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Reply to Mr Maclntyre
Ernest Gellner

TO begin with, there is one point on which
I wholeheartedly agree with Mr. Mac-

Intyre: it is, as he says, wrong to suppose
that there are only two alternatives, either
"ivory towers" or partisanship "which does
not care about truth." Both are bad, they
do reinforce each other, and they are both
avoidable. But what is as bad, and as
avoidable, is something that combines the

defects of both these extremes, namely an
ivory tower which also does not cars
about truth either. Some strange failure
of vision has prevented the otherwise so
perceptive Mr. MacIntyre from seeing this,
despite the fact that evidence for it is con-
tained in his own article.

For the slogan which he quotes, that
"philosophy leaves everything as it is," in

effect means that the philosopher's job is
to explicate our concepts but never to
revise them: there is either no call ever to
revise them, or if there is, it is something
quite outside philosophy . . .! Moreover,

this passive, subservient exegesis of con-
cepts, which at the very most "straightens
them out" a little at the very end, is,
according to linguistic philosophers, to be
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done by minute and detailed observations
of the nuances of usage, not by concentrat-
ing on the general view: this procedural
rule ensures that one doesn't even come in
the way of the temptation of conceptual
reform, quite apart from having already
ruled it out of philosophy by the main
slogan. It isn't even that Wittgenstein's
own ideas are trivial as that they provide
a magnificent rationale for triviality, and
they have been eagerly used for this in the
ivory tower which cares little for truth (for
truth for it is extra-philosophical or is
already in our possession in our current
concepts, which only need exegesis, not
correction.)

Given the strangeness of this position,
it is essential to try and understand its
social milieu and effects. MacIntyre re-
marks that 1 am not worth answering on
this aspect of the matter. But underneath
his incivility there lurks a great fallacy. It
is odd that, in an article which commends
Wittgenstein's work as relevant to Marx's
attempt to overcome individualist empiri-
cism, he should feel it is so obvious that
the social context of a theory is irrelevant.
What is true is that it would be unfair to
describe it only in terms of its sociology,
or to try to refute it by ascribing motives:
but, on the contrary, my sketch of its social
role followed on an account of the doctrine.

MacIntyre attempts to undermine my
picture of Wittgensteinianism as a doctrine
of a totally unmysterious world in which
language operates—so that when we know
how it operates, no question can remain—
by drawing our attention to the fact that
its disciples include Christians. I am not
unaware of this, having elsewhere drawn
attention to it and its implications. (Phil-
osophy, October 1957, p. 344.) Partly, the
explanation is that Wittgenstein by destroy-
ing philosophy has made room for faith:
having made philosophy a study of how
words are used, issues which clearly
transcend our speech habits or the rules of
the languages we happen to use—e.g. the
question about the validity of religion or
our basic political convictions—are thereby
freed from any danger of philosophic
criticism. The technique of exorcising
("curing") our proclivity to theorize is
turned less against religious or political
doctrines, as at any theoretical attempts to
assess them rationally.

But more than this: religious believers
can find in Wittgensteinianism not merely
a device for ruling out philosophic criticism,
they can find in it a positive validation of
their belief. The religious use of language
is a use of language, like others: no one
could deny that language is frequently used
in the religious manner, nor that it is a
manner distinguishable from others. But
—the essence of Wittgensteinianism is the
requirement that each kind of use of lan-
guage should be understood in its full
idiosyncrasy, and that to interpret or judge
one "language game" in the light of another
is the philosophic mistake; that to try to
assess language systems as wholes, to
attempt to either prove and underwrite
them or to proscribe them, is either impos-
sible or, at best, extra-philosophical. So,
religious language, being a system of con-
cepts with its own rules and concepts, is
justified and established simply in virtue
of being such a system, being a kind of
use. Or rather, it is justified and estab-
lished in the only way in which the Witt-
gensteinian approach justifies anything,
namely by showing that no justification
(and similarly: no criticism) or conceptual
systems is either possible or necessary.
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So "Philosophy leaves everything as it is."
The religious believer, or anyone else,

would however be well advised not to use
this "linguistic" technique of underwriting
his convictions, or safeguarding them
against attack. This kind of re-interpreta-
tion of belief, religious, political or any
other, in terms of the "use" of the expres-
sions in which it is couched, has two effects:
it travesties the belief, and it makes all
beliefs equally valid. For the believer
knows that he uses words in a certain way
—the sceptic does not deny it: what is at
issue is whether they are rightly so used.
Moreover, the "use" reinterpretation can
underwrite agnostic, atheist, and any other
set of expressions, beliefs or disbeliefs. As
MacIntyre says, "Wittgenstein's aphorism
that 'Philosophy leaves everything as it is'
says nothing of how things are." But the
"things" (i.e. language-systems, conceptual
schemes) are variegated and in conflict with
each other: we cannot leave all of them as
they are! MacIntyre castigates me for
attempting to sum Wittgenstein briefly, but
he has himself unwittingly both summed up
the essence of the doctrine and its defects
even more briefly. In as far as linguistic
philosophy attempts to evade this charge
that it underwrites everything indiscrimi-
nately (a charge conceded in the remark
quoted by MacIntyre) it can only do so by
distinguishing between viable and other
language systems, and that can only be
done in terms of criteria which are not
themselves elicited from "use," but which
are independent of it.

MacIntyre is right in picking on Witt-
genstein's denial of the possibility of a
private language as important. A private
language, if it is possible, would be more
basic than other forms of discourse, it
would be a kind of absolute ultimate lan-
guage in terms of which all other discourse
would have to be justified. It would con-
stitute a kind of final court of appeal for
all other languages. The point about the
private language is not so much its privacy
as such, but the fact that its expressions
would have meaning limited entirely to
what is actually experienced or given (to
the individual—hence privately) without
any element of extrapolation, of going
beyond the given, so to speak. A "private
language" is merely a re-formulation, in
contemporary "linguistic" terms, of the
notion of a kind of Robinson Crusoe of
consciousness.

Now such a total Robinson Crusoe, a
consciousness falling back on itself in space
and time, is, I agree, a myth. No con-

sciousness is an island unto itself. But the
fact that it is a myth or a fiction does not
obviate its usefulness. Its usefulness, its
purpose, was precisely to provide a basis
for a critical examination of concepts, a
critical examination which does not "leave
things as they are." Concepts which did
not look as if they could occur in a private
language, even indirectly, which did not
look as if they could make any difference
to what could occur in the individual con-
sciousness, were subjected to rigorous
scrutiny. This is "empiricism," and it has
had beneficial consequences from physics
to psychology and politics.

I have no objection to the undermining
of the individualistic aspect of the Crusoe
myth, or indeed to the stressing that it is
a myth. (Though it is regrettable that
MacIntyre should have lumped empiricism
with individualism as if the two were one.
What 1 do object to is that the demolition
of the myth is question-begging in its logic;
it misleadingly suggests that individualism
can be rigorously overcome by an under-
standing of language when in fact it can
only be persuasively overcome by an
understanding of man and society; and
finally, whilst demolishing the myth, the
valuable purpose it served, that of criti-
cizing kinds of thought is also lost sight of
and abandoned.

The really disastrous thing about the
Wittgensteinian way of doing it is, as 1
have said earlier, that in the course of
demolishing the epistemological Crusoe
myth, the purpose of the myth, criticism,
is also forgotten and indeed disclaimed.
"Philosophy leaves everything as it is."
Only a complete insensitivity to the history
of philosophy, to the role of fundamental
and critical thought in the life of men and
societies, could have allowed a man to make
such a remark. It seems to mean: "Phil-
osophers should not try to understand the
world, but to stop others trying to change
it." (The understanding is to be left to
non-philosophers; and the philosopher is
to show that there can be no philosophical,
i.e. fundamental need for conceptual
revision.) Wittgenstein himself was a kind
of Crusoe in his preoccupation with but
one kind of issue, the fallacies which follow
on attempts to absolutize some one form
of discourse and interpret others in terms
of it: the fact that occasional flotsam from
Plato or St. Augustine reached him on the
island of his interests did not make his
particular view of philosophy any broader,
nor save him and his followers from gen-
eralizing it.


