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I. INTRODUCTION

Michael Oakeshott was both an admirer of Thomas Hobbes and a critic of
political rationalism. Insofar as Hobbes himself is synonymous with political
rationalism, the combination should strike us as paradoxical. My approach
will pursue two issues: I will consider elements of Hobbes’s political philoso-
phy omitted in Oakeshott’s interpretation, and I will argue the relevance of
these omissions for critiques of political rationalism that remain influential
among political theorists today. This criticism is part of a larger project, a cri-
tique of critiques of political rationalism, that begins with some of the conser-
vative sources of postmodernism. Oakeshott is recognized as one such
source; Hans-Georg Gadamer is another.

The purpose of this project is not to reaffirm, recuperate, or redeem politi-
cal rationalism on its own terms. I will not be siding with Heinz Eulau against
Bernard Crick,1 with Bentham against Oakeshott,2 with old Rawls against
new Rawls, with Brian Barry3 against his various opponents, and so on.
Rather, this critique of critiques of political rationalism will make the case
that our criticisms have often rested in an underestimation of the problems we
face.
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What kind of underestimation? We have underestimated the political
character of political rationalism. Scholars today tend to associate an appre-
ciation of “the political” with precisely those thinkers who have offered the
most vigorous attacks on political rationalism. Of course, not all critiques of
political rationalism are identical, and they certainly do not drive identical
conclusions or political programs. Nevertheless, it is fair to conclude that
some themes strike a cord that resonates with multiple antipolitical rationalist
arguments: one such theme is a claim asserting the inadequacies of the ratio-
nalist understanding of the political. Following Oakeshott, Arendt—and
through less dignified sources such as Carl Schmitt—the critics of political
rationalism have concluded that the modern world has given birth to a species
of thinkers with political tin ears. They lack the political practitioner’s sensi-
bility. They fail to understand the contingency of that which is political.4

They fail to follow Aristotle’s caution against applying reasoning appropriate
to a domain where certainty is possible to another domain (politics) where all
matters must remain inherently uncertain and ambiguous. They abandon
praxis and its accompanying virtue, sophrosene, for techne.5 Political deci-
sion making is made subordinate to the overconfident calculations of persons
Sheldon Wolin once called “methodists.”6

Today the contest between methodists and political theorists is largely
over. Methodism has won. It is triumphant in some quarters, but in others it
remains a resident faith subject to occasional sacrilegious catcalls.7 These
echo the complaints against methodists, but no one is holding their breath for
the revolution. Is there a lesson in methodism’s victory over its critics? For
the most part, the rationalist hegemony has done little more than affirm pessi-
mistic elements that were a part of the critique of rationalism from the start.
Having seen rationalism as a component of larger forces deemed ineffable—
such as Weberian rationalization—one can look on the present as validation
for those who accurately forecasted this future. As with Socrates before his
Athenian jurors, the losses of the antirationalist partisans are themselves
taken as affirmation of the insightful character of their arguments.8 It is con-
firmation of the totalitarian nature of rationalism as it developed from the
early modern and enlightenment periods. Without denying the critical force
of some of these claims, I want to suggest that we need to supplement this les-
son. This new lesson will be available to us when we turn the suspicions con-
cerning political tin ears back upon the political understanding implicit in the
criticisms themselves.

There is something above and beyond the rationalizations of rationalism
that we ought to understand as political. By making this assertion, I hope not
to repeat something already obvious. We know that political rationalism pro-
duces results that count in the domains where self-consciously political polit-
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ical theorists stake their claims. Defenders of the subject, or indeed of the
human condition itself, have made a strong case. Their claims have resonated
with the dissatisfactions of others, and this resonance has helped generate
protest against what we take to be the unwitting consequences of the positiv-
ist overconfidence of our contemporaries. The issue now, however, is
whether there remains an unacknowledged political sensibility that both
antirationalists and rationalists may share in common. Is there, in short, a
dimension of “being political” that antirationalists and perhaps rationalists
have ignored? Antirationalists sometimes plead guilty to slipping back into
the harmful ontologies of those they criticize, but this is not what I have in
mind. I am not, therefore, gesturing toward the accidental lapses into meta-
physics acknowledged by Heidegger9 and writers today informed by his
spirit but toward the more mundane wish to impose order and neat solutions.
Against this impulse, there has been only a one-sided indictment by
antirationalist against rationalist. We could spread the blame a bit further. As
with all sources of modern original sin, Hobbes’s thought is a good place to
look first. I will argue that Hobbes exemplifies the political sentiment I refer
to and Oakeshott’s Hobbes, while brilliant, tellingly banishes these senti-
ments in his account of Hobbes.

II. OAKESHOTT AND HOBBES:
POLITICAL RATIONALISM AVERTED

Oakeshott’s philosophical alliances shifted during the course of his career.
One of the last British partisans of idealism in the early twentieth century,
Oakeshott introduced skeptical elements into his repertoire, especially as he
began to apply himself to Thomas Hobbes.10 Oakeshott’s Hobbes is a ratio-
nalist, but he is not the political rationalist Oakeshott described in “Rational-
ism in Politics.” Even before Oakeshott began to write on Hobbes, an image
of the philosopher was being crafted in his defense by those who sought to
revive him as one of the first social scientists. Oakeshott resisted this image of
Hobbes:

it is a false reading of his intention and his achievement which finds in his civil philoso-
phy the beginnings of sociology or a science of politics, the beginnings of that movement
of thought that came to regard “the methods of physical science as the proper models for
politics.”11

Hobbes, in other words, shares very little in common with Oakeshott’s
Benthem or Marx.12 Oakeshott’s Hobbes is a philosophical rationalist rather
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than a political rationalist. His rationalism is rooted in a conception of what it
is to reason philosophically. Hobbes may share elements of the materialistic
and mechanistic world-picture with some of the true progenitors of our social
sciences (here Oakeshott fingers Descartes), but his mechanistic account of
the world serves the limited end of a philosophical conception of the world
and not the goal of empirical explanation itself. If these two goals occasion-
ally appear confused in Hobbes’s work, Oakeshott asserts, it is only because
Hobbes himself was not yet able to fully achieve a distinction between sci-
ence and philosophy that implicitly informed his work.13 Oakeshott therefore
assigned himself the task of clarifying and articulating this conception of phi-
losophy, and he crafted his interpretation accordingly. It orbits about an
account of Hobbes as an intellectual practitioner; it is an interpretation that
claimed to discern the difference between the Hobbes grafted onto the social
scientist’s family tree and the philosopher he claimed for himself:

The coherence of his philosophy, the system of it, lies . . . in a single ‘passionate thought’
that pervades its parts. The system is not the plan or key of the labyrinth of the philoso-
phy: it is, rather, a guiding clue, like the thread of Ariadne. It is like the music that gives
meaning to the movement of dancers, or the law of evidence that gives coherence to the
practice of a court.14

The thread or hidden thought Oakeshott refers to is itself a “doctrine about
the nature of philosophy.” Specifically, this is to conceive philosophy as the
world as it appears in terms of causes and effects: “cause and effect are its cat-
egories” and one may use philosophy to determine the conditional causes of
effects, or conditional effects of given causes.15 Oakeshott claims that the
application of this doctrine yields a materialist explanation neither of the
world nor of politics. In spite of seeming affinities with fellow scientific revo-
lutionaries such as Galileo, Kepler, Copernicus, and Descartes, his philoso-
phy limits itself to rendering “the world reflected in the mirror of the philo-
sophic eye, each image the representation of a fresh object, but each
determined by the character of the mirror itself.”16

A careful look at Hobbes’s philosophical conception, moreover, reveals to
Oakeshott the need to look to the past, not to social scientists who claim to
extend this path. He is a part of a philosophical tradition identified in
Oakeshott’s introduction to Leviathan as “Will and Artifice.” Although its
roots are classical, Oakeshott—not unlike his recent French predecessor and
philosopher of science, Duhem (1861-1916)17—found more proximal roots
for this, so called, scientific revolutionary in the intellectual practices of the
schools (particularly late scholasticism, especially elements of nominalist
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belief attached to individuality, which emphasized a picture of humans as
willful rather than reasonable creatures).18

“Will and Artifice” may be Hobbes’s tradition, but “Artifice” should not
on this reading suggest something like the work of some of our most charac-
teristic artificers, architects. The social-scientific readings of Hobbes are
chided for making this mistake. Oakeshott writes,

For what is expected here is that a philosophical system should conform to an architec-
tural analogue, and consequently what is sought in Hobbes’s system is a foundation and a
superstructure planned as a single whole, with civil philosophy as the top storey. Now, it
may be doubted whether any philosophical system can properly be represented in the
terms of architecture, but what is certain is that the analogy does violence to the system of
Hobbes.19

For Oakeshott, the “Artifice” is a work of imagination, and not a material
(or materialist) construction or causal account of the world.20 Oakeshott’s
rejection of the architectural analogy will become a key point of departure for
a criticism of Oakeshott’s interpretation. Ultimately, I wish to make the case
for a selective acceptance of Oakeshott’s approach to Hobbes. Before launch-
ing this criticism in the essay’s next section, however, I will address one of the
strongest elements of Oakeshott’s argument for distancing Hobbes from the
social-scientific reading.

As noted above, Oakeshott associates Hobbes with the conditional knowl-
edge of the world reflected in the philosophic mirror. Oakeshott’s Hobbes is
also a skeptic. The roots of this skepticism are not merely to be found in the
limited ambitions Oakeshott assigns to Hobbes’s philosophy but in the more
concrete assertion that Hobbes’s cause and effect centered philosophy can
(and must) only yield hypothetical knowledge. According to Oakeshott,
Hobbes does not use philosophical reasoning to strive for absolute truths.
Rather, reasoning in the modality of cause and effect limits what we can
assert when we conclude that something is a cause:

we can mean no more than that such and such is a possible efficient cause, and not that it
is the actual cause. . . . For reasoning, a cause must be ‘imaginable’, the necessity of the
effect must be shown to follow from the cause, and it must be shown that nothing
false . . . can be derived. And what satisfies these conditions may be described as an hypo-
thetical efficient cause. . . . Philosophy is limited to the demonstration of such causes.21

From “beginning to end,” Oakeshott asserts, Hobbes never suggests that
philosophy “is anything other than conditional knowledge of hypothetical
generations and conclusions about the names of things, not about the nature
of things.”22
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The reference to the “names of things” bespeaks Hobbes’s nominalism,
and this is also a critical part of Oakeshott’s case for Hobbes’s skepticism.
Nominalism, for Oakeshott, is the path by which Hobbes’s philosophy
retreats from experience.23 Naming is an arbitrary exercise. We assign names
to the sense impressions coming at us from the world. Hobbes does not allow
for a prior set of natural associations between things encountered and the
actual names assigned. In using language, we, at once, name and come to
consciousness of the sensations we experience.24 Philosophy is the well-reg-
ulated practice of establishing logical relations between these names and,
most important, our capacity to establish relations of cause and effect. He rec-
ollects Hobbes’s claim that reasoning is “nothing else but the addition and
subtraction of names.” This “nominalist and profoundly skeptical doctrine”
therefore teaches us how to produce philosophical truths, but these true prop-
ositions, he reiterates, are “not about the nature of things, but about the names
of things.”25 Indeed, the only true thing for Hobbes is a true proposition, one
in which a philosopher appropriately combines terms (“X is Y”) in a way that
agrees with the way in which we have predefined these terms.26

Oakeshott’s Hobbes, therefore, is an example of intellectual caution and
reserve—a philosopher who, however confident, resisted the temptation to
extend the reach of his philosophy into the domains where contemporary
social sciences have now staked their claim. In light of the incautious charac-
ter of Oakeshott’s political rationalist, the contrasts invite an extended com-
parison. In his essays on Hobbes, Oakeshott is engaged in an act of interpreta-
tive reclamation: he extracts Hobbes from interpretations that would claim
him for the history of the social sciences. In his essays on political rational-
ism, however, we begin to discern that the reclamation was not merely a mat-
ter of a disagreement over Hobbes’s philosophical ambitions. It also allowed
Oakeshott to claim Hobbes for his side in a larger battle over the proper scope
of rationalist thought. In his attacks on political rationalism, Oakeshott’s
invective is directed against those who would substitute social science—
political rationalism—for political judgement. Only in this broader intellec-
tual and political context can we see the full significance of what Oakeshott
does by disassociating Hobbes from social science.

This Hobbes is not merely in retreat from the world of experience, he is
also miles away from the anxious political rationalists Oakeshott describes in
“Rationalism and Politics” or “The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of
Mankind.”27 Oakeshott’s political rationalist may be skeptical of authority—
especially traditional political authority—but he is also an “optimist.” He is
optimistic about the power of his reason to solve practical problems in the
realm of experience: “the rationalist never doubts the power of his ‘reason’
(when properly applied) to determine the worth of a thing, the truth of an
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opinion or the propriety of an action.”28 Lacking adequate experience, but
anxious to make the force of his reason effective, the political rationalist is
never held back by a suspicion that elements of human affairs may be beyond
the capacity of human reason. The political rationalist lacks the “power of
accepting the mysteries and uncertainties of experience without any irritable
search for order and distinctness.”29 The political rationalist is a specialist in
“irritable” searches for order.

Oakeshott’s political rationalist is a “self-made man,” a term Oakeshott
uses derisively. Men who are “self-made” are in these arguments unfavorably
compared to “some minds which give us the sense that they have passed
through an elaborate education which was designed to initiate them into the
traditions and achievements of their civilization.”30 The mind of the political
rationalist is, according to Oakeshott, more the finely tuned instrument, a
neutral, well-trained head, than one rooted in any particular historical tradi-
tion or sensibility. As such, the political rationalist’s mind is said to lack
“atmosphere”; in this barren place there is no change of season or tempera-
ture. Thinking here goes on “in the void.”31

When such heads apply themselves to political affairs, they are a particu-
larly dangerous force. Politics is, in Oakeshott’s reading, deeply permeated
with tradition; moreover, it is circumstantial and transitory. Just where one
would hope for the reserve of a more seasoned mind, the political rationalist
is characterized by an unwillingness to stop and contemplate the complexity
of political practice. The political rationalist is inclined to tear down and start
from scratch. He is a self-appointed member of a political wrecking crew.
Patching up, repair—something that requires a more subtle knowledge of the
material at hand—is a “waste of time” in the political rationalist’s eyes.

The effective mode of political intervention for the political rationalist
models itself on engineering. There is a singular task at hand. The question is
whether the rational means to achieve that end will be adopted. The best way
to ensure that it is, is to adopt a rational technique for discovering the nature
of the problem and the solutions that might be found.32 It is the political ratio-
nalist’s unflagging faith in technique in these inherently uncertain political
domains that strikes Oakeshott as distinctive. It is the “assimilation of politics
to engineering” that may be called “the myth of rationalist politics.”33

Here, then, is one of the chief sources for our understanding of the
tin-eared political rationalist. The complex and dynamic character of politi-
cal life is such that it will never be made to conform to expectations implicit in
the abstract formulations of rationalist political techniques. No matter how
intricate the political technique may grow, the scientistic predispositions of
its practitioners will be necessarily insufficiently sensitive to the dynamics of
political life. What the political rationalist lacks is experience itself. Politics,
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like any other activity, must be understood in its particular idiom. That is to
say, political engagement and the making of political decisions is a practice,
and it is only by gaining a practitioner’s sensibility that one can engage in pol-
itics intelligently. A set of rules or procedures designed in advance of the
activity itself, or a set of goals specified and considered outside a state of
political engagement, is never a substitute for the judgment of the seasoned
practitioner situated in the midst of political activity itself.

Famously, Oakeshott compares those who would make political decisions
by rationalist techniques to persons who possess cookbooks but lack the sen-
sibility of an actual chef. I have described tin-eared political rationalists.
Antirationalist critiques often find themselves drawing on allusions to sen-
sory deficiencies. Like a cookbook, a list of rational political techniques can
only take a would-be practitioner so far:

for what the book contains is only what it is possible to put into a book—rules of tech-
nique. And, book in hand (because, though a technique can be learned by rote, they have
not always learned their lesson well), the politicians of Europe pore over the simmering
banquet they are preparing for the future: but, like jumped-up kitchen-porters deputized
for an absent cook, their knowledge does not extend beyond the written word which they
read mechanistically—it generates ideas in their heads but no tastes in their mouths.34

By pulling Hobbes away from the political rationalist camp, therefore,
Oakeshott was doing something more than defending one reading of Hobbes
against another. He was attempting to rescue Hobbes from a historical
movement—already long dominant—for which he harbored boundless con-
tempt. In section III, I will argue that in spite of correctly distancing Hobbes
from a social scientific reading, he elides Hobbes’s anxiousness for a politi-
cally useful and effective rationalism. Hobbes is not a social scientist, but he
shares more in common with the “jumped up kitchen porters” than Oakeshott
can bring himself to acknowledge—moreover, what he shares with these por-
ters, and with all of us, emerges from within a political sensibility that may be
dulled among social scientists but that still stands as an obstacle to the goals
of antipolitical rationalists.

III. WHAT’S MISSING?

Oakeshott’s reading of Hobbes can be termed what some political theo-
rists call a “strong” reading of a political philosopher. That is, not unlike other
forceful interpretations of Hobbes (although not Hobbes alone), Oakeshott’s
interpretation is, at once, an insightful gaze into Hobbes’s writings and a
work that travels beyond the bounds of Hobbes interpretation. As noted, we
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can see Oakeshott’s investment in Hobbes as a turning point in his larger
philosophical career.35 Moreover, Oakeshott’s interpretation has inspired and
helped clarify the thinking of other political theorists on matters such as
authority.36 In light of its status as a strong reading, it would seem foolish to
attempt to offer corrections, to discuss where Oakeshott seemed to have got-
ten Hobbes wrong. A precocious child can miss the significance of a great
drama if he or she is pleased to devote all of his or her attention to attacking its
verisimilitude. If the point of this essay were to show that Oakeshott misread
Hobbes simply for the sake of showing that he made a mistake, then it would
be the legitimate subject of similar suspicions. We can, however, use this
understanding of what Oakeshott represses in his interpretation to discern
what many political theorists have neglected in their critiques of political
rationalism. As such, this argument can also claim to serve a larger purpose.
That purpose will be served largely in the fourth section of the essay. Here, I
will build a brief case that will enter into some of the finer points of Hobbes’s
interpretation.

Hobbes’s critical assessments of scholastic learning are one place to look
for what Oakeshott leaves out of his interpretation. Reading Hobbes as a part
of a tradition, Oakeshott’s claim is that we should ignore Hobbes’s criticisms
of the schools. He finds the similarities between Hobbes’s thought and tradi-
tion more fundamental.37 This, however, ignores the spirit in which Hobbes
compares his philosophical ideals with theirs. Convinced he knew the differ-
ence between idle knowledge and its opposite, he writes in De Corpore,

For the inward glory and triumph of mind that a man may have for the mastering of some
difficult and doubtful matter, or for the discovery of some hidden truth, is not worth so
much pains as the study of Philosophy requires; nor need any man care much to teach
another what he knows himself, if he think that will be the only benefit of his labour. The
end of knowledge is power; and the use of theorems (which, among geometricians, serve
for the finding out of properties) is for the construction of problems; and, lastly, the scope
of all speculation is the performing of some action, or thing to be done.38

His hope was to offer the world a philosophy that would yield practical
results. To do so, according to Hobbes, philosophy must make us capable of
action.

This concern further reveals itself where Hobbes describes the difference
between prudence and science. Hobbes valued science above prudence; this
is well known among political theorists, and it is often used as evidence in
arguments against the hubris of today’s social science.39 He boasted that his
was the first science of politics, and in doing so he was asserting the superior-
ity of his political thought to that of his predecessors.40 This includes the doc-
trines of the schools, but it is also thought to include those who made history
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and experience their guide.41 Missed in the rush to emphasize the difference
are some of the fundamental equivalencies in Hobbes’s means of evaluating
the accomplishments of “prudence” and his “science.” Specifically, both
remain fixed within the realm of human action. It is true that Hobbes’s sci-
ence distinguishes itself because it is methodical and (as Oakeshott correctly
observes) centered in a concern for causes and effect. However, these aspects
do not complete Hobbes’s boast on behalf of science or its favorable juxtapo-
sition with prudence. The proof of the worthiness of science is also in the
practical results that it achieves. In Leviathan, Hobbes describes the distinc-
tion this way:

And whereas sense and memory are but knowledge of fact, which is a thing past and irre-
vocable, Science is the knowledge of consequences, and dependence of one fact upon
another, by which, out of that we can presently do, we know how to do something else
when we will, or the like, another time; because when we see how anything comes about,
upon what causes, and by what manner, when the like causes come into our power, we see
how to make it produce the like effects.42

We need to take Hobbes seriously when he speaks of causes in our power and
the production of effects. In the quote above, he offers material for
Oakeshott’s skeptical rebuttal to the social scientific reading but also makes
assertions that should point beyond the limited scope Oakeshott allows
Hobbes’s philosophy. Experience and prudence, as Hobbes notes in the pas-
sages in Leviathan just preceding the quote, are concerned with matters of
fact, and as above, with “things past and irrevocable.” As Oakeshott argued,
Hobbes’s concern is not with the past but with cause and effect. Hobbes’s sci-
ence, however, is not merely distinguished on the basis of the subject upon
which the philosopher exercises his or her mind (cause and effect) but by
what this knowledge allows us to do. The consequences that Hobbes speaks
of are consequences in the world itself; they are actions—things we do or can
do. Following the guide of such scientific reason yields power, not merely the
self-restrained philosophical knowledge Oakeshott describes. Although they
involve the contemplation of different things, science and prudence share a
common domain—human activity—in which the fruits of their distinct
labors can be compared with one another.43

The emphasis on practical consequences also emerges when Hobbes
describes philosophy’s place in the context of human history. Philosophy
makes a contribution to the way we live. It makes us capable of creating a
world where we enjoy “commodious living.” Indeed, the things that Hobbes
promises as the products of philosophical practice are also the things that dis-
tinguish life in civil society from life in the state of nature. Life in the state of
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nature is famously “solitary, poor, nasty brutish and short,”44 but in this
wretched condition there is also

no place for industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain, and consequently, no culture
of the earth, no navigation, nor the use of commodities that my be imported by sea, no
commodious buildings, no instruments of moving and removing such things as require
much force, no knowledge of the face of the earth, no account of time, no arts, no letters,
no society.45

Important for our purposes, Hobbes credits philosophy with these contribu-
tions to our condition. In De Corpore, he writes,

But what the utility of philosophy is, especially of natural philosophy and geometry, will
be best understood by reckoning up the chief commodities of which mankind is capable,
and by comparing the manner of life of such as enjoy them, with that of others which
want the same. Now, the greatest commodities of mankind are the arts; namely, of mea-
suring matter and motion; of moving ponderous bodies; of architecture; of navigation; of
making instruments for all uses; of calculating the celestial motions, the aspects of the
stars, and the parts of time; of geography, &c. By which sciences, how great benefits men
receive is more easily understood than expressed. These benefits are enjoyed by almost
all the people of Europe, by most of those of Asia, and by some of Africa: but the Ameri-
cans, and they that live near the Poles, do totally want them. But why? Have they sharper
wits than these? Have not all men one kind of soul, and the same faculties of mind? What,
then, makes this difference, except philosophy? Philosophy, therefore, is the cause of all
these benefits.46

Such accounts of philosophy’s gifts do not square with Oakeshott’s reading.
Hobbes’s philosophy crosses the boundaries that might delimit a conception
of philosophical reason; Hobbes’s philosophy reaches the practical domain.

I have suggested, however, that Oakeshott is correct in distancing Hobbes
from the readings that turn him into a social scientist. In light of Hobbes’s
concern to craft a useful philosophy, this might suggest the need for second
thoughts. The social scientific reading may overlook key elements of
Hobbes’s skepticism, but these readings possess the virtue of at least answer-
ing to Hobbes’s obviously practical intents. Indeed, among Hobbes’s critical
admirers from this camp, one finds arguments chiding the philosopher for not
having more fully realized the value of empirical inquiry in light of the pur-
poses of his enterprise.47 This raises the question, Can one reject the social
scientific reading and still find room for a Hobbes who wishes to craft a phi-
losophy that serves his practical orientation? Can Hobbes be said to offer us a
knowledge that serves his ends—power and a philosophy directed toward
worldly practices—and yet not be, in some measure, devoted to the develop-
ment of a predictive/descriptive account of the world? For some of Hobbes’s
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recent interpreters who have explicitly addressed this question, the answer
has been no.48

I have suggested in a different context that we can answer this question in
the affirmative.49 To see that this is so in this context, it will be useful to return
to Oakeshott’s claim that we ought not to see Hobbes’s philosophy in archi-
tectural terms. Oakeshott placed Hobbes in the tradition of “Will and Arti-
fice.” Nevertheless, to distance Hobbes from interpretations that see him
offering a mechanical and/or materialist explanation of the world, Oakeshott
denied that Hobbes’s philosophy is architectural. In other words, Oakeshott
denied that one ought to look for a scientific foundation in Hobbes’s claims
concerning matter. His assertions concerning elemental parts of material
things, or even about human beings themselves, were not meant as founda-
tional assumptions from which he could derive his civil philosophy—in
short, one should not look for a continual line of development between his
physics and his politics.50

What I wish to suggest is that Oakeshott is correct to deny this line of
development, but not, as he claims, because Hobbes’s artifice is not architec-
tural. The “physics to politics” reading is wrong precisely because Hobbes’s
philosophy is thoroughly architectural in character. Let me first build this
argument in terms of an ideal type. Consider the ways in which architects,
and the work of architecture, are unlike the work of social science. Architec-
ture may begin with a set of assumptions about its materials, but these are
givens. Architects may need to know such things, but it is not the architect’s
role to discover them. Whereas the inquiring scientist (a social scientist or a
prototypical physicist) is concerned with the natural motions or behavior of
matter, the architect’s material is taken as essentially static and available to
the will of the builder. True, poorly chosen or ill-used matter may decay or
snap under excessive pressures, but the primary architectural concern with
motion is not centered in the natural motions of matter itself. It is centered in
the act of construction. The artificer himself or herself must decide what to
combine, must put matter into motion himself or herself—that is, give
instructions to those who would build the artifice. No matter how mindful an
architect must be of material, the first question is, “What do I wish to build?”
and not “What are the characteristics of some thing in the world?” Answers to
the second question may certainly condition answers to the first, but this does
not conflict with the basic distinction between construction and inquiry. This
is not a division of labor between two persons engaged in the same task but a
more fundamental distinction.

Good architecture does not yield a more accurate picture of the world, it
yields a well-made building. To the extent that the architect knows the world
well, it is because the architect has built that world himself or herself and not
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because the architect devoted his or her efforts to achieving some special
insight into the natural motions of the world. It is certainly true that social sci-
entists design institutions based on observations that have yielded predic-
tions about human behavior, but the architect’s level of intervention into the
world is more direct. The social scientists design institutions in light of the
motives, actions—the motions—they expect from human beings (and this is,
therefore, an enterprise that naturally values the capacity to predict behav-
ior). By contrast, the architect imparts motion to his or her matter, imposes
structure on matter until it conforms with the architect’s design.

It remains now to show that Hobbes did in fact subscribe to this under-
standing of his philosophy as an essentially constructive, architectural enter-
prise. In the quote above, Hobbes associates human progress not merely with
philosophy in general but with geometry and natural philosophy. Of these
two, it was geometry that Hobbes most often cited as his inspiration for his
philosophy.51 Moreover, Hobbes himself was heavily invested in a particular
notion of geometry. He places geometry at the center of his account of proper
philosophical practice, authored a number of works on geometry, and also
fought an ongoing battle with Oxford’s Savilian Professor of Geometry, John
Wallis, over the course that geometry and mathematics should take.52 I will
not review these conflicts here. Instead, I will offer evidence that Hobbes’s
conception of geometry (and geometrically inspired political philosophy)
conforms to the model of construction described above and that it is not
directed toward the goal of inquiry.

As the quote above illustrates, Hobbes valued geometry for the commodi-
ous things it provided. Hobbes also valued geometry because it embodied a
form of intellectual caution that he thought lacking among his intellectual
contemporaries. His philosophical rivals were prone to abuse words.53 By
contrast, geometricians, following the example of Euclid, always began with
definitions and built methodically from these definitions. Hobbes empha-
sized the exemplary role geometry played in allowing him to discern sound
method from the error-prone. Geometry was a model in the careful use of def-
initions, and, Hobbes adds by way of emphasis, the only science God has
been pleased to grant to mankind:

Seeing then that truth consisteth in the right ordering of names in our affirmations, a man
that seeketh precise truth had need to remember what every name he uses stand for, and
to place it accordingly, or else he will find himself entangled in words: as a bird in lime
twigs, the more he struggles the more belimed. And therefore in geometry (which is the
only science that it hath pleased God hitherto to bestow on mankind) men begin at set-
tling the significations of their words; which settling of significations they call defini-
tions, and place them in the beginning of their reckoning.54
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Hobbes also idealized the geometrician because he possessed “maker’s
knowledge.”55 The geometrician knows with certainty the figures he builds
on the page. Unlike the inquirer, he derives his knowledge not from some spe-
cial observation of the world but because he built the structure or figure him-
self. Hobbes offers an example in De Corpore. Were a figure, “having, as near
as may be, the figure of a circle” placed before us, we would not be able to
“perceive by sense” whether it is a true circle.56 By contrast, “nothing is more
easy to be known to him” who knows how to generate a circle on his own. The
thinker who generates the circle on his own, “by the circumduction of a body
whereof one end remained unmoved” (fixing the end point of a line and spin-
ning the line about it), knows the figure he has created fits the definition of a
circle (i.e., where the radius is equal on every point of the circumference).57

Was geometry a useful tool for understanding the workings of nature or
the cosmos? It was for Galileo and Descartes. They began with the expecta-
tion that nature itself would conform to the dictates of human reason. A math-
ematical explanation of the events of the natural world, therefore, could be
said to count as the best explanation of what was really happening. By con-
trast, Hobbes took a more skeptical position. Nature was God’s handiwork. It
was beyond the power of men to know how God produced the effects that he
did on earth. Instead, the best we could do is produce accounts of cause and
effect that reproduce the effects observed in nature. Whether these explana-
tions actually accounted for the means by which they were produced was
something we could not know. To continue from the example with the circle,
our knowledge of how to produce a circle does not tell us how the circle
already set before us was in fact generated:

by knowing first what figure is set before us, we may come by ratiocination to some gen-
eration of the same, though perhaps not that by which it was made, yet that by which it
might have been made.58

The same logic applies with regard to the proper subject of physics, the phe-
nomena of the natural world. Like the circle already before us on the page, we
cannot be certain how it was in fact created, but through an appropriate mas-
tery of causes, we can know how it could be created:

since the causes of natural things are not in our power, but in the divine will, and since the
greatest part of them, namely the ether, is invisible; we, that do not see them, cannot
deduce their qualities from their causes. Of course, we can, by deducting as far as possi-
ble the consequences that we do see, demonstrate that such and such could have been
their causes.59
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For Hobbes, the distinction between hypothetical cause and actual cause
was more than a skeptical objection. It meant that there would have to be new
criteria for evaluating the worth of physics itself. Instead of valuing this sci-
ence as a source of explanation, Hobbes stressed the fact that physical inquiry
would make us capable of re-creating natural effects. Physics is a science that
begins with effects and concludes with an account of causes that merely could
reproduce that effect. It was the practical, “commodious” value of this capac-
ity that Hobbes emphasized, not its standing as an account of the world.60

For Hobbes, however, there was a still more impressive way to proceed in
the sciences. He called sciences such as physics that began with effects and
concluded with hypothetical causal reconstructions aposteriori. However,
one need not begin with observed effects. In some forms of reasoning, one
could begin with causes and work one’s way up to the creation of wholly orig-
inal effects—these he termed apriori.61 Geometricians themselves belonged
to this class of intellectual practitioners. This class of philosophers took on
the more creative task of building artifices of their own. For Hobbes, it was
not merely the geometrician who fit into this class of practitioners. Any sci-
ence that begins with causes and works its way to effects belonged to this
class, and the most lofty of these were the practitioners of the science of
politics:

Finally, politics and ethics (that is the sciences of just and unjust, of equity and inequity)
can be demonstrated a priori; because we ourselves make the principles—that is, the
causes of justice (namely laws and covenants)—whereby it is known what justice and
equity, and their opposites injustice and inequity, are. For before covenants and laws were
drawn up, neither justice nor injustice, neither public good nor public evil, was natural
among men any more than it was among beasts.62

Political philosophy, therefore, ought to be understood as a construction pro-
ject. It is not an account of how individuals actually found themselves living
in civil society; it is a set of instructions on how to construct a civil society
built to last.

It is in this context that we should understand Hobbes’s insistence that the
laws of nature do not bind without the impetus provided by a coercive sover-
eign. The laws of nature are the dictates of reason that tell us our rights and
duties and supply us with a means of constructing a commonwealth. They are
our escape from the state of nature, but, as Hobbes notes, these laws do not
bind us without human intervention. Hobbes’s laws of nature are not like the
laws of Newtonian physics or, to use a more contemporary example, the laws
of economics. They are not an account of what will happen naturally. His

820 POLITICAL THEORY / December 2001



laws are a part of the construction project. Hobbes sometimes drew parallels
between reasoning per se and the operations of addition and subtraction. In
Leviathan, he notes that geometricians add and subtract lines, figures, angles,
proportions, and so on; arithmeticians add and subtract numbers. Likewise,
“writers of politics add together pactions to find men’s duties.” The bodies
that form the basic elements of the leviathan (here, our human bodies) must
be set in motion, made to conform to the duties stipulated in the laws of
nature. It is the coercive sovereign who ensures that our motions follow the
natural law’s dictates. If anything, the laws of nature that Hobbes stipulates
are counternatural and must be imposed on us:

For the laws of nature (as justice, equity, modesty, mercy, and (in sum) doing to others as
we would be done to) of themselves, without the terror of some power to cause them to be
observed, are contrary to our natural passions, that carry us to partiality, pride, revenge,
and the like. And convenants without the sword are but words, and of no strength to
secure a man at all.63

Notwithstanding their identification as “laws,” we can only make the laws of
nature bind by virtue of the impetus of a coercive power to ensure our obedi-
ence to them.64 Sociability may come naturally to beasts, but for human
beings sociability must be the product of artifice.

IV. THE POLITICS OF THE ARTIFICER

I have suggested that Oakeshott has not merely missed something in his
interpretation but that his elision is indicative of a more pervasive underesti-
mation of the obstacles that face antirationalist political theory. Let me now
refine this argument by suggesting that Oakeshott in fact represses two ele-
ments in his interpretation. The two are connected but should be understood
as distinct. In this essay, I will deal with the first in passing and emphasize the
second.

The first element can attributed to his aristocratic prejudices.65 As noted
above, Hobbes credited philosophy with supplying us with “commodious
living.” His dedication to the “commodious” meant that Oakeshott’s adopted
philosophical hero was in spirit too close to the ambitious, upwardly mobile,
bourgeois—to the expert mechanic of political affairs. Rather than acknowl-
edge these aspects of Hobbes’s philosophical project, he read them out of the
picture. Oakeshott’s Hobbes does not get his hands dirty. He is not eager to
please or impress others. He is already assured of his merits, and these reside
in his capacity to reason philosophically. Rather than produce commodious
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effects, this Hobbes is happy to sit back in cool aristocrat detachment; secure
in his ways, he contemplates what it means to engage in philosophic thought.
Having achieved a rationally coherent conception of political affairs, he is
satisfied that he has amply fulfilled his duties as a philosopher. Oakeshott’s
Hobbes can be no “jumped up kitchen porter,” and this is because there is not
only something wrong with trying to do something with philosophy that one
ought not to do but also because there is something wrong, for Oakeshott,
with the idea of a kitchen-porter philosopher. The prejudices that animate this
reappropriation are not uncommon among the critics of political rationalism,
but it is not the flaw most representative of antirationalist political theory.

The second element concerns the elision of Hobbes’s motivation for the
imposition of mechanical order on politics. Here, Oakeshott helps clear a
path that more have followed. In this more representative flaw, he locates the
will to impose order in a particular form of epistemological overconfidence: a
sense of optimism about one’s capacity to grasp the world as it really is, com-
bined with a belief that this understanding of the world is a prelude to solving
its problems. Oakeshott denies that Hobbes has this overconfidence—and I
have agreed with him on this point—but he also makes the assumption that
being free of this kind of overconfidence implies an end to the will to impose
order on the world. This last assumption is a poor one. Even after we give full
acknowledgement to the skeptical elements of Hobbes’s philosophy, he
remains a philosopher committed to imposing order on his world. Revealing
the motive for this kind of mastery also reveals the larger but neglected chal-
lenge that antirationalist political thought has yet to fully appreciate. This is
not the motive of a political ignoramus; it is not the product of a methodol-
ogist’s overconfidence or the blindness of a purely instrumental rationality. It
is, rather, a panic induced by a fear of chaos, and in neglecting this motivation
the antirationalists have illustrated that political tin ears are not exclusively
located among their opponents.

I want to return briefly to Hobbes’s claims concerning the “commodious
living” philosophy makes possible. The social scientific reading of Hobbes
links him with Galileo and with Descartes. On this reading, Hobbes, Galileo,
and Descartes were alike in their desire to use new science to offer mathemat-
ical accounts of the world.66 Hobbes’s actual boasts are of a different nature.
As noted, he does not claim a knowledge of the world. He claims instead a
useful knowledge that allows us to move “ponderous bodies,” engage in
“architecture . . . navigation . . . instruments for all uses,” and so on.

Among antirationalist political theorists, such emphasis on practical
effects raises concern. Modern political reason has been taken over by a nar-
rowly instrumental mindset. Effectiveness, in and of itself, has become the
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standard against which persons evaluate political decisions. Moral reasoning
has been squeezed out of the picture, and so have the requisite intellectual
skills whereby such moral reasoning might be cultivated.67 As noted,
Oakeshott’s interpretation allows him to spare Hobbes, but Oakehshott is
undoubtedly a contributor to contemporary critiques of the instrumentalist
mindset.68 In Oakeshott’s critique, the criticism is reinforced with aristocratic
disdain for the inflated expectations of political upstarts. According to
Oakeshott, the origins of political rationalism are to be found in Descartes
and Bacon, but the circumstances that have allowed political rationalism
to truly blossom in the twentieth century have been accumulating over the
centuries. With the “incursion” of “new ruler[s], new ruling classes, and of a
new political society” (this last being a reference to the newly politically
enfranchised—Oakeshott was writing in 1947), we find ourselves with more
and more persons required to lead and participate in political affairs who have
no experience of their own. Persons under these circumstances, “not brought
up or educated to the exercise,” find rationalist politics a godsend:

His need of it is so great that he will have no incentive to be sceptical about the possibility
of a magic technique of politics which will remove the handicap of his lack of political
education. The offer of such a technique will seem to him the offer of salvation itself; to
be told that the necessary knowledge is to be found, complete and self-contained, in a
book, and to be told that his knowledge is of the sort that can be learned quickly and
applied mechanically, will seem, like salvation, something almost too good to be true.69

It is precisely the character of Oakeshott’s political rationalist to make
such fantastic promises and to believe in them as well. The most characteris-
tic thing about the rationalist politics of his contemporaries, Oakeshott
remarked, was “the prevailing belief that politics are easy.” Such a belief is
merely a correlate of the core “rationalist faith in the sovereignty of tech-
nique” and presuppositions sustaining “the notion that some over-all scheme
of mechanized control is possible.” The American Founders are an example
of an earlier instance of this faith. They were convinced that they did not have
to consult the “old parchments and musty records” of civilization. Instead,
their new and accurate grasp of human nature and their superior techniques
would ensure their success. With such hopeful feelings, modern political
rationalism converts politics in all its complexity into an “easy” matter of
administration.70

Against Oakeshott’s diagnosis, we might ask whether an anxious desire
for an effective, well-ordered political sphere always emerges in these con-
texts. Is it the case that the politically inexperienced are the only ones who
find solace in the provision of a rationalist political philosophy? Today’s
Oakeshottian antirationalists tend to overlook his distasteful class biases, for
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it would seem that his critique of the hubris of political rationalism is a criti-
cism that might be made from a number of perspectives. This brings us the
second element repressed in Oakeshott’s interpretation, the one most perti-
nent to contemporary antirationalist political theory.

Even if one could extract Oakeshott’s critique from its aristocratic trap-
pings, his focus on the overconfidence of the political rationalist remains
misleading. This is not because there have not been overconfident political
rationalists but because the circumstances that lead us to wish for a form of
politics that asserts a rational mastery over our circumstances are not limited
to those Oakeshott—and many other antirationalists—describe. Hobbes,
moreover, illustrates this very characteristic. Hobbes may have been confi-
dent of his own rationality, but he was famously nervous about politics.
Hobbes did not wish to impose order on the political world because he
thought he could penetrate the mysteries of human political conduct. Hobbes
certainly made a point of disagreeing with Aristotle. Man was not, by nature,
a polis animal; but Hobbes hardly counted it a great accomplishment to see
the error of Aristotle’s assumption.

Put another way, Montesquieu and Rousseau were correct when they said
they suspected Hobbes of transferring his impressions of his fellow citizens
onto the ‘nature’ of man in the state of nature.71 Life in Hobbes’s state of
nature was solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short, because life in Hobbes’s
Britain was threatening to become—and for some it was—solitary, poor,
nasty, brutish, and short. Having acknowledged the transfer, however, we
need not follow the lead of these Enlightenment philosophers and look for
man’s true nature to substitute for Hobbes’s account. Instead, we can reason-
ably draw the conclusion that a will to impose a rational order on political life
does not always stem from a primary desire to know political (or natural) phe-
nomena or from the overconfidence of those who claim to have such knowl-
edge. It was not out of confidence, but out of desperation, that Hobbes adopts
his political rationalism. With Montesquieu and Rousseau, we should
acknowledge that Hobbes’s political philosophy was a reaction to his con-
texts, and one that was at least discerning of the flaws and pitfalls of his own
society.

A view of political society that declares a constant danger of devolving
into a state of war is not a confident view. In fact, Hobbes shared this pessi-
mistic assumption not with the new, self-made men among his contempo-
raries but with weary and disappointed aristocrats who served as his
patrons.72 Importantly, the desire for a rational mastery of political affairs
emerges with a different mindset from the one described by Oakeshott and
other anti–political rationalists. The motivation for the imposition of a ratio-
nal scheme is not an overconfident claim to know the world, or human nature,
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as it really is. The motivation, rather, was a fear of life-threatening political
contexts. Hobbes’s problem was not an unawareness of the contingency of
the political—he was more than happy to show his political rivals that the
knowledge of the world they claimed was built on sand. Rather, it was an
intense fear that the contingency of political life was not survivable. Hobbes
did not need to—and did not claim to—know the world as it really is with sci-
entific certainty. His was a science at once skeptical and impatient. Not only
was he dubious as to the claims of those who asserted a definitive knowledge
of the world we observe, he hadn’t the time to engage in such speculations.
Hobbes’s first priority was to merely impose an order on the chaotic
world—to lift humanity out of the disastrous state of nature—and that is why
he was not looking for relief in sciences that offer us an accurate picture of
nature itself. Geometry was Hobbes’s science of choice, and of inspiration,
because it puts aside questions of natural motion and (like an architect) gets
about the business of directly manipulating matter to suit our needs. That
need—rather than expectation—was the desperate desire for peace, as the
first law of nature dictates. Thus, it was misery and fear that drove Hobbes to a
rationalist politics, not fascination with a new and exciting way to describe
the workings of the universe or human nature.73

Important for our purposes, the will to impose order out of misery and fear
cannot as easily be dismissed as “apolitical.” Hobbes’s impulse is rooted in a
reaction to his political contexts. Unlike the politically obtuse rationalist now
subject to antirationalist critique, Hobbes’s plea for the imposition of a ratio-
nal order emerges out of life in the thick of political affairs. Hobbes main-
tained very close connections with the politically prominent Cavendish fam-
ily throughout most of the seventeenth century. He was employed as
mathematics tutor to Charles II in the exiled court, and he continued contact
with Charles II following the Stuart Restoration. This meant that Hobbes was
closer to the political life of his nation than most contemporary political theo-
rists ever will be. Moreover, the desire of the panicked to impose order, to cre-
ate order out of chaos, is hardly something we can rule out as a likely reaction
among politically engaged persons.74 Even the most committed postmodernist—
anxious to avoid the language of metaphysics and a subsequent unwitting
imposition of rationality—might find himself or herself under circumstances
wherein the deliberate choice to impose order becomes a possibility.

What ramifications does this have for contemporary antirationalist poli-
tics? In a recent review of James Scott’s anti–political rationalist Seeing Like
a State, Shannon Stimpson makes the point that there are ironies in present-
ing such an antagonistic thesis at this time.75 Scott’s book, an expansive sur-
vey and critique of grand modernist-rationalist projects such as Brasilia, may
be less than timely in the twenty-first century:
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If this is his message, Scott may be preaching to the converted. It is interesting to see a cri-
tique of state-inspired planning, even one so admittedly elegant, appear at this time.
Without prognosticating the future, ours would seem to be an era in which the end of
“big-government” solutions has been declared. . . . Even the most meager government
intervention in the economy now meets with organized political resistance.76

Stimpson makes a valid point. The intellectual sources of political rational-
ism no longer have the clout they once did during their heydays in the twenti-
eth century. Present political contexts are clearly different. The intellectual
machinery that developed to accompany the growth of the modern welfare
state, however, has not changed with these contexts. That is, even as the legiti-
macy of “scientific” perspectives on political affairs has diminished in recent
years—although one might note that every opponent of “big government” is
happy to cite scientific studies when it suits his or her purposes—its place
within the academy has not. Why has there not been a parallel diminution?

In light of what Oakeshott’s antirationalism misses, we can venture an
explanation. A part of the decline in the public legitimacy of political ratio-
nalism is surely a less trusting attitude toward scientific authority. Perhaps
made weary by the contradictions between scientific authorities, perhaps
infused with a new postmodern ethos, the Western public questions whether
authoritative descriptions of political realities can exist. The authority of
rationalist contemporaries against which Oakeshott or Marcuse chafed is
now not quite so great. However, the need for a scientific legitimation once
we elect to impose order on society remains as strong as ever. This suggests
that the intellectual machinery of modern political rationalism may survive
even as faith in its capacity to describe or explain political behavior disap-
pears. If that is the case, then anti–political rationalism will experience
diminishing marginal returns insofar as it directs its efforts toward skeptical
attacks on the epistemology of political rationalism. Showing the political
rationalist that his or her confidence is misplaced because it rests on a funda-
mental misunderstanding of the political may be missing the mark. The mere
capacity to satisfy the desire, when it arises, to impose order may be what
accounts for political rationalism’s longevity. Whether the political rational-
ists themselves are true believers in their capacity to know politics may be
beside the point.
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