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MICHAEL OAKESHOTT (1901–92)

Modern governments are not interested 
in education; they are concerned only to 
impose ‘socialization’ of one kind or another 
upon the surviving fragments of a once 
considerable educational engagement.1

Michael Oakeshott was born in 1901 and died 
in 1992. He was for many years professor of 
Politics at the London School of Economics, 
and it is as a political thinker of a conservative 
temperament that Oakeshott is best known. 
However, in an early work, Experience and Its 
Modes of 1933, Oakeshott developed an over-
all view of human knowledge and experience, 
from which his conclusions both on politics 
and on education follow fairly naturally.

Oakeshott’s fundamental philosophical stance 
combines elements of scepticism, idealism and 
humanism. For him there is no first philoso-
phy, no absolute guarantee that anything we 
say or do is justified. Reality is mediated to us 
only in a number of distinct human practices, 
such as history, morality, politics, science, phi-
losophy and poetry. No particular approach 
to life or experience should be allowed to 
assume precedence over the rest. What we 
have are a number of different practices or 
modes, which have proved their value over 
time, and which are appropriate to the par-
ticular roles to which they have been honed. 
Each practice is a specifically human achieve-
ment. Each reveals only part of the whole, 

but it does reveal part. In order to learn what 
this part might be, we must become apprised 
of the practice, and this means entering it 
as something which must be lived. What an 
Oakeshottian practice is cannot be analysed 
in terms external to itself, nor can its goals be 
justified in terms other than its own.

This doctrine has both political and edu-
cational consequences. In politics, Oakeshott’s 
great bugbear is what he calls rationalism. 
Rationalism is when politics is transformed 
from what should be an evolving mode of liv-
ing together, against a background of largely 
unspoken shared understandings of how 
things should be. Rationalism transforms what 
should be like a conversation among friends, 
with no ulterior purpose, into an enterprise 
or set of enterprises aiming at social engineer-
ing and other determinate goals, which can be 
specified independently of existing traditions 
of political practice. The upshot will be what 
Oakeshott calls the enterprise state, in which 
politics is deformed by ideology, by man-
agerial techniques and abstractions, and by 
ceaseless legislation and litigation. This indeed 
is what we find in contemporary politics, with 
its stress on technique and on seeing problems 
as always requiring interventionist solutions 
and soluble through them.

We no longer understand the place in 
politics of traditional and tacit knowledge, 
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believing that whatever is important can be 
codified, made articulate and transparent, and 
set up in sets of ‘procedures’ and schedules of 
‘good practice’. We no longer see codes of 
‘good practice’ and the like as, at best, abbre-
viations of what participants in the practice 
already tacitly understand. Such codes are in 
themselves insufficient to bring about that 
all-important understanding, and vexatiously 
unnecessary to those who already possess 
it. We simply fail to understand or even to 
acknowledge the basic point that a practice 
depends on unspoken agreement between its 
participants, agreement which will determine 
just how any explicit instructions or rules are 
to be understood or applied.

All this has considerable implications for 
education, both in its understanding, its pur-
pose and in approaching its methods and 
Oakeshott wrote several major essays on edu-
cation, which are also excellent guides to his 
thinking generally. At the start of the most 
important of these essays, ‘Education, the 
Engagement and its Frustration’, Oakeshott 
prepares to discuss the point of education by 
first giving an account of what it is to become 
a human being:

Being human is recognising oneself to 
be related to others, not as parts of an 
organism are related, nor as members of a 
single, all-inclusive ‘society’, but in virtue of 
participation in multiple understood rela-
tionships and in enjoyment of understood, 
historic languages of feelings, sentiments, 
imaginings, desires, recognitions, moral and 
religious beliefs, intellectual and practical 
exercises, customs, conventions, procedures 
and practices, canons, maxims and principles 
of conduct, rules which denote obligations 
and offices which specify duties.2

This variegated and heterogeneous list is typi-
cal of Oakeshott’s thinking. Against those who 
would systematize and pigeon hole, Oakeshott 
will always emphasize the creative untidiness 
of the human world, what Wittgenstein (with 
whom Oakeshott had something in common) 

called the ‘motley’ of our practices. Oakeshott 
goes on to stress the way in which to be a 
human being is to be:

the inhabitant of a world composed, not 
of ‘things’, but of meanings; that is, of 
occurrences in some manner recognised, 
identified, understood and responded to in 
terms of this understanding. It is a world of 
sentiments and beliefs, and it includes also 
human artefacts (such as books, pictures, 
musical compositions, tools and uten-
sils). . . . To be without this understanding is 
to be, not a human being, but a stranger to 
the human condition.3

In so far as the human condition is defined 
in terms of historically produced practices 
or ‘conversations’ (to use one of Oakeshott’s 
favourite metaphors), the child has to be ini-
tiated into these practices and conversations. 
He or she is not born knowing these things, 
nor will he or she simply grow into them 
without instruction, example and encour-
agement. This is true even of activities like 
walking: ‘for a child to learn to walk is not 
like a fledgling taking to the air: do I not 
remember being told to “walk properly” and 
not shamble along as if I were an ape?’4 But 
it goes much further than acquiring a stock 
of habits or ready-made ideas. What we are 
after in this ‘transaction between the genera-
tions’ is learning to look, to listen, to think, to 
feel, to imagine, to believe, to understand, to 
choose and to wish. So while Oakeshott will 
obviously emphasize the need for instruction 
and initiation in education, the ultimate goal 
is a human being, who by his or her fluency 
in the various conversations of mankind will 
be able to carry those conversations on and 
in the process come to understand both the 
conversations and himself or herself.

Oakeshott recognizes that not all learning is 
formal or deliberate. But in view of the nature 
of many of mankind’s conversations, formal 
instruction becomes vital. This is the point 
of schooling (and its extension at university 
level). First, a school, in Oakeshott’s sense, is 
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a place where learners will be initiated into 
their intellectual, imaginative, moral and emo-
tional inheritance in a serious and orderly way. 
Second, the activity of schooling is one which 
requires effort, specifically the effort of follow-
ing, understanding and rethinking deliberate 
expressions of rational consciousness. Third, 
echoing the Greek schole (leisure), school will 
be a place of detachment from the world, 
in order for the learner to achieve emanci-
pation through intimations of undreamt of 
excellence and possibilities. Finally schooling 
involves a sense of a historic continuity of 
teachers and learners in which the end of the 
process for the learner is what that process is, 
namely the engagement of becoming human. 
So it aims at no particular skill, it promises no 
material advantage, it has no ulterior political 
or social purpose: to see schooling in terms 
such as these is to misunderstand its nature 
and to corrupt its performance.

And what of teaching? For Oakeshott, to 
teach is simply to bring about that the learner 
understands and remembers something of 
worth which the teacher intends should be 
learned. This can be achieved in countless 
ways, including:

hinting, suggesting, urging, coaxing, enco-
uraging, guiding, pointing out, conversing, 
instructing, informing, narrating, lecturing, 
demonstrating, exercising, testing, examin-
ing, criticizing, correcting, tutoring, drilling 
and so on – everything, indeed, which does 
not belie the engagement to impart an 
understanding.5

And there, of course, lies the rub. For a great 
deal of what goes on in the name of educa-
tion simply does belie that engagement. From 
Oakeshott’s point of view, contemporary 
education is as deformed by rationalism as is 
contemporary politics.

In the first place, there are those who, for 
one reason or another, disparage the notion of 
education as a transaction between the gen-
erations. This may be because they disparage 

the wisdom and learning of the older gen-
erations. Or it may be because they wish to 
preserve a childish innocence in which the 
child should confront the world unimpeded 
by the conceptions of others. Or it may be 
because they believe that it would be better 
for a child to work out or ‘discover’ things for 
itself. Or it may be because they believe that 
‘knowledge’ is changing so fast that there is 
little point in learning ‘old’ knowledge. None 
of these modern sounding notions is, in fact, 
new. Oakeshott, indeed, identifies them all 
in the writings of Francis Bacon in the early 
seventeenth century. Nonetheless, each is 
characteristic of modernity, and each needs 
to be countered by the simple reflection that 
there can be no understanding except through 
the understandings our forebears have left us. 
Far from being a prison, to enter these con-
versations is our – and our pupils’ – only road 
to liberation from the tyrannies of immediate 
desire and present fashion.

There are those who would frustrate edu-
cation by seeing it in terms of socialization, 
either to produce a workforce or a race of 
men with the correct political and social atti-
tudes, or a combination of both. While the 
child-centred themes of the last paragraph 
are characteristically those of educators, this 
second type of educational deformation is 
typically that of politicians, and particularly of 
those who hold the educational purse strings. 
From Oakeshott’s point of view, seeing educa-
tion in terms of socialization is to substitute in 
education an extrinsic purpose for its intrinsic 
end. The upshot will be as harmful as the first 
deformation. Both, either wilfully or unin-
tentionally, are depriving children of their 
inheritance as human beings. Both will pro-
duce a race of zombies who, in the full sense 
of the term, can neither understand nor act. 
Both are, in Oakeshott’s terms, devices for the 
annihilation of man, for all the high-sounding 
words and breathless rhetoric with which 
they are normally surrounded.

Finally, in this brief conspectus of educa-
tional deformations, we may take the idea that 
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education is, or should be, primarily about the 
acquisition of skills (of judgement, of learning, 
or thinking, or whatever). Obviously Oakeshott 
will object to any conception of education 
which removes content from the process, but he 
has, in addition, a more precise difficulty with 
the skills conception. It is that learning to think 
or judge is not a matter of acquiring informa-
tion. It cannot be pursued in the same way as 
we add to our stock of information. As he says, 
‘“judgement” can be taught only in conjunc-
tion with the transmission of information’,6 and 
as a by-product of learning geography, Latin, 
algebra, or whatever. Moreover, there is no gen-
eral skill of thinking and judging separable from 
the particular modes and styles of thinking in 
which previous thinkers have thought. Learning 
to think is to master these modes and styles for 
oneself, and that in turn requires the learner to 
overhear those modes and styles in a mind at 
work. ‘Thinking skills’ and the like will give the 
learner only the copy-book maxims of the sec-
ond-hand ‘thinker’, but not ‘the connoisseurship 
which enables him to determine relevance’ (for 
which he will also need the bodies of knowl-
edge disparaged by the skills enthusiasts) and 
which ‘allows him to distinguish between dif-
ferent sorts of questions and the different sorts 
of answers they call for, which emancipates him 
from crude absolutes and suffers him to give his 
assent or dissent in graduate terms’.7

It has been said that Oakeshott’s educated 
person is one who possesses a Keatsian neg-
ative capability. If this is so, it simply shows 
how much positive content is required by an 
apparently negative virtue, and how this neg-
ative virtue in fact embodies the whole of 
human culture and learning. Oakeshott’s own 
ideas on education flow from his general view 
of human experience, though they are not 
wholly dependent on them. In fact they repre-
sent the twentieth century’s most sophisticated 
articulation of the traditional conception of 

liberal learning. On the other hand, those who 
find the educational views congenial may be 
led by that route to examine Oakeshott’s other 
philosophical and political views in order to 
see one way in which a theory of liberal learn-
ing can be given a philosophical context.

Notes

Oakeshott’s educational writings have been use-
fully collected in a volume entitled The Voice of 
Liberal Learning, Timothy Fuller (ed.), New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1989. All references are 
to this volume.

1 The Voice of Liberal Learning, p. 86.
2 Ibid., p. 65.
3 Ibid.
4 Ibid., p. 66.
5 Ibid., p. 70.
6 Ibid., p. 60.
7 Ibid., p. 70.
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