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ABSTRACT 
Both Schmitt and Oakeshott were antagonists of the rationalist style of thought in politics. Today we might label them 
‘realists,’ although the term is anachronistic. Both of them were deeply skeptical (and in Schmitt’s case, ideologically 
hostile) to the idea that cognitively derived normative principles could be the foundation for political orders and the 
answer to problems of state-formation.  Neither accepted that the foundation of state power and authority lies in the 
voluntaristic assent of citizens persuaded by the best arguments for such authority. Rather, both thinkers approach 
the modern state and its nature through a historical understanding of the emergence of the state, and the 
determination of its conceptual architecture and normative languages through inherited modes of authority and 
apparatuses of government, the content and functioning of which is transformed by a series of highly contingent 
historical developments in Western Europe. In this paper, I develop a comparative reading of Schmitt and Oakeshott’s 
diagnoses of the origins and nature of the modern state, in order better to grasp the implications of their theories for 
our contemporary understanding of the state. I compare two dimensions of their state theories: their concepts of 
state and rulership (state-concepts), and their understanding of historicity and contingency in the development of the 
state form and its distinctive kinds of authority and sociology (state-formation).  Despite very different practical 
commitments in politics, I suggest that along both of these dimensions Schmitt and Oakeshott share essential 
commonalities in their analyses of the state, and that together they leave us with an understanding of the state that 
has significant implications for how we think about the state and state-formation today.  
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Registration commences at 3.30pm and light refreshments will be served.   
 

For more information, please contact Ms Yvonne Lim at lawylhh@nus.edu.sg  
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