly, he answered as follows:

School Education isthe acquisition of €ements necessary for further learning before it can be
clear to what purposes or ends they may be put. It islearning to say things before one has
anything sgnificant to say. Vocationd education is acquiring one or areated set of killsto
perform tasks of current interest and value to one's society. For example, to learn how to make



use of the technologicd fruit of science without necessarily engaging in scientific inquiry which
may well be gppropriate to university sudy. Professond training involves the acquisition of
skills and techniques at an advanced level that may often presuppose university education but is
separable from it and directed to different ends.

Oakeshott offered a variety of ways of thinking about the character of university education in
"The Study of Politicsin aUniversty” in Rationalismin Palitics (the following quotations refer
to pages in the New, Expanded Edition (Liberty Fund, 1991):

He sad, university education is 1) initiation into a civilization: the "emotions, beliefs, images,
ideas, manners of thinking, languages skills, practices and manners of activity out of which
[culturd artifacts] are generated” (187) University education is 2) "a conversation being carried
on between avariety of human activities, each speaking with avoice, or in alanguage of its
own...the relations between them are not those of assertion and denid but the conversationa
relationships of acknowledgment and accommodation.” (187) University education is 3) where
we learn "to recognize oursalves in the mirror of this civilization.” (188) University education 4)
provides, Socraticdly, for "teaching people how to be ignorant...the recognition of something
absent.” (192) University education 5) is education in languages rather than literatures,
explanatory not prescriptive languages (193). University education 6) is where teachers are
aso learners, engaged to learn something other than what they teach.

These thoughts taken together offer us atricky combination of engagement and disengagement:
The activity of the university isthat of "continuoudy recovering what has been logt, restoring
what has been neglected, collecting together what has been disspated, repairing what has been
corrupted, recongdering, reshaping, reorganizing, making more intdligible, reissuing and
reinvesting. In principle, it works undistracted by practical concerns...” (194) Itisa"manifold
of different intellectud activities, a conversation between different modes of thinking..." (196)
"What a univerdty hasto offer is not information but practice in thinking...some understanding of
what it isto think higtoricaly, mathematically, scientificaly, or philosophicaly.” (197) This means
learning what it isto explain something historicaly, mathematicaly, scientificdly, or
philosophicaly.

From this pergpective Oakeshott sets forth, we can dso see that it isingppropriate in the
university to spesk of education as explaining something politicaly. "Explaining pdliticaly” is
not, in the university context, explaining a dl. By its nature, to Soesk politicaly isto spesk
prescriptively and practicaly, and not explanatorily.

Thus, if we areto study paliticsin a university, we must find away to do so that is
digtinguishable from the practice of palitics. The university study of paliticsis ingppropriately
understood if it is taken to be learning how to succeed in palitics, or to be developing abstract
argumentsin favor of palitical opinions held in the practica sphere of human activity. Univeraty
study, in short, is not the carrying on of palitics by other means, but something categoriadly
different. Itisnot avocationd education, nor an exhortation, nor speech making.



"The language of politicsisthe language of desire and averson, of preference and
choice, of approva and disgpprovd, of praise and blame, of persuasion, injunction,
accusation and threet. It isthe language in which we make promises, ask for support,
recommend belief and actions, devise and commend adminigrative expedients and
organize the beliefs and opinions of others in such amanner that policy may be
effectively and economicaly executed; in short, it is the language of everyday, practica
life" (206)

Neverthdess, for Oakeshott, politics can be an object of study. The study of politics would
examine the activity from a vantage point that is not that of its practitioners. And, for

Oakeshott, the most promising ways to study politics are to study it philosophicaly and
higoricaly. The philosophica study of politicsis not, then, the shoring up, or undermining, of
politica opinions. Rather, it involves the effort to identify the ditinguishing characterigtics of
politicd activity. Thisis condgtent with Oakeshott's understanding of philosophy: to identify the
distinguishing features of an organized activity, the features without which the activity being
examined would look different and be something e se dtogether. All human activities are mixed
together in some degree. Every digtinguishable mode of activity will have numerous adventitious
features. The philosopher's task isto digtinguish what is indispensable to identification of an
activity from the extraneous features that are aways present. A philosophical description of an
activity will thus never be merdly a description of dl thet is going on among those who engagein
the activity. Rather, it will show what is presupposed necessarily and unavoidably in the activity
for it to operate asit does. Thisis Oakeshott's verson of the"What is..." question famoudy
associated with the Socratic inquiry as portrayed in the Platonic did ogues.

We can see how Oakeshott gpproaches this in such remarks as when he says that much of what
goes on in the name of the study of politics bespeaks the "insatiable curiogty of a concierge...A
spurious academic focus for whatever politica interest there might be about.” (208) Others who
have noticed this, and with whom Oakeshott could be expected to be in sympathy, have
counseled usto return to the Great Books, suggesting perhaps that we might be saved by
reading them. But Oakeshott offers a sober warning about the manner in which such reading
often has been conducted: "as a mixture between the manner in which one might read an out-of-
date textbook on nava architecture and the manner in which one might study a current election
manifesto. The result was that we were dive only to the palitica quaintness (or enormity) of
these books, and our attention was narrowed down to listening ether for the political faux pas
or for the echoes of paliticad modernity.” (208-9)

In short, Oakeshott counsdl's againgt reading the great books for ideologica purposes.
Somehow we must read them, as he would say, explanatorily, not prescriptively. We must
acknowledge, of course, that the works of palitica philosophy often have in them a mixture of
explanaion and prescription. Human beings being what they are, it israre to avoid this
confusion of categories, to mix together the practical and the philosophicd. But this
congderation itself is one by which Oakeshott 1ooks to measure the greatness of awork of



politica philosophy: its greainessis proportiond to the degree it maintains clarity regarding this
digtinction and seeks to honor it. He thought that only afew had made great achievementsin
thisway: Plato and Arigtotle, Aquinas on law, Hobbes and Spinoza, Hegd - these were
exemplary for him. They are so because in encountering them, Oakeshott thought, we
encounter offered explanations not of what politics should be but of what it must be, and we
encounter, & the same time, efforts to think in agenuinely philosophical manner.

Also, with respect to the study of history, the aim isto study the past as the historian studies the
past, not as the palitician may choose to make use of the past for his present purposesin
recommending or opposing dternative courses of action.  In his essays on the study of history,
from the famous chapter in Experience and its Modes to "The Activity of Being an Historian"
to the essaysin On History, Oakeshott spelled out a distinction between the practical use of the
past for such things as the drawing of mora lessons, and the study of the past "for its own
sake," adigdinction which Hegd firgt worked out in the Introduction to the Philosophy of
History. Hegd dso, of course, tied his reflections on philasophy to his reflections on higtory.

The philosopher is ever conscious of the fact that to act in the world of practice one must
suspend criticism in respect of assumptions that underpin the action. Philosophy is not
everything, practice is not everything; the two cannot be onething. They are categoridly
digtinct. One cannot serve the other without compromising its distinctive activity. Thisisnot to
say that philosophers cannot act. Nor isit to say that politicians cannot philosophize. But what
is often missed isthat they cannot do both a once. Needlessto say, the austerity of
Oakeshott's view of the matter is not widely acknowledged, and it remains controversid.

The higorian's activity isto understand the past, S0 to speak, for its own sake, and to do so by
confining himsdlf to explaining what past actors thought they were doing in terms of their
understanding of their circumstances and how to respond to them. Further, the historian will
seek to say what can be supported by as complete as possible consideration of the surviving
evidence of past actions as knowable to usin the present.

Of course, we know that many people approach philosophy and history as if they were specid
forms of practicd life. Such has dways been the case and such very likely will dways be the
case. Here we see part of what, for Oakeshott, makes the university a unique ingtitution. For
the university is a place set asde for examining the world in explanatory modes such as those
employed by philosophers and historians. The univergity uniquely offers the opportunity for the
disengagement which permits this to happen. It is sgnificant because no other placeis peculiarly
st asde for this purpose dthough there are many other places where important forms of
reflective activity occur. Actud universities are dways mixtures of the prescriptive and the
explanatory because they are congregations of human beings, not just of scholars qua scholars.
But if we wish to specify what it isthat the univerdity offers uniquely, Oakeshatt is proposing
that it must be what he has described. 1n short, he seeksto ducidate the "ided" of a university
asits guide and anchor amidst al the distractions and cross purposes of life, and in the face of
the changes to university curricula of the past haf century.



Importantly, Oakeshott is arguing that the study of paliticsis not a"science’ as we commonly
understand the word today and it is not "retrospective palitics,” or avocation. Ashe putsit, "a
philosopher is never concerned with a condition of things but only with a manner of explanation,
and of recognizing that the only thing that matters in a philosophic argument is its coherence, its
intdligibility, its power to illuminate and its fertility." (215)

And, he concludes, "our proper businessis not with politics at al but with teaching, in
connection with poalitics, how to manage the 'languages of history and philasophy and how to
distinguish them and their different sorts of utterance.” (218)

Often, at this point, the question is raised whether we are not in such desperate dtraits that we
must set aside these austere limits and set the crooked paths of our world straight. To this sort
of comment Oakeshott used to respond by saying, fird, there has never been atime when we
were not in such graits and we should take care not to think that we uniquely can exempt
oursdlves from the congderations he is discussing; second, if there is a danger in thinking politics
iseverything, or that al important human activities must serve palitics, then the diginctions he is
making help to remind us that politicsis necessary, but it is not everything; thet there is every
chance for digllusonment if one thinks that meaning must resde only in the sphere of politicd
action. Politics must be atended to, but it also should be kept in its place. The continued
exigence of univergties - more importantly, the continued presence of the idea of a university
within those inditutions we cdl universties - kegps dive this posshility, and thus what
Oakeshott took to be the genius of our civilization.

| have purposely begun with Oakeshott's views on the study of paliticsin a universty rather than
with his thoughts on human nature, but | intend to turn to the latter now and to connect them
with what he hasto say about univerdties. What connects themis hisidea that human beings
must learn to be human, they must learn how to become something they can imagine becoming,
and that thisisamgor agpect of what it meansfor usto clam that we are free beings.

After many years of discussing Oakeshott's thought both with his admirers and his critics, | have
learned that one of the great sumbling blocks for many is his denid that there is something
caled "human nature" and, dlied with this, his denid of atdeologicd view of human beings.
The question of human nature and that of teleology are complex and nat, | think, obvious.

For example, Oakeshott certainly does think there are features that distinguish human beings
from any other kinds of being. They are, for instance, reflective, interpreting beings who
respond to their environments according to what those environments mean to them.  Indeed, he
thinks they cannot do otherwise. Freedom, he thought, was intelligent response. And he
thought that this faculty of intelligent responseistrue of every human being without exception.
This does not mean that there are not more and less successful responses, wider and narrower



undergtlandings of the circumstances eliciting response, better and worse judgments, and so on.
But it does mean that there is acommon denominator of being human. It means dso that to be
ahuman being isto be free because intdligent. One could dramétize it by saying we are
condemned to the orded of freedom because we are conscious beings and thus must endlessly
respond. We cannot escape being free. Thisisimportant in those aspects of Oakeshott's work
where he defends the achievement of the modern European sate as a civil order of individuals
able to live with each other satifactorily, without agreeing on everything, but yet abiding by the
rule of law established in the acknowledgment of an authority entrusted with law-making power.
In this respect, Oakeshott thought that modern European history was the story of how the
ancient relations of command and obedience were gradudly transformed into the relaionship of
authority and acknowledgment, avison of an orderly existence which was possible without
massive threats of force, and, moreover, avison which was, at least to asignificant degree,
made red by the imaginative efforts of modern people to shape ingtitutions gppropriate to their
asoirdion.

But when we start speaking of human nature, he thought, we quickly get into making check lists
of abdtractions which in and of themsdves are unlikely to give us much guidance in practice,
athough it is often thought that we might deduce important lessons from them. For Oakeshott,
thisisamixing of the categories of explanation and prescription. At times, theinvocation of a
doctrine of human nature dmost resembles an incantetion asif to recite it isto ward off evils.
Some forms of thisidea of human nature are incompatible with the full recognition of the
radicaly free character of human beings understood as intelligent respondents to their
surroundings. Such beings, even if they adopt a doctrine of human nature, must till figure out
what they are going to do here and now in specific circumstances with certain resources and not
others. How they are to do this hasto be learned. Adopting such doctrines cannot guarantee
success. It seemsto follow that rgjecting them is not a guarantee of failure. In fact, Oakeshott
tended to think that there is a certain mystery to the living of life which no doctrine, no theory,
can explain avay. And | believe that he thought he was not far from Arigtotle in thisif you
congder 1) that Aristotle, in the Nicomachean Ethics, criticizes the idea that we can deduce
from the Good whét to do in practice and that 2) the study of moral conduct is not a substitute
for the making of mord decisons; thereis no formulafor making mora decisons even if there
are consderations that enter into making mora decisions that we would be wise to keep in
mind. In this respect, | suppose Oakeshott thought that Aristotle was observing the distinction
between explanation of the observable features of al mora action and trying to prescribe
abstractly to people what they ought to do here and now in this case under these conditions.
One can undergtand the difference between a human being trying to act in amordly responsible
way and ajudgment we might make asto what he actudly does and what we think of it.

Oakeshott was nat, in other words, targeting Aristotle or classicd palitica science when he
questioned the idea of a human nature or ateleology. | am not saying they would have agreed,
but | am saying that they could have recognized what they were talking about. Oakeshott's real
opponent was those modern reductionists who try to show that human conduct can be reduced
to behavior which can be explained in terms of genetics or sociobiology. He did not think



Arigtotle wanted to do this. But Oakeshott aso wanted to trace out what one redlly hasto
accept if one acknowledges the intringc freedom of human beings.

Oakeshott said that a human being is"in himsdf what heisfor himsdf." ("A Place of Learning”
in The Voice of Liberal Learning, 1989, p.19) He meant that each of us, without exception,
actsin accord with what we understand ourselves to be and with what we imagine to oursaves
we might become. Thisis an undertaking which goes with being human, and from birth to deeth
we cannot avoid it. We are never fixed or finished, athough we might have the good fortune to
reach a certain sability of sef-understanding which dlows usto navigate the sea of lifeona
more or lesseven ked. Moreover, if the modern eraiis the erain which we explore the farthest
possible reaches of individud human expression - the era, as Hegel famoudy proclamed, in
which dl are free - we dso must learn how to live with the staggering diversity of human
possibilities that has been unleashed. No two of us are identical and no single abstract model of
what it means to have afulfilling lifewill cover al cases. The fecundity of human goods cannot
be contained in any single doctrine. The range of our experience outstrips every effort to
organize and contral it once and for dl. The fundamentd issue of modernity, from this
perspective, isto learn what might be called the right use of our freedom. But that cannot be
resolved by any single modd for to ingst on such amode isto deny the truth about what
universal human freedom redlly represents.  Oakeshott thought that this truth about us was
aways true but that only in recent history have we begun to appreciate the full impact of this
truth.

A human being can certainly have ends, but those ends must be chosen and subscribed to, and
continualy interpreted throughout the time of our lives. Such ends cannot be understood to
have been dictated or imposed from some other source than human sdf-understanding. Itisin
the choosing of ends that we order oursalves to a point without ceasing to be the free beings of
intelligent response. Indeed, to want such an independent base is to want not to be free which
isto want not to be human.

Thus, evenif thereisafind end for man - and | mysdf do not rule that out - for it to be
meaningful to us we must continualy interpret it for ourselves. What this may produce is sets of
individuas associated in conversation which, as we have seen, is, for Oakeshott, perhaps the
mogt didtinctively human activity: What he cdlls the conversation of mankind.

The univerdty as the place uniquely attached to conversation among voices of different modes
of knowing the world is the place where the fullest possible recognition of humanity can occur,
abeit the university cannot encompass the full range of human activity without losing its identity.
It isaso important for Oakeshott that we avoid the conclusion that practica action, the practica
life, isthe definitive life and that dl other forms of knowing and acting are peculiar offshoots of
the practicd life. The univergity isnot, for him as we saw, a place for continuing the practicd life
by other means; rather, it is the place where categoridly different activities such as history,
philosophy, science may flourish on their own terms as voices different in kind from the voice of
politics. And there are other voices that may flourish in the univerdaty but may dso arise



elsawhere such asthe voice of the poet or of the musician or artist. For Oakeshott, the world is
as much play asit iswork.

For Oakeshott, the modern condtitutional state with the rule of law, and the modern university
when trueto itsides, are the ingtitutions that sustain aworld of people who have learned to think
of themsdlves as free and capable of sdf-regulation. It isaworld both astonishing and
disturbing, and many are prone to despair or gpocaypse or utopian expectations. But thereis
init dso, perhaps, a profound revelaion of what it isto be human. There are those who would
rip it gpart and burn it down, those who would unify what isintringcaly diverse, those who
believeit has dl been aterrible mistake. But for Oakeshott it is the way we live now and, so far
aspossible, if we respond to it conversationdly, we will have a prospect of rationd freedom -
which is not the same as a life without mysteries - and the occasional experience of the grace of
life. These congderations might condtitute a start on a proper critique of modern politica
science.



