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Michael Oakeshott's profound influence on political philosophy and intellectual history
rests, in part, on his unique understanding of human action. He famously argued against
the instrumental rationality that dominates much of modern thought, proposing instead a
conception of human activity as inherently poetic. This article delves into the core tenets
of Oakeshott's philosophy, exploring his concept of the "poetic character of human activity"
as presented in his collected essays, examining its implications for understanding politics,
morality, and the human condition. We will explore keywords such as practical
philosophy, political philosophy, Oakeshott's conservatism, human agency, and
rationalism vs. traditionalism.

Understanding Oakeshott's Conception of Practical
Philosophy

Oakeshott's rejection of instrumental rationality—the idea that all human action should be
directed towards achieving pre-defined goals—forms the bedrock of his unique approach to
practical philosophy. He challenges the Enlightenment's emphasis on reason as a tool for
manipulating the world, arguing that human life is not solely a project of rational design.
Instead, he views human activity as a form of "conversation"—a continuous engagement
with the world and its inherent complexities. This conversational approach is deeply rooted
in tradition and experience, shaping our understanding and guiding our actions.
Oakeshott's conservatism, for example, isn't simply a rigid adherence to the past; instead,
it’s a recognition of the enduring value found within the continuous, evolving conversation
of tradition.

### The Role of Tradition in Shaping Human Action

For Oakeshott, tradition isn’t merely a collection of inherited customs; it is a living
narrative, a dynamic context within which human activity unfolds. This understanding
challenges the idea of a singular, universally applicable rationality. Instead, Oakeshott
highlights the importance of local traditions and practices, suggesting that understanding
human actions requires considering their historical and cultural context. This notion
profoundly impacts our understanding of political philosophy, moving away from
universal, abstract principles towards a more nuanced understanding of political realities,
specific to the historical, social and cultural fabric of a particular society.

Oakeshott's Critique of Rationalism and the "Poetic"
Element

Oakeshott’s critique of rationalism is central to his thesis. He distinguishes between two
types of reason: "technical reason," which is instrumental and goal-oriented, and "practical
reason," which is embodied in our everyday engagement with the world. His concept of the
"poetic character of human activity" emphasizes the creative, improvisational, and often
unpredictable nature of practical reason. Human actions, for Oakeshott, aren't simply
means to pre-determined ends; they are expressive, engaging, and deeply interwoven with
our understanding of ourselves and the world around us. They possess a poetic quality,
meaning they are imaginative, suggestive, and capable of surprising and unintended
consequences - much like a poem itself.

Implications for Political Philosophy and Human
Agency

Oakeshott's ideas have profound implications for political philosophy. His emphasis on
tradition, practical reason, and the "poetic" element challenges the Enlightenment project
of rationally designing societies. Instead, he advocates for a more nuanced, less
prescriptive approach to politics, one that respects the complexity and unpredictability of
human action and social life. This translates into a more cautious approach to political
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reform, emphasizing incremental change rooted in a deep understanding of existing
traditions and institutions. This approach rejects the utopianism frequently found in
rationalistic political thought, embracing instead a more pragmatic and cautious
engagement with the political realm.

Oakeshott’s understanding of human agency is closely tied to this. He doesn't see
individuals as autonomous agents driven solely by rational self-interest. Rather, he sees
them as embedded within a complex web of relationships and traditions, their actions
shaped by both rational and non-rational factors. This view challenges the dominant
narratives of individualism often found in modern political thought.

The Enduring Relevance of Oakeshott's Thought

Oakeshott's work continues to resonate today, offering a valuable counterpoint to the
dominant rationalistic and instrumental approaches that characterize much of
contemporary thought. In an increasingly globalized and technologically advanced world,
his emphasis on tradition, practical reason, and the "poetic" character of human activity
offers a much-needed corrective. His work reminds us that human life is not merely a
project to be engineered, but a narrative to be lived and understood. The emphasis on
Oakeshott's conservatism isn't a static adherence to the status quo, but a vibrant
engagement with the past, informing our present and shaping our future. His insights offer
profound implications for how we approach not only politics but also ethics, aesthetics, and
our understanding of the human condition.

Conclusion

Michael Oakeshott's concept of the "poetic character of human activity" provides a
compelling alternative to instrumental rationality, offering a richer and more nuanced
understanding of human action. By emphasizing the role of tradition, practical reason, and
the creative, unpredictable nature of human engagement with the world, Oakeshott
challenges dominant paradigms and offers a framework for understanding political life,
morality, and the human condition. His work remains highly relevant in our contemporary
world, urging a more cautious and less utopian approach to social and political change. His
legacy lies in his ability to remind us of the inherent complexity and beauty found within
the seemingly mundane aspects of human experience.

FAQ

Q1l: How does Oakeshott's concept of "poetic character" differ from simply saying
human action is irrational?

Al: Oakeshott doesn't argue that human action is *irrational*, but rather that it isn't solely
driven by instrumental rationality. The "poetic" element emphasizes the creative,
expressive, and often unpredictable aspects of human activity that aren't reducible to a
simple calculation of means and ends. It's not a rejection of reason, but a recognition that
reason operates within a broader context of experience, tradition, and human imagination.

Q2: How does Oakeshott's philosophy relate to conservatism?

A2: Oakeshott's philosophy is often associated with conservatism, but it's not a simple
endorsement of the status quo. His conservatism emphasizes the importance of tradition
and continuity, but it's a dynamic, evolving tradition, not a static one. He champions the
ongoing "conversation" with the past, allowing for adaptation and change within the
context of established norms and practices.

Q3: What are some criticisms of Oakeshott's thought?

A3: Critics argue that Oakeshott's emphasis on tradition can lead to an overly conservative
and resistant approach to social change. Some find his rejection of instrumental rationality
too sweeping, potentially neglecting the importance of rational planning and goal-setting in
certain areas of life. Others criticize the lack of concrete, practical guidelines in his work for
political action.

Q4: How can Oakeshott's ideas be applied in contemporary political discourse?

A4: Oakeshott's ideas can inform a more cautious and nuanced approach to political
reform. Instead of radical, utopian schemes, they suggest focusing on incremental changes
that build upon existing traditions and institutions. His emphasis on conversation and
practical reason can foster a more collaborative and less adversarial political climate.

Q5: What are the key differences between Oakeshott's understanding of reason
and that of the Enlightenment thinkers?

A5: Enlightenment thinkers often viewed reason as a tool for mastering nature and
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achieving pre-defined goals (instrumental rationality). Oakeshott, however, emphasizes
practical reason - a more contextual and less instrumental understanding of reason
embedded within our experience and traditions. He viewed Enlightenment rationality as
overly ambitious and potentially destructive.

Q6: How does Oakeshott's work relate to other philosophical traditions?

A6: Oakeshott's work engages with various philosophical traditions, including those of
Aristotle, Burke, and Hegel. While he critiques aspects of Enlightenment thought, he draws
upon elements from other philosophical traditions to articulate his unique perspective. His
approach to political philosophy finds resonances in the work of thinkers who emphasize
the importance of tradition, context, and practical wisdom.

Q7: Is Oakeshott's philosophy relevant to contemporary challenges like climate
change?

A7: While Oakeshott doesn't directly address contemporary challenges like climate change,
his emphasis on practical reason and the importance of considering the long-term
consequences of actions suggests a cautious and nuanced approach to addressing these
issues. This entails considering the complex interplay of social, economic, and
environmental factors before implementing large-scale solutions.

Q8: Where can | find more information on Michael Oakeshott's work?

A8: A good starting point is to read Oakeshott's own writings, such as *Rationalism in
Politics*, *On Human Conduct*, and *The Voice of Liberal Learning*. Numerous scholarly
articles and books have also been written on his work, offering insightful analyses and
interpretations of his philosophical contributions. University libraries and online academic
databases are valuable resources for further exploration.

Unveiling the Poetic in the Mundane: Exploring
Michael Oakeshott's Vision of Human Activity

Michael Oakeshott's philosophy is a complex web of notions that defies easy classification.
His work, particularly as compiled in collections like "The Poetic Character of Human
Activity," provides a unique perspective on human existence, one that highlights the innate
poetry within even the most ordinary endeavors. This article delves into the essence of
Oakeshott's philosophy, exploring how he sees human action not as a rational procedure,
but as a imaginative project similar to creative work.

Oakeshott's central thesis centers around the idea of "practical wisdom," a form of knowing
that is never amenable to theoretical principles. He argues that human beings function not
primarily through intentional planning, but through a spontaneous apprehension of the
situation at issue. This understanding is not simply a collection of data; rather, it is an
intuitive answer that guides conduct.

He employs the simile of a conversation to illustrate this point. Human existence, for
Oakeshott, is a ongoing conversation with the reality, a interaction between unique agency
and the variable current of events. This dialogue is not ruled by set laws, but is instead
defined by spontaneity, malleability, and a sensitivity to the subtleties of the situation.
Each interaction is unique, demanding a original response, a imaginative appreciation of
the context at present.

Oakeshott contrasts this "poetic" manner to human behavior with what he terms
"rationalism." Rationalism, in his view, endeavors to minimize all human behavior to a
sequence of techniques directed towards predetermined ends. This manner, he asserts,
ignores the inherent complexity and uncertainty of human existence. It neglects to
acknowledge the artistic element of human interaction with the world.

Consider the simple act of preparing a dinner. A rationalistic approach might involve strictly
following a recipe, measuring components accurately, and carrying out each phase
methodically. However, Oakeshott suggests that the genuine experience of cooking is
much richer, more creative. It includes a conversation with the components, a perception
to their attributes, and an capacity to adjust the method to the particular situation. The
result may differ from the anticipated outcome, but this change is not necessarily a
shortcoming; rather, it is a proof to the creative nature of the endeavor.

Oakeshott's perspective presents a strong counterpoint to the prevailing rationalistic
movements in present-day intellectual discourse. By emphasizing the artistic dimension of
human behavior, he invites us to rethink our appreciation of what it signifies to be alive. It
is a summons to engage with the environment not as unresponsive recipients of set
programs, but as active authors of our own existences.

In conclusion, Oakeshott's "The Poetic Character of Human Activity" presents a significant
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and relevant examination on the essence of human behavior. His focus on practical wisdom
and the artistic dimension of human engagement challenges us to reconsider the method
we approach ordinary activities and engage with the world around us. By understanding
the inherent beauty in even the most ordinary aspects of life, we can improve our lives and
cultivate a deeper understanding of the humanity situation.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: How is Oakeshott's concept of "poetic activity" different from simply being
creative?

Al: While creativity is certainly a part of Oakeshott's "poetic activity," it's broader. It
encompasses a spontaneous reaction to a circumstance, not just a deliberate attempt to
create something new. It's about engagement with the world in a fluid, reactive way.

Q2: Can Oakeshott's ideas be applied practically in everyday life?

A2: Absolutely. By cultivating an consciousness of the nuances of our environment and
responding to them unconsciously, we can make our behaviors more purposeful. This
means being open to unexpected happenings and embracing the unpredictability of life.

Q3: How does Oakeshott's philosophy relate to other philosophical traditions?

A3: Oakeshott's perspective contrasts both rationalist and positivist methods, favoring a
more comprehensive comprehension of human life. There are resonances to be found in

certain aspects of existentialism, particularly in the emphasis on individual existence and
the limitations of abstract calculation.

Q4: What are some criticisms of Oakeshott's work?

A4: Some critics assert that Oakeshott's stress on practical wisdom is too ambiguous and
neglects the exactness of more systematic theoretical methods. Others dispute the
workability of his concept in a intricate and rapidly shifting reality.
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