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Michael Oakeshott

Michael Joseph Oakeshott (1901-90), was an historian by training, who
graduated at Cambridge in 1923, and became a fellow of Gonville and
Caius College, Cambridge two years later. In 1951 he was appointed to the
University Chair in political science at the LSE, from which he retired in
1968. From the point of view of conservative thinking, his most important
works are Rationalism in Politics and other essays (1962), from which
one of the extracts below is taken, On Human Conduct (1975), and On
History and other essays (1983).

Oakesholt’s central concern was to defend a vision of ‘civil association’,

as he called it, in which the conservative respect for custom, prejudice and

tradition is reconciled with liberal values, and with an idea of the state as
standing aloof from the affairs of society. His attack on rationalism and
ideology strikes at the heart of socialist politics, which he criticizes for its
attempt to find a single goal behind which the whole of political life can be
conscripted. By contrast to socialism, Oakeshott presents a picture of
politics as a ‘conversation’, in which no voice prevails, and whose purpose
is to engage the participants, but not to reach a goal. As with Aristotle, if
is friendship, rather than contract, which is the root of political order: an
idea which Oakesholt sets within the context of a subtle, if elusive, theory
of human nature.

From ‘On Being Conservative’

To be conservative is to be disposed to think and behave in certain
manners; it is to prefer certain kinds of conduct and certain condi-
tions of human circumstances to others; it is to be disposed to
make certain kinds of choices. And my design here is to construe
this disposition as it appears in contemporary character, rather
than to transpose it into the idiom of general principles.

The general characteristics of this disposition are not difficult to
discern, although they have often been mistaken. They centre
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upon a propensity to use and to enjoy what is available rather than
to wish for or to look for something else; to delight in what is

present rather than what was or what may be. Reflection may
bring to light an appropriate gratefulness for what is available, and
consequently the acknowledgment of a gift or an inheritance from
the past; but there is no mere idolizing of what is past and gone.
What is esteemed is the present; and it is esteemed not on account
of its connections with a remote antiquity, nor because it is recog-
nized to be more admirable than any possible alternative, but on
account of its familiarity: not, Verweile doch, du bist so schin ['Stay
awhile, you are so beautiful: Goethe, Faust, II, V], but, Stay with me
because I am attached to you. . . .

To be conservative, then, is to prefer the familiar to the un-
known, to prefer the tried to the untried, fact to mystery, the actual
to the possible, the limited to the unbounded, the near to the
distant, the sufficient to the superabundant, the convenient to the
perfect, present laughter to utopian bliss. Familiar relationships
and loyalties will be preferred to the allure of more profitable
attachments; to acquire and to enlarge will be less important than to
keep, to cultivate and to enjoy; the grief of loss will be more acute
than the excitement of novelty or promise. It is to be equal to one’s
own fortune, to live at the level of one’s own means, to be content
with the want of greater perfection which belongs alike to oneself
and one’s circumstances. With some people this is itself a choice: in
others it is a disposition which appears, frequently or less fre-
quently, in their preferences and aversions, and is not itself chosen
or specifically cultivated. . . .

Changes are without effect only upon those who notice nothing,
who are ignorant of what they possess and apathetic to their
circumstances; and they can be welcomed indiscriminately only by
those who esteem nothing, whose attachments are fleeting and
who are strangers to love and affection. The conservative disposi-
tion provokes neither of these conditions: the inclination to enjoy
what is present and available is the opposite of ignorance and
apathy and it breeds attachment and affection. Consequently, it is
averse from change, which appears always, in the first place, as
deprivation. A storm which sweeps away a copse and transforms a
favourite view, the death of friends, the sleep of friendship, the
desuetude of customs of behaviour, the retirement of a favourite
clown, involuntary exile, reversals of fortune, the loss of abilities
enjoyed and their replacement by others — these are changes, none
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perhaps without its compensations, which the man of conservative
temperament unavoidably regrets. But he has difficulty in recon-
ciling himself to them, not because what he has lost in them was
intrinsically better than any alternative might have been or was
incapable of improvement, nor because what takes its place is
inherently incapable of being enjoyed, but because what he has
lost was something he actually enjoyed and had learned how to
enjoy and what takes its place is something to which he has
acquired no attachment. Consequently, he will find small and slow
changes more tolerable than large and sudden; and he will value
highly every appearance of continuity. Some changes, indeed, will
present no difficulty; but, again, this is not because they are
manifest improvements but merely because they are easily assimi-
lated: the changes of the seasons are mediated by their recurrence
and the growing up of children by its continuousness. And, in
general, he will accommodate himself more readily to changes
which do not offend expectation than to the destruction of what
seems to have no ground of dissolution within itself.

Moreover, to be conservative is not merely to be averse from
change (which may be an idiosyncrasy); it is also a manner of
accommodating ourselves to changes, an activity imposed upon all
men. For, change is a threat to identity, and every change is an
emblem of extinction. But a man’s identity (or that of a community)
is nothing more than an unbroken rehearsal of contingencies, each
at the mercy of circumstance and each significant in proportion to
its familiarity. It is not a fortress into which we may retire, and the
only means we have of defending it (that is, ourselves) against the
hostile forces of change is in the open field of our experience; by
throwing our weight upon the foot which for the time being is
most firmly placed, by cleaving to whatever familiarities are not
immediately threatened and thus assimilating what is new without
becoming unrecognizable to ourselves. The Masai, when they
were moved from their old country to the present Masai reserve in
Kenya, took with them the names of their hills and plains and
rivers and gave them to the hills and plains and rivers of the new
country. And it is by some such subterfuge of conservatism that
every man or people compelled to suffer a notable change avoids
the shame of extinction.

Changes, then, have to be suffered; and a man of conservative
temperament (that is, one strongly disposed to preserve his iden-
tity) cannot be indifferent to them. In the main, he judges them by
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the disturbance they entail and, like everyone else, deploys his
resources to meet them. The idea of innovation, on the other hand,
is improvement. Nevertheless, a man of this temperament will not
himself be an ardent innovator. In the first place, he is not inclined
to think that nothing is happening unless great changes are afoot
and therefore he is not worried by the absence of innovation: the
use and enjoyment of things as they are occupies most of his
attention. Further, he is aware that not all innovation is, in fact,
improvement; and he will think that to innovate without improv-
ing is either designed or inadvertent folly. Moreover, even when
an innovation commends itself as a convincing improvement, he
will look twice at its claims before accepting them. From his point
of view, because every improvement involves change, the disrup-
tion entailed has always to be set against the benefit anticipated.
But when he has satisfied himself about this, there will be other
considerations to be taken into the account. Innovating is always
an equivocal enterprise, in which gain and loss (even excluding the
loss of familiarity) are so closely interwoven that it is exceedingly
difficult to forecast the final upshot: there is no such thing as an
unqualified improvement. For, innovating is an activity which
generates not only the ‘improvement’ sought, but a new and
complex situation of which this is only one of the components. The
total change is always more extensive than the change designed;
and the whole of what is entailed can neither be foreseen nor
circumscribed. Thus, whenever there is innovation there is the
certainty that the change will be greater than was intended, that
there will be loss as well as gain and that the loss and the gain will
not be equally distributed among the people affected; there is the
chance that the benefits derived will be greater than those which
were designed; and there is the risk that they will be off-set by
changes for the worse.

From all this the man of conservative temperament draws some
appropriate conclusions. First, innovation entails certain loss and
possible gain, therefore, the onus of proof, to show that the
proposed change may be expected to be on the whole beneficial,
rests with the would-be innovator. Secondly, he believes that the
more closely an innovation resembles growth (that is, the more
clearly it is intimated in and not merely imposed upon the situa-
tion) the less likely it is to result in a preponderance of loss.
Thirdly, he thinks that an innovation which is a response to some

specific defect, one designed to redress some specific disequilibrium,
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is more desirable than one which springs from a notion of a
generally improved condition of human circumstances, and is far
more desirable than one generated by a vision of perfection.
Consequently, he prefers small and limited innovations to large
and indefinite. Fourthly, he favours a slow rather than a rapid
pace, and pauses to observe current consequences and make
appropriate adjustments. And lastly, he believes the occasion to be
important; and, other things being equal, he considers the most
favourable occasion for innovation to be when the projected
change is most likely to be limited to what is intended and least
likely to be corrupted by undesired and unmanageable conse-
quences.

The disposition to be conservative is, then, warm and positive in
respect of enjoyment, and correspondingly cool and critical in
respect of change and innovation: these two inclinations support
and elucidate one another. The man of conservative temperament
believes that a known good is not lightly to be surrendered for an
unknown better. He is not in love with what is dangerous and
difficult; he is unadventurous; he has no impulse to sail uncharted
seas; for him there is no magic in being lost, bewildered or ship-
wrecked. If he is forced to navigate the unknown, he sees virtue in
heaving the lead every inch of the way. What others plausibly
identify as timidity, he recognizes in himself as rational prudence;
what others interpret as inactivity, he recognizes as a disposition to
enjoy rather than to exploit. He is cautious, and he is disposed to
indicate his assent or dissent, not in absolute, but in graduated
terms. He eyes the situation in terms of its propensity to disrupt
the familiarity of the features of his world. . . .

How, then, are we to construe the disposition to be conservative
in respect of politics? And in making this inquiry what I am
interested in is not merely the intelligibility of this disposition in
any set of circumstances, but its intelligibility in our own contem-
porary circumstances. . . .

Let us begin at what I believe to be the proper starting-place; not
in the empyrean, but with ourselves as we have come to be. I and
my neighbours, my associates, my compatriots, my friends, my
enemies and those who I am indifferent about, are people engaged
in a great variety of activities. We are apt to entertain a multiplicity
of opinions on every conceivable subject and are disposed to
change these beliefs as we grow tired of them or as they prove
unserviceable. Each of us is pursuing a course of his own; and
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there is no project so unlikely that somebody will not be found to
engage in it, no enterprise so foolish that somebody will not
undertake it. There are those who spend their lives trying to sell
copies of the Anglican Catechism to the Jews. And one half of the

world is engaged in trying to make the other half want what it has
hitherto never felt the lack of. We are all inclined to be passionate

about our own concerns, whether it is making things or selling
them, whether it is business or sport, religion or learning, poetry,
drink or drugs. Each of us has preferences of his own. For some,
the opportunities of making choices (which are numerous) ar:
invitations readily accepted; others welcome them less eagerly o
even find them burdensome. Some dream dreams of new and
better worlds: others are more inclined to move in familiar paths cr
even to be idle. Some are apt to deplore the rapidity of change,
others delight in it; all recognize it. At times we grow tired and fall
asleep: it is a blessed relief to gaze in a shop window and see
nothing we want; we are grateful for ugliness merely because it
repels attention. But, for the most part, we pursue happiness by
seeking the satisfaction of desires which spring from one another
inexhaustably. We enter into relationships of interest and of emo-
tion, of competition, partnership, guardianship, love, friendship,
jealousy and hatred, some of which are more durable than others.
We make agreements with one another; we have expectations
about one another’s conduct; we approve, we are indifferent and
we disapprove. This multiplicity of activity and variety of opinion
s apt to produce collisions: we pursue courses which cut across
those of others, and we do not all approve the same sort of
conduct. But, in the main, we get along with one another, some-
times by giving way, sometimes by standing fast, sometimes in =
compromise. Our conduct consists of activity assimilated to that of
others in small, and for the most part unconsidered and unob-
trusive, adjustments.

Why all this should be so, does not matter. It is not necessarilv
so. A different condition of human circumstance can easily be
imagined, and we know that elsewhere and at other times activity
is, or has been, far less multifarious and changeful and opinion far
less diverse and far less likely to provoke collision; but, by and
large, we recognize this to be our condition. It is an acquired
condition, though nobody designed or specifically chose it in
preference to all others. It is the product, not of ‘human nature’ let
loose, but of human beings impelled by an acquired love of making
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choices for themselves. And we know as little and as much about
where it is leading us as we know about the fashion in hats of
twenty years’ time or the design of motor-cars.

sSurveying the scene, some people are provoked by the absence
of order and coherence which appears to them to be its dominant
feature; its wastefulness, its frustration, its dissipation of human
energy, its lack not merely of a premeditated destination but even
of any discernible direction of movement. It provides an excite-
ment similar to that of a stock-car race; but it has none of the
satisfaction of a well-conducted business enterprise. Such people
are apt to exaggerate the current disorder; the absence of plan is so
conspicuous that the small adjustments, and even the more mass-
ive arrangements, which restrain the chaos seem to them nuga-
tory; they have no feeling for the warmth of untidiness but only for
its inconvenience. But what is significant is not the limitations of
their powers of observation, but the turn of their thoughts. They
feel that there ought to be something that ought to be done to
convert this so-called chaos into order, for this is no way for
rational human beings to be spending their lives. Like Apollo
when he saw Daphne with her hair hung carelessly about her
neck, they sigh and say to themselves: “‘What if it were properly
arranged.” Moreover, they tell us that they have seen in a dream
the glorious, collisionless manner of living proper to all mankind,
and this dream they understand as their warrant for seeking to
remove the diversities and occasions of conflict which distinguish
our current manner of living. Of course, their dreams are not all
exactly alike; but they have this in common: each is a vision of a
condition of human circumstance from which the occasion of
conflict has been removed, a vision of human activity co-ordinated
and set going in a single direction and of every resource being used
to the full. And such people appropriately understand the office of
government to be the imposition upon its subjects of the condition
of human circumstances of their dream. To govern is %2 turn a
private dream into a public and compulsory manner of living.
Thus, politics becomes an encounter of dreams and the activity in
which government is held to this understanding of its office and
provided with the appropriate instruments. . . .

. . . 1 do not propose to criticize this jump to glory style of politics
in which governing is understood as a perpetual take-over bid for
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the purchase of the resources of human energy in order to concen-
trate them in a single direction; it is not at all unintelligible, and
there is much in our circumstances to provoke it. My purpose is
merely to point out that there is another quite different under-
standing of government, and that it is no less intelligible and in
some respects perhaps more appropriate to our circumstances.

The spring of this other disposition in respect of governing and
the instruments of government — a conservative disposition — i to
be found in the acceptance of the current condition of hurnan
circumstances as | have described it: the propensity to make our
own choices and to find happiness in doing so, the variety of
enterprises each pursued with passion, the diversity of beliefs e.ich
held with the conviction of its exclusive truth; the inventiven ss,
the changefulness and the absence of any large design; the exc:ss,
the over-activity and the informal compromise. And the office of
government is not to impose other beliefs and activities upon its
subjects, not to tutor or to educate them, not to make them better
or happier in another way, not to direct them, to galvanize them
into action, to lead them or to coordinate their activities so that no
occasion of conflict shall occur; the office of government is merely
to rule. This is a specific and limited activity, easily corrupted
when it is combined with any other, and, in the circumstances,
indispensable. The image of the ruler is the umpire whose busi-
ness is to administer the rules of the game, or the chairman who
governs the debate according to known rules but does not himself
participate in it.

Now people of this disposition commonly defend their belief
that the proper attitude of government towards the current condi-
tion of human circumstance is one of acceptance by appealing; to
certain general ideas. They contend that there is absolute valu> in
the free play of human choice, that private property (the emb.em
of choice) is a natural right, that it is only in the enjoymen of
diversity of opinion and activity that true belief and good conc uct
can be expected to disclose themselves. But I do not think that -his
disposition requires these or any similar beliefs in order to mal e it
intelligible. Something much smaller and less pretentious will do:
the observation that this condition of human circumstance is, in
fact, current, and that we have learned to enjoy it and how to
manage it; that we are not children in statu pupillari but adults who
do not consider themselves under any obligation to justify their
preference for making their own choices; and that it is beyond
human experience to suppose that those who rule are endowed
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with a superior wisdom which discloses to them a better range of
beliefs and activities and which gives them authority to impose
upon their subjects a quite different manner of life. In short, if the
man of this disposition is asked: Why ought governments to accept
the current diversity of opinion and activity in preference to im-
posing upon their subjects a dream of their own? it is enough for
him to reply: Why not? Their dreams are no different from those of
anyone else; and if it is boring to have to listen to dreams of others
being recounted, it is insufferable to be forced to re-enact them. We
tolerate monomaniacs, it is our habit to do so; but why should we
be ruled by them? Is it not (the man of conservative disposition
asks) an intelligible task for a government to protect its subjects
against the nuisance of those who spend their energy and their
wealth in the service of some pet indignation, endeavouring to
impose it upon everybody, not by suppressing their activities in
favour of others of a similar kind, but by setting a limit to the
amount of noise anyone may emit?

Nevertheless, if this acceptance is the spring of the conserva-
tive’s disposition in respect of government, he does not suppose
that the office of government is to do nothing. As he understands
it, there is work to be done which can be done only in virtue of a
genuine acceptance of current beliefs simply because they are
current and current activities simply because they are afoot. And,
briefly, the office he attributes to government is to resolve some of
the collisions which this variety of beliefs and activities generates;
o preserve peace, not by placing an interdict upon choice and
upon the diversity that springs from the exercise of preference, not
by imposing substantive uniformity, but by enforcing general rules
of procedure upon all subjects alike. . . .

To some people, ‘government’ appears as a vast reservoir of
power which inspires them to dream of what use might be made of
it. They have favourite projects, of various dimensions, which they
sincerely believe are for the benefit of mankind, and to capture this
source of power, if necessary to increase it, and to use it for
imposing their favourite projects upon their fellows is what they
understand as the adventure of governing men. They are, thus,
disposed to recognize government as an instrument of passion; the
art of politics is to inflame and direct desire. In short, governing is
understood to be just like any other activity — making and selling a
brand of soap, exploiting the resources of a locality, or developing
a housing estate — only the power here is (for the most part)
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already mobilized, and the enterprise is remarkable only because it
aims at monopoly and because of its promise of success once the
source of power has been captured. Of course a private enterprise
politician of this sort would get nowhere in these days unless there
were people with wants so vague that they can be prompted to ask
for what he has to offer, or with wants so servile that they pre‘er
the promise of a provided abundance to the opportunity of chc.ce
and activity on their own account. And it is not all as plain sailing
as it might appear: often a politician of this sort misjudges rhe
situation; and then, briefly, even in democratic politics, we became
aware of what the camel thinks of the camel driver. . . .

[tis not, then, mere stupid prejudice which disposes a conser sa-
tive to take this view of the activity of governing; nor are wny
highfalutin metaphysical beliefs necessary to provoke it or mak» it
intelligible. It is connected merely with the observation that wh »
activity is bent upon enterprise the indispensable counterpart is
another order of activity, bent upon restraint, which is unavoid-
ably corrupted (indeed, altogether abrogated) when the power
assigned to it is used for advancing favourite projects. An ‘umpire’
who at the same time is one of the players is no umpire; ‘rules’
about which we are not disposed to be conservative are not rules
but incitements to disorder; the conjunction of dreaming and
ruling generates tyranny.

Political conservatism is, then, not at all unintelligible in a people
disposed to be adventurous and enterprising, a people in love with
change and apt to rationalize their affections in terms of “progre:s’.
And one does not need to think that the belief in ‘progress’ is the
most cruel and unprofitable of all beliefs, arousing cupidity wi h-
out satisfying it, in order to think it inappropriate for a governm nt
to be conspicuously ‘progressive’. Indeed, a disposition to be
conservalive in respect of government would seen to be fe-
eminently appropriate to men who have something to do z1d
something to think about on their own account, who have a skil to
practise or an intellectual fortune to make, to people whose passit ns
do not need to be inflamed, whose desires do not need to be
provoked and whose dreams of a better world need no prompting,
Such people know the value of a rule which imposes orderliness
without directing enterprise, a rule which concentrates duty so
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that room is left for delight. They might even be prepared to suffer
a legally established ecclesiastical order: but it would not be be-
cause they believed it to represent some unassailable religious
truth, but merely because it restrained the indecent competition of

sects and (as Hume said) moderated ‘the plague of a too diligent
clergy’.

Now, whether or not these beliefs recommend themselves as
reasonable and appropriate to our circumstances and to the abili-
ties we are likely to find in those who rule us, they and their like
are in my view what make intelligible a conservative disposition in
respect of politics. What would be the appropriateness of this
disposition in circumstances other than our own, whether to be
conservative in respect of government would have the same rel-
evance in the circumstances of an unadventurous, a slothful or a
spiritless people, is a question we need not fry to answer: we are
concerned with ourselves as we are. I myself think that it would
occupy an important place in any set of circumstances. But what
hope I have made clear is that it is not at all inconsistent to be
conservative in respect of government and radical in respect of
almost every other activity. And, in my opinion, there is more to
be learnt about this disposition from Montaigne, Pascal, Hobbes
and Hume than from Burke or Bentham.

Of the many entailments of this view of things that might be
pointed to, I will notice one, namely, that politics is an activity
unsuited to the young, not on account of their vices but on account
of what I at least consider to be their virtues.

Nobody pretends that it is easy to acquire or to sustain the mood
of indifference which this manner of politics calls for. To rein-in
one’s own beliefs and desires, to acknowledge the current shape of
things, to feel the balance of things in one’s hand, to tolerate what
is abominable, to distinguish between crime and sin, to respect
formality even when it appears to be leading to error, these are
difficult achievements: and they are achievements not to be looked
for in the young,.

Everybody’s young days are a dream, a delightful insanity, a
sweel solipsism. Nothing in them has a fixed shape, ncthing a
fixed price; everything is a possibility, and we live happily on
credit. There are no obligations to be observed; there are no
accounts to be kept. Nothing is specified in advance; everything is
what can be made of it. The world is a mirror in which we seek the
reflection of our own desires. The allure of violent emotions is

T —— . m ———— S W

N e —— T .

- =

Michael Oakeshott 253

irresistible. When we are young we are not disposed to make
concessions to the world; we never feel the balance of a thing in
our hands - unless it be a cricket bat. We are not apt to distinguish
between our liking and our esteem:; urgency is our criterion of
importance; and we do not easily understand that what is hum-
drum need not be despicable. We are impatient of restraint; and
we readily believe, like Shelley, that to have contracted a habit is to
have failed. Thece, in my opinion, are among our virtues when we
are young; but how remote they are from the disposition appropri-
ate for participating in the style of government | have been de-
scribing. Since life is a dream, we argue (with plausible but
erroneous logic) that politics must be an encounter of dreams. in
which we hope to impose our own. Some unfortunate people, ike
Pitt (laughably called ‘the Younger’), are born old, and are elig ole
to engage in politics almost in their cradles; others, perhaps mr Jre
fortunate, belie the saying that one is young only once, they ne ser
grow up. But these are exceptions. For most there is what Conrad
called the ‘shadow line’ which, when we pass it, discloses a solid
world of things each with its fixed shape, each with its own point
of balance, each with its price; a world of fact, not poetic image, in
which what we have spent on one thing we cannot spend on
another; a world inhabited by others besides ourselves who cannot
be reduced to mere reflections of our own emotions. And coming
to be at home in this commonplace world qualifies us (as no
knowledge of ‘political science’ can ever qualify us), if we are so
inclined and have nothing better to think about, to engage in what
the man of conservative disposition understands to be political
aclivity.

From ‘Rationalism in Politics’

- - . By one road or another, by conviction, by its supposed inev ta-
bility, by its alleged success, or even quite unreflectively, almos: all
politics today have become Rationalist or near-Rationalist.

The general character and disposition of the Rationalist ar 1
think, not difficult to identify. At bottom he stands (he alwuays
stands) for independence of mind on all occasions, for thought free
from obligation to any authority save the authority of ‘reason’. His
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circumstances in the modern world have made him contentious:
he is the enemy of authority, or prejudice, of the merely traditional,
customary or habitual. His mental attitude is a once sceptical and
Optimistic: sceptical, because there js no opinion, no habit, no
belief, nothing so firmly rooted or so widely held that he hesitates
to question it and to Judge it by what he calls his ‘reason’; optimis-
tic, because the Rationalist never doubts the power of his ‘reason’
(when properly applied) to determine the worth of a thing, the
truth of an opinion or the propriety of an action. Moreover, he is
fortified by a belief in a ‘reason’ common to all mankind, a com-
mon power of rational consideration, which is the ground inspira-
tion of argument: set up on his door js the precept of Parmenides —
judge by rational argument. But besides this, which gives the
Rationalist a touch of intellectual equalitarianism, he is something
also of an individualist, finding it difficult to believe that anyone
who can think honestly and clearly will think differently from
himself. . . .

Now, of all worlds, the world of politics might seem the least
amenable to rationalist treatment — politics, always so deeply
veined with both the traditional, the circumstantial and the transi-
tory. And, indeed, some convinced Rationalists have admitted
defeat here: Clemenceau, intellectually a child of the modern
Rationalist tradition (in his treatment of morals and religion, for
example), was anything but a Rationalist in politics. But not all
have admitted defeat. If we except religion, the greatest apparent
victories of Rationalism have been in politics: it is not to be ex-
pected that whoever is prepared to carry his rationalism into the
conduct of life will hesitate to carry it into the conduct of public
alfairs. . .,

The conduct of affairs, for the Rationalist, is a matter of solving
problems, and in this no man can hope to be successful whose
reason has become inflexible by surrender to habit or is clouded by
the fumes of tradition. In this activity the character which the
Rationalist claims for himself js the character of the engineer,
whose mind (it is supposed) is controlled throughout by the
appropriate technique and whose first step is to dismiss trom his
altention everything not directly related to his specific intentions.
This assimilation of politics to engineering is, indeed, what may be
called the myth of rationalist politics. And it is, of course, a
recurring theme in the literature of Rationalism. The politics it
Inspires may be called the politics of the felt need; for the Rational-
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ist, politics are always charged with the feeling of the moment. He
wails upon circumstance to provide him with his problems, but
rejects its aid in their solution, That anything should be allowed to
stand between a society and the satisfaction of the felt needs of
each moment in its history must appear to the Rationalist a piece of
mysticism and nonsense. And his politics are, in fact, the rational
solution of those practical conundrums which the recognition of
the sovereignty of the felt need perpetually creates in the life of 3
society. Thus, palitical life is resolved into a succession of Cris.s,
each to be surmounted by the application of ‘reason’. Each genera-
tion, indeed, each administration, should see unrolled before it * 1e
blank sheet of infinite possibility. And if by chance this tabula r sa
has been defaced by the irrational scribblings of tradition-ridc »n
anceslors, then the first task of the Rationalist must be to scrul it
clean; as Voltaire remarked, the only way to have good laws is to
burn all existing laws and to start afresh.'

Two other general characteristics of rationalist politics may e
observed. They are the politics of perfection, and they are the
politics of uniformity; either of these characteristics without the

of humility; he can imagine a problem which would remain imper-
vious to the onslaught of his own reason. But what he cannot
imagine is politics which do not consist in solving problems, or a
political problem of which there is no ‘rational’ solution at all. Such
a problem must be counterfeit. And the ‘rational’ solution of any
problem is, in its nature, the perfect solution. There is no place in
his scheme for a ‘best in the circumstances’, only a place for ‘the
best’; because the function of reason is precisely to surmouat
circumstances. O7 course, the Rationalist is not always a perf c-
tionist in general, his mind governed in each occasion by a cora-
prehensive Utopia; but invariably he is a perfectionist in det; ||,
And from this politics of perfection springs the politics of unifor 1-
place for variety. ‘There must in the nature of things be one by st
form of government which all intellects, sufficiently roused frc n
the slumber of savage ignorance, will be irresistibly incited -0
approve,” writes Godwin. This intrepid Rationalist states in BE 1-
eral what a more modest believer might prefer to assert only in
detail; but the principle holds - there may not be one universal
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remedy for all political ills, but the remedy for any particular ill is
as universal in its application as it is rational in its conception. If
the rational solution for one of the problems of a society has been
determined, to permit any relevant part of the society to escape
from the solution is, ex hypothesi, to countenance irrationality.
There can be no place for preference that is not rational preference,
and all rational preferences necessarily coincide. Political activity is

recognized as the imposition of a uniform condition of perfection
upon human conduct

Note

1. Cf. Plato, Republic, S01A. The idea that you can get rid of a law by

burning it is characteristic of the Rationalist, who can think of a law
only as something written down.




