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ABSTRACT

Wittgenstein's Influence on the Development of Virtue Ethics

Nicholas McGinnis
Concordia University, 2006

Remarkably little has been said concerning the implications of Wittgenstein's later
thought for moral philosophy. I will argue here that the recent renaissance of virtue
ethics, typified in the work of authors such as Rosalind Hursthouse, finds much of its
inspiration in Wittgenstein's later thought. This influence is three-fold: first, in the critical
tradition of virtue ethics vis-a-vis traditional theories of ethics; second, in the
establishment of its broadly 'anti-theoretical' stance; and last, in the fact that recent
critiques of virtue ethics can be parried by reference to Wittgenstein. The conclusion I
hope to establish is that virtue ethics, in order to itself flourish as a viable alternative,
must take careful account of Wittgenstein's thought and structure itself accordingly.
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The following abbreviations are used in the text to refer to Wittgenstein's works:

BLBK The Blue Book

Cv Culture and Value

LC Lectures and Conversations
Pl Philosophical Investigations
PO Philosophical Occasions
oC On Certainty

RFM Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTORY NOTES

Wittgenstein is widely held to have remarkably little to say on ethics,* save
perhaps the somewhat obscure remarks of the Lecture on Ethics, or tentatively again the
closing sections of the Tractatus, whose proper interpretation remains highly
controversial.? This view sits somewhat uneasily with our realization that his thought,
both early and late, has enormous implications across several branches of philosophy. It
is my intention here to argue that the ramifications of the later Wittgenstein's work point
us, if indirectly, to one specific method (as opposed to theory) of ethics: that of virtue
ethics, an ethical method which is agent-centred as opposed to act-centred, and which
does not lay claim to objectivity or certainty. This follows in part from Wittgenstein's
anti-metaphysical (sometimes termed ‘quietist’, but this is a loaded term) stand® which not
only undermines the foundations upon which traditional consequentialist and
deontological approaches lay, but directs us to pluralistic ethical notions steeped in
everyday language-use: in other words, to virtue ethics, whose re-emergence owes a great
deal to the later Wittgenstein. Furthermore, many of the common criticisms levied against
virtue ethics may be parried by reference to Wittgenstein, but at a deep cost, for it also
imposes strict limits on what can and cannot be done within moral philosophy. My
purpose here will be to present an interpretation of Wittgenstein that supports the above

thesis—a task undeniably fraught with peril, for the most frequently voiced critical

| have heard a British philosopher declare that 'Wittgenstein has nothing to do with ethics'. He was
genuinely astonished that there were philosophers who thought otherwise. And he was one of the
endangered species quite sympathetic to Wittgenstein." Gleeson 2002: 225.

2 A good entry-point to this discussion can be found in Cahill 2004, 33-57.

® For an example of this anti-metaphysical interpretation, see Carruthers 1984, 451-479.



lament in the secondary literature surrounding Wittgenstein is that he has been
misunderstood by any given commentator.”

The criticism invariably proceeds along the same lines: a substantive view x is
attributed to Wittgenstein, which is then either defended or attacked, followed quickly by
an article in reply which argues that said view x is in fact what Wittgenstein is expressly
attempting to deny—inasmuch as Wittgenstein can be said to 'deny’, which would involve
a type of 'recoil' to a perfectly opposite view, a substantive negation of x instead, which
would be another misinterpretation (cf. P1 8305, "What gives the impression that we
want to deny anything?"). We are sometimes told to approach the epigrammatic epistles
of Wittgenstein something like a Zen koan, with a view to clear our minds of problems
rather than 'solve’ them.® But here we are faced with a grave problem in regards to the
current project of detailing the linkages between Wittgenstein's thought and virtue ethics.
If to read Wittgenstein substantively instead of 'therapeutically’ is, in fact, to misread
him, it would equally be an error to somehow appropriate his arguments in order to
advance a specific ethical theory. And this is undoubtedly correct. Yet one can imagine
saying to Wittgenstein—playing the role of the anonymous interlocutor so often found in
the Investigations—"Surely you admit that we are often faced with difficult moral
problems with no clear answer and that we are desperately in need of good ways of
thinking about ethics." And while this is true, the reply may perhaps be: "Yes, but you

certainly are in no need of a philosophical way of thinking about ethics". For, despite his

4 __.most of the secondary literature on the Tractatus and the Philosophical Investigations consists of
exegetical and critical discussion of the theories of language, mind and culture that are supposedly found in
these books. Most of his philosophical expositors find his 'real views' in a small number of crucial passages
which, taken out of context, can easily be made to provide support for almost any view one looks for."
Stern, 1996: 444.

® Stone 2000: 108-112,



distaste for certain forms of philosophizing, surely Wittgenstein would not deny the
importance of good thinking in these matters. In a 1944 letter to Norman Malcolm he
writes:
What is the use of studying philosophy if all that does for you is to enable you to
talk with some plausibility about some abstruse questions of logic, etc., & if it
does not improve your thinking about the important questions of everyday life.
(Malcolm 1958: 39)
Wittgenstein here traces a link between the study of philosophy and the improvement of
thought in other, 'everyday' matters. The point is that given that our thinking can stand for
improvement and that philosophers are professional thinkers, it stands to reason that if
ethics is something than can be thought about, we ought to find good ways of doing so, as
difficult ethical and moral problems plague us every day. Such ways, if we remain true to
our stated intentions, may only be tenuously ‘philosophical’ compared to previous efforts.
A better way to put it is that our method would perhaps simply be anti-theoretical, which
is hardly a pejorative term nowadays; then again, our notions of what counts as exhibiting
theoretical form may even shift as we drop certain qualities once thought intrinsic to
proper moral theory, such as commitment to a formalism of rules or again to abstract
universalism and objectivity.® Theoretical form, understood in a wide sense, does not
necessarily entail metaphysical commitment (‘metaphysical’ understood as references to
mind-independent conceptual objects), though such commitments have been central to
nearly all ethical theories. Thus whether or not to term an anti-metaphysical approach a
‘theory' is, for our purposes, a rather pedantic question of semantics.

But does not Wittgenstein also term his philosophy as merely descriptive? It "may

in no way interfere with the actual use of language™ and "leaves everything as it is" (PI,

® On this issue, see Louden 1990: 93-96.



8124). Yet our goal would precisely be to interfere with the use of language, specifically
moral language. As Duncan Richter writes in a paper entitled Whose Ethics? Which
Wittgenstein?:
Even the appearance of endorsement of any ethical view is absent from
Wittgenstein's later works [...] Properly Wittgensteinian ethics, then should be
either ethics based on, or in line with, Wittgenstein's purely personal views or else
should be derived somehow from the Philosopher Wittgenstein's methodology and
guiding suspicions. (Richter 2002: 334-335)
It is squarely the latter option's feasibility with which we are concerned; for his part,
Richter is of the opinion that no substantive doctrine or theory does indeed follow from
Wittgenstein's methodology; it is ethically neutral. And in this he is right. But two issues
do remain: first, the implications of the therapeutic method for existing philosophical
theories of ethics (which Richter admits is not neutral), and second, the possibility of an
ethical practice (as opposed to a theory which finds some sort of foundation through
philosophy) which—while not being purely Wittgensteinian—would attempt to
incorporate Wittgensteinian insights to stave off the type of philosophical confusions
which commonly bewitch our understanding of these issues, while still helping us work
through moral problems. Despite the admonition that philosophy is not to interfere with
language, on another level we quite explicitly wish to (and indeed do) amend, modify and
evaluate our own use. It is clear that we have further games for just this express purpose;
and certainly we would be worse off if the natural and inevitable changes in language-
games were entirely left to chance or unconscious drift. So while we would not commit

the error of attributing to Wittgenstein a substantive ethics, or advocate an ethical theory

obscurely derived from a wilfully narrow reading of 'key' passages, a consciously self-



amending approach perhaps remains quite possible, potentially coupled with a problem-
solving heuristic methodology.
As I've intimated, there is also the question whether any ethical theories are
rendered suspect due to overt or covert reliance on philosophical confusions. Many
commentators have wielded the 'rule-following argument’ in this vein—most prominently
John McDowell—with the express intention of either establishing the plausibility of an
‘uncodifiable’ ethics or dismissing theories too reliant on the conceptual confusions we
should wish to eliminate. This will form an important element of my discussion. But
apart from rule-following there are other, related, avenues to tackle the notion that ethics
can be codified into what McDowell terms "formulable universal principles" (McDowell
1998: 58). Consider the following passage from the Investigations:
...imagine having to sketch a sharply defined picture corresponding to a
blurred one. In the latter there is a blurred red rectangle: for it you put
down a sharply defined one. Of course—several such sharply defined
rectangles can be drawn to correspond to the indefinite one—nbut if the
colours in the original merge without a hint of any outline won't it become
a hopeless task to draw a sharp picture corresponding to the blurred one?
Won't you then have to say: "Here | might just as well draw a circle or
heart as a rectangle, for all the colours merge. Anything—and nothing—is
right."—And this is the position you are in if you look for definitions
corresponding to our concepts in aesthetics or ethics.
In such a difficulty ask yourself: How did we learn the meaning of this
word (‘good’, for instance?) From what sort of examples? In what language
games? Then it will be easier for you to see that the word must have a
family of meanings. (P, 877).

Why did Wittgenstein compare our concepts in ethics or aesthetics to merging, blurred

images? Perhaps we should dissect the metaphor a bit, tease out what he is trying to show

us. Wittgenstein begins with a blurred rectangle, in relation to which infinite sharp

rectangles potentially exist. Here we have a definite shape but no grounds on which to
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determine the precise size. That there is a rectangle is still undeniable—just as there are
‘games’, which was Wittgenstein's object of discussion a few sections before. Should we
be forced by circumstance to draw a boundary to our rectangle, the decision may seem
rather arbitrary to those in thrall to a certain picture of meaning—though reasons could be
given. Perhaps: "the exact mid-point between the deepest intensity of colour and its
complete fade is the fairest way". If we agree both that 'fairness' is the way to resolve the
issue, and on what constitutes 'fair', the question is settled—for the specific circumstance.
Another circumstance may compel us to draw different lines. The deepest point of
intensity of colour—the very centre of the perceived blurry rectangle—does it correspond
to a given situation in word-use, say of the word 'game'? Perhaps at this point are the
unambiguous games, the ones we use as examples when teaching the word, such as chess
or soccer. The farther we move from this perceived centre of gravity the farther in
meaning we get from these paradigmatic examples. When someone shouts, angrily, "Quit
playing games with me!" he or she certainly does not mean a literal game. But we
understand very well, quite clearly as a matter of fact. In a sense the concept is not
‘blurred' at all, but only seems so relative to a given perceived centre (note the use of the
indefinite article: a given centre, not the centre). You can also ask yourself: what is it
blurring into? Another language-game (a different neighbourhood of the same city)? But
there still is a point where the word is no longer used properly. There is a point certainly
outside the rectangle just as there is a point certainly inside it, and these boundaries shift
with convention, use, understanding. We try very hard to make the words fit; we also try

very hard to expand word use, for example in poetry or slang.



11

But, according to Wittgenstein at Pl 877, the situation we are in as regards to
concepts in ethics or aesthetics is rather bleaker. All the colours merge. Any shape may be
valid. "Anything—and nothing—is right," as he puts it. Wittgenstein, in conversation, has
allegedly said that "the use of the word 'good' is too complicated. Definition is out of the
question.” (Richter 2002: 339) It is important to note what Wittgenstein says at the very
end of the passage: that in such difficulties we ought to ask ourselves how we learnt the
word, for what we have before us is a family of meanings. The ‘philosophical’ question
Wittgenstein is trying to dissolve is whether we need to draw, or be able to draw, a sharp
boundary (or even possess a specific, indubitable, if 'blurry’, shape) in order to truly have
the concept, to know 'games' or 'good'. The conceit is that there must be a single
justifiable boundary to the intrinsic meaning of ‘good’, or 'game’, there must be a single
correct shape to draw, and that the goal of philosophy is to find it, demarcate it, and from
thence act as border patrol. "Fine and well for vernacular speech to tolerate ambiguity in
meaning, but in philosophy preciseness of meaning is crucial. We must draw lines!". A
further hidden conceit is the very notion of this ideal, 'exact' demarcation. Wittgenstein
admits that we may stipulate a precise definition for a given purpose, as when we say 'for
the purposes of this law, a game is this." Exactness, or precision, is thus defined in a
purposive context; but what could exact qua exact possibly mean, outside of any such
stipulation? For this is what we seek: the definition of good or game or what have you.
Consider PI 8§88, where Wittgenstein says—

We understand what it means to set a pocket watch to the exact time or to
regulate it to be exact. But what if we were asked: is this exactness ideal
exactness, or how nearly does it approach the ideal?—Of course, we can
speak of measurements of time in which there is a different, and as we

should say, a greater, exactness than in the measurement of time by a
pocket-watch; in which the words "to set the clock to the exact time" have
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a different, though related meaning, and 'to tell the time' is a different
process, and so on. —Now, if | tell someone: ™Y ou should come to dinner
more punctually; you know it begins at one o'clock exactly"—is there
really no question of exactness here? Because it is possible to say: "Think
of the determination of time in the laboratory or the observatory; there you
see what exactness means."

"Inexact” is really a reproach, and "exact™ is praise. And that is to say that
what is inexact attains its goal less perfectly than what is more exact. Thus
the point here is what we call "the goal”. Am I inexact when | do not give
our distance to the sun to the nearest foot, or tell a joiner the width of a
table to the nearest thousandth of an inch? No single idea of exactness has
been laid down; we do not know what we should be supposed to imagine
under this head—unless you yourself lay down what is to be so called. But
you will find it difficult to hit upon such a convention; at least any that
satisfies you.
The problem here is simple—before demanding precise meanings in language we have to
have of understanding of what preciseness entails, of what it would mean.” And this
meaning is decided in much the same way we decide to draw a certain sharp rectangle as
opposed to another (and how thick its lines), or to leave it blurry. (‘This is the way'). What
is an exact or precise explanation, or meaning, as opposed to another, is decided on the
contextual criterion of exactness laid down in the language game.® Setting my watch,
arriving on time, calibrating a satellite, performing an experiment in physics all have
different standards of exactness, none of which are 'the’ exactness. Yet we say 'the exact
time' and are understood in all these contexts. The consequence of these considerations is

simply that even a sharp, ‘ideal’ demarcation relies on other terms which themselves must

be clearly defined. And certainly this is possible. A government policy seeking to

" Al this is not to suggest that Wittgenstein's project is just to amend a Fregean theory of meaning to
include vagueness of predicates. Writes Gordon Baker, "A .. blindness to context supports the widespread
idea that 865-88 argue for the importance of vagueness in constructing a theory of meaning, and suggest
some initial steps towards the construction of a semantics for vague predicates.” Baker 1981: 35.

& Wittgenstein makes the same point in Notes for the 'Philosophical Lecture’, where he says that he equally
could give a room's measurements in meters or in microns; but the choice of unit is not arbitrary for all that.
"The description and the method and unit of measurement tells us something about the world in which this
measurement takes place.” OC 449. | will return to these themes in chapters 3 and 4.
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subsidize sport games needs to define criteria for eligibility. It may even have a set of
rules for the resolution of conflicts due to ambiguity in criteria. (One wonders if it also
has rules governing the conflict-resolution rules, and so on.) But if we are compelled to
make a decision in a conflicted situation, it will, nay, must be made nevertheless. For the
use of a word is the meaning in many, but not all cases, as Wittgenstein notes (P1 843).
Nevertheless by setting his face against the possibility of defining words like 'good’, or
even of making sense of the notion of 'precise’ meanings, Wittgenstein seems to be
eliminating the very idea of a philosophical practice of ethics (cf. Pl 847-59). This
negative, eliminativist aspect of therapy is widely acknowledged, though usually
tempered with a mention of Pl §118—the famous quote that "what we are destroying is
nothing but houses of cards”. Can anything be built in the wake of this destruction?
It is my contention that positive work can be done. Cora Diamond wrote, near the
end of a paper concerned with the utility of thought-experiments in ethics, that
If my approach in the paper has been in any regard Wittgensteinian, it is in its
insistence that we look and see what may be useful in our thinking about moral
life. [...] It may then be Wittgensteinian for me to have tried to make room for
differences, for modes of understanding practical life and practical reasoning
which emphasize differences from the thinking through of quasi-mathematical
problems. (Diamond 2002: 249).
Diamond underlines two points here: first that, much like Wittgenstein's analysis of
language proceeds by examining actual use, any ethical methodology claiming to be
inspired by Wittgenstein must observe as well, rather than ruminate from the armchair.
Secondly, during this observation, it must resist the temptation to assimilate differences
under unifying conceptual categories and other errors of forced systematicity. A very

wide net must be cast if we are to do ethics in the shadow of Wittgenstein. The thing to

understand is that the discursive practices that comprise ‘ethics' or ‘morality’ are not
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always readily identifiable via a set of specific words whose language-games may be
investigated:
What | find problematic is the argument that goes from a general account
of what is reflected by our having a given predicate in our language to an
account of moral predicates as reflecting an interest in a particular group of
properties. What we should learn from Wittgenstein is that there is no a
fortiori. We need to look: what would it be like to have a language in
which moral predicates had no, or virtually no, use? Would people not care
about the things we care about? How much of our moral thought is
actually dependent on such predicates? (Diamond 1996: 242).
Rather, any act or proposition can be interpreted morally; what we deal with are various
ethical modalities which can be brought to bear on almost anything at all and which are
deeply embedded within our forms of life, and not necessarily via the use of a certain
group of moral predicates. We see this because ethics, unlike most of the sub-fields
clustered around the umbrella-term of 'philosophy’, is very much a living practice. The
salient difference, to put it somewhat pithily, is perhaps that while one may theorize
about the inevitable truth of hard determinism and yet not feel like an automaton
afterwards, the aim of ethics is in fact to change one's behaviour. It is arguably, of all the
fields of philosophy, the most resistant to full therapeutic dissolution, for it directly
connects with our practices and actions in a way that metaphysics simply does not. Yet to
the extent that it is deeply enmeshed with the metaphysical tradition of philosophy it cries
out for therapy nevertheless.
The point is that even if we preclude a given ethical theory, or any theory, that
relies on metaphysical confusion we are still faced with the necessity of choosing how to
act in a given situation as reflective, self-conscious beings. This necessity of action

ensures there will always be a remainder; there will be no one discovery which enables us

to stop doing ethics (or, rather, being ethical) when we wish to (c.f. "The real discovery is
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the one which enables me to stop doing philosophy when | want to." Pl §133). Recall that
the 'bedrock’ of our language-games lies precisely in the ways we act. In a sense it is the
practice of philosophical therapy, which stresses this last point, which will commit us to
saying there can be no one discovery in ethics which will from thence on provide us with
clear, ineluctable solutions to any and all moral and ethical problems (as therapy denies
not the possibility, but the intelligibility of 'a view from outside'). By rejecting the
Platonic project, best expressed in the Euthypro ("'l want to know what is characteristic of
piety which makes all pious actions pious" (6d9-e1)) Wittgenstein notes that we are to
instead proceed by radically different means:
| want to say here that it can never be our job to reduce anything to anything, or to
explain anything. Philosophy is really 'purely descriptive' [...] The idea that in
order to get clear about the meaning of a general term one had to find the common
element in all its applications has shackled philosophical investigation; for it has
not only led to no result, but also made the philosopher dismiss as irrelevant the
concrete cases, which alone could have helped him to understand the usage of the
general term. (BLBK: 18; 19-20.)
I wish to argue that his focus on the concrete case in order grasp the meaning of a general
term, without committing oneself to a Platonic universal, is more than simply congenial
to the spirit of virtue ethics; it is a deep part of its methodology. The main features of
virtue ethics—a critique of existing theories; a pluralistic, polycentric conception of
‘good(s)"; a concern with agents, their motivations and patterns of conduct; and an
appreciation of the limits of rationality, to name a few—indeed leads us ineluctably to
virtue ethics as perhaps the only ethical approach which could potentially be squared with
the later Wittgenstein's views on what philosophy is and, crucially, isn't. Not all

formulations of virtue ethics—of which there are legion—will prove amenable to this

project; I will return to this in chapter 2. The admonition not to engage in a certain type
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of philosophical theorizing restricts our movement. But | do intend to argue that virtue
ethics is best-placed to survive and evolve in such an environment, as its critical
component has deep Wittgensteinian influences, leading to concomitant positive views
which seek not to be felled by the same axe and in fact can be defended by it. Consider
Roubert Louden's claim that
Virtue ethics [...] in certain fundamental respects is best interpreted not as
one more ethical theory but as an anti-theory. It is not competing for the
same turf as modern normative ethical theories but instead constitutes a
philosophical brief against all such efforts. (Louden 1990: 1994).
Just this feature, in itself, ought to make virtue ethics a promising endeavour for anyone
sympathetic to the later Wittgenstein; but | intend to go farther than that. Not only is
modern virtue ethics congenial to Wittgenstein's thought, but in part stems from it, ought
to constrain itself in light of it, and can be adequately defended using its resources.

We should note that there are several obvious points of contact between virtue
ethics and Wittgenstein. First and most obvious is the recognition that contemporary
virtue ethics is thought to have begun with Anscombe’s 1958 paper Modern Moral
Philosophy. Anscombe was close to Wittgenstein, cites him in her work, and served as
his literary executor (along with Rush Rhees and G.H. von Wright). Since then there has
been a foundational intellectual link between Wittgenstein's work and virtue ethics,
which we will explore, with particular focus on the ‘rule-following' sections of the
Philosophical Investigations. A second has to do with the latent 'naturalism’ present in
Wittgenstein, particularly in the selections of the Nachlass which became On Certainty

and which is also an important part of most contemporary forms of virtue ethics. It has

been argued in some quarters that Wittgenstein adopts a more or less Aristotelian
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naturalism, yet another important point of contact.” Meanwhile, a third theme present in
both Wittgenstein and virtue ethics is the importance of examples and embedded
practices for concept-acquisition, in both Wittgenstein's thought and that of most virtue
ethicists. The central contention is that of ethics as 'practical wisdom', not theoretical
knowledge. A fourth and final point of mutual contact is the ways in which Wittgenstein's
approach to philosophy can be made to defend the charges often brought against virtue
ethics, notably of pernicious cultural relativism, lack of action-guidance, conservatism,
and recent empirical data from psychology suggesting the non-existence of 'character
traits'. This will be made via reference to the debate concerning fideism and of the
process of change in language-games, Wittgenstein's views on sensation and private
language, and, significantly, rule-following. Before we do this, however, it is important

that we gain a clearer understanding of 'virtue ethics', to which we turn our attention.

® See Garver 1996. The object of comparison is Aristotle's Categories and Garver terms the parallels
"strong and significant" (p.154); we will return to this in the fourth chapter.
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CHAPTER II: VIRTUE ETHICS
My purpose now is to examine virtue ethics itself—to sense its contemporary
contours, give it a brief history, note major criticisms—abut also to indicate the ways it is
'marbled’ with Wittgensteinian influences, sometimes in surprising ways, consistent with
the thesis | indicated in the previous chapter. I'll begin our recap of the modern
development of virtue ethics with some notes on its critical tradition, continue with a
quick and dirty taxonomy of major approaches, and conclude by enumerating a list of

criticisms commonly levied at it.

1. The Critical Tradition of Virtue ethics

Contemporary virtue ethics is distinguished from consequentialist and
deontological alternatives primarily through its dual focus on both aretaic (virtue-
centred) concepts and on the lives of individual moral agents. The central claim is that
virtue is not an instrumental good, but is valuable intrinsically—unlike competing moral
theories that incorporate aretaic concepts only to the extent that it promotes, or may act
as a short-hand version for, the good defined through other means. Virtue ethicists often
ground their use of aretaic concepts through the notion of flourishing, or eudaimonia,
though this is not universal; and, rather than providing a set of rules, one is admonished
to act as the virtuous agent would, characteristically, given the circumstances. While the
ultimate intellectual roots of this tradition are to be found in the writings of Plato and
especially Aristotle, the contemporary re-emergence of virtue ethics as a genuine
alternative moral theory (or, less radically, irreducible supplement) to traditional

consequentialist and deontological positions traces its origins to Anscombe's widely-
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reprinted 1958 paper Modern Moral Theory. The paper concerns itself with several
different, though converging, lines of thought, not all of them having to do with virtue
ethics (and those that do, often only indirectly). The central thrust of Anscombe's
argument in the paper is that terms such as 'moral obligation’ and 'moral duty' as mere
vestigial remnants of a previous, now untenable, understanding of ethics, one based on
'divine law'. The 'moral ought', Anscombe writes,
...has no reasonable sense outside a law conception of ethics; they
[present-day ethicists] are not going to maintain such a conception; and
you can do ethics without it, as is shown by the example of Aristotle. It
would be a great improvement if, instead of ‘'morally wrong', one always
named a genus such as 'untruthful’, 'unchaste’, 'unjust’. (Anscombe 1997:
33-34).
The special ‘'moral’ sense of ought, absent in Aristotle, was acquired through the
millennia-long influence of Christianity; and now that we seek a secular moral
philosophy, without the notion of a divine law-giver, it simply makes no sense to
continue using these legalistic notions of obligation in conjunction with ethics. The
notion of a 'law' conception of ethics without the concomitant divine legislator is a non-
starter for Anscombe. The notions of 'obligation’ or 'duty’ have become rootless, though
usage persists out of habit: "the situation [...] was the interesting one of the survival of a
concept outside of the framework that made it intelligible” (ibid., 31). This is a criticism
that has not gone unchallenged, however. Alan Donagan writes that
The conception of morality as virtue is not an alternative to a conception
of it as law. [...] The conception of morality as virtue presupposes that ...
practical wisdom can determine whether or not a given choice accords
with a rationally determined mean. The inference is irresistible that to each
precept of moral virtue ... there is a precept of moral law that is its

counterpart. And if the former can be arrived at by natural human reason,
the latter can too. (Donagan 1977: 3-4).
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The 'law' counterpart would, according to Donagan, have the following form: "in normal
circumstances, to act in such-and-such a way would be morally wrong” (ibid., 4). But
such a formulation is exactly what Anscombe takes to task in her arguments concerning
'relevant descriptions’, to which we will turn shortly. The upshot will be that Donogan's
'law' counterpart is a wholly uninformative addition which can be jettisoned on grounds
of redundancy. Anscombe also makes short work of the idea of Kantian self-legislation,
the only readily available alternative, since it is obvious that "the concept of legislation
requires superior power in the legislator" (Anscombe 1997: 27). Self-legislation is akin,
Anscombe writes, to calling one's man every decision a vote; yet the idea of an assembly
of one is incoherent, as is that of giving oneself a 'law". As a result, Anscombe argues,
these remnants of law-conceptions should be discarded and replaced by a conception of
human flourishing, nature, action and virtue, inspired by but not slavishly beholden to
Aristotle. (ibid., 43). These insights form the seed of modern virtue ethics, though not all
Anscombe's arguments are universally shared; nor, for that matter, are her own positive
views on the structure of a virtue-based ethical theory.'®
Modern Moral Philosophy is also notoriously characterized by a set of brief,

pugnacious arguments against the dominant approaches in moral theory. Critique of
traditional approaches is a recurring theme in virtue ethics, so much so that for much of
its history it was understood mostly as a negative undertaking:

Most of the work done in this genre [virtue ethics] has a negative rather

than a positive thrust—its primary aim is more to criticize the traditions

and research programmes to which it is opposed rather than to state
positively and precisely what its own alternative is. (Louden 1997: 202).

9 For a good, if highly critical, discussion of the differences between Anscombe and Hursthouse's views,
see Hurka 2001, ch. 8 ('Against Virtue ethics").
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This early critical tradition, perhaps typical of any fledgling philosophy trying to secure
some footing, is well-surveyed in Crisp and Slote's anthology; other lines of attack come
from the work of authors such as Hursthouse, Foot, McDowell and Nussbaum. The
criticisms levied by all these authors share certain commonalities. Let's begin with
Anscombe, whose dismissive brevity almost makes one forget she is tossing aside in a
few short paragraphs basically the entire extant modern tradition of ethics. On the topic
of Kant, she calls his rule about universalizable maxims simply "useless™ if we don't have
"'stipulation as to what shall count as a relevant description of an action with a view to
constructing a maxim about it" (Anscombe 1997: 27). This is an interesting argument
which is worth dwelling upon for a moment, as it also applies directly to Donagan's
criticism mentioned above. What Anscombe means by this is that the ways in which we
act are not so easily categorized that it is always immediately obvious what it is that we
are trying to universalize: "a lie could be relevantly described as anything but just a lie
(e.g. 'a lie in such-and-such circumstances')" (ibid., 27). Any attempt to use the
categorical imperative in its 'universal' formulation! as an action-guiding rule is severely
handicapped by the lack of well-grounded criteria for picking what the relevant features
of the action-description actually are. Moreover (and this is why the 'law' counterpart of
virtue is essentially uninformative) any given set of characteristics for an description
never necessarily entails that these characteristics will always inevitably pick out the
same one description. Writes Anscombe, ostensibly on a sideline concerning Hume—

If xyz is a set of facts brute relative to a description A, then xyz is a set out of a

range some sets among which holds if A holds; but the holding of some set among

these does not necessarily entail A, because exceptional circumstances can always
make a difference; and what are exceptional circumstances relatively to A can

1 Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal
law." Kant 1964: 88.
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generally only be explained by giving a few diverse examples, and no

theoretically adequate provision can be made for exceptional circumstances, since

a further special context can theoretically always be imagined that would re-

interpret any special context. (Anscombe 1997: 29)

So here we have two kinds of problems relative to descriptions: first, determining which
characteristics are the salient ones and in effect define the description; and second, the
problem that a special context could always re-interpret even those characteristics,
rendering the universalized maxim, or 'law', moot (recall how Donagan's formulation of
the law included the vague notion of 'normal’ circumstances and assumed the
unproblematic status of describing an act as 'such-and-such’). So it is Anscombe's second
problem here which seems particularly intractable; the first could be handled presumably
with an appropriate rule or 'stipulation’ governing descriptions. What such stipulations
would look like, if not those of a divine law-giver, | haven't the faintest idea. In any
event, the second of Anscombe's problems seems quite unanswerable. To the extent that
it is a cousin of Wittgenstein's argument concerning rule-following and definability—a
comparison we will draw out in the next chapter—it would apply to any stipulation (or
'rule’) governing the choice of relevant descriptions.*?

This is not a question of being able to handle a few singular, novel cases, which
sophisticated Kantians can of course do; but that the idea of law itself is rendered
impossible because every case is, in effect, a singular one. This comes out when one
looks at just such a sophisticated response, such as the one found in Barbara Hermann's

The Practice of Human Judgment. Hermann specifically make mention of the problem of

description, admitting that “indefinitely many descriptions of an action are possible™ and

12 See for example P1, §184: "But here we must be on guard against thinking that there is some totality of
conditions corresponding to the nature of each case (e.g. for a person's walking) so that, as it were, he could
not but walk if they were all fulfilled".
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that some prior, "independent moral knowledge™ is necessary to assess a situation before
application of the categorical imperative procedure even becomes possible (Hermann
1993: 3-4). Writes Hermann, explaining her concession,
...the CI [categorical imperative] cannot be an effective practical principle
of judgement unless agents have some moral understanding of their actions
before they use the CI procedure ... the claim that such prior moral
knowledge is necessary follows from the structure of the CI as a practical
principle of judgement. [...] It is useful to think of the moral knowledge
needed by Kantian agents (prior to making moral judgements) as
knowledge of a kind of moral rule. Let us call them 'rules of moral
salience'. [...] They enable him to pick out those elements of his
circumstances or of his proposed actions that require moral attention.
(Ibid., 5).
These 'rules of moral salience’ play a rather interesting role in Hermann's theory in that
they are to directly address Anscombe's problem relative to descriptions by providing the
agent with appropriate sensitivity to context. They are themselves acquired through
appropriate moral upbringing; they are not exceptionless, ideal rules but instead serve to
"reveal the presence of ... morally salient features of the situation which must be
acknowledged;" they are a "vehicle for moral education” that partially define a "moral
community;" most interestingly, they are independent from the CI procedure entirely
(ibid 7; 11; 12). They are, basically, indistinguishable from most definition of the virtues,
as we shall see when we examine virtue ethics more closely. The only difference is that
in Hermann's theory they are to guide applications of the categorical imperative. But it
seems that the rules of moral salience, or RMS, as Hermann says, does most of the heavy
lifting in her friendly amendment to Kant. More distressingly, they do so with the explicit

admission that they can greatly vary with a given moral community's "particular

circumstances” (ibid., 11).
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The RMS exist to enable relevant descriptions for application of the CI, but are
themselves not created by the CI. Hermann is basically admitting, by this move, the
correctness of Anscombe's criticisms and hopes to deflect it via notions surprisingly close
to those proposed by Anscombe herself and other virtue ethicists. Hermann attempts to
keep a distinctively Kantian flavour to her method by attempting to ground the rule of
moral salience within Kant's notion of Moral Law, at which point her discussion becomes
replete with some rather tendentious idealizations'® concerning the "conditions of human
agency" that purport to demonstrate that each is to be "regarded as free on the same
grounds as we regard ourselves as free" (Hermann 1993: 14). But now we are mired in a
metaphysical morass that enables Hermann to find 'foundations' in obtuse formulations
such as "the ground of the RMS is in the conception of a person as moral agent (or end-
in-himself) that comes from the experience of the Moral Law as a Fact of Reason" (ibid.,
15). Over and above the tension between this and her assertion that the RMS vary with
times and climes,* there is no reason to discount the idea that a vicious circularity may
begin here by raising the problem of what exactly is a relevant description of personhood,
agency, freedom, and other normative terms that seek to be grounds but cry out for them
also. Moreover, universalism in the abstract has, historically, rarely been an impediment
to concrete discrimination and tyranny. All men are equal: but blacks are not men, nor are
women capable of reason, and so on. Several different narratives could be constructed

that would explain, on the basis of any given ethical theory, how and why we discarded

3 As contrasted to mere and innocuous ‘abstraction’, ‘idealization' is the introduction of an ungrounded
premise to an argument: "An assumption, and derivatively a theory, idealizes when it ascribes predicates—
often seen as enhanced, 'ideal’ predicates—that are false of the case in hand, and so denies predicates that
are true of that case" (O'Neill 1996: 41).

It seems to me that Hermann should've stopped with the RMS and looked for something instead much
like the McDowell/Hursthouse Neurathian procedure | will describe later in detail.
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such evidently wrong-headed notions; Hermann proposes her own (ibid., 16). It is an
open question whether what we would view as moral regress could be happily justified in
books yet to be written as precisely the lauded perfectibility of moral concepts on the
march. What counts as an instance of moral progress in the RMS when considered in the
light of Moral Law? The problem here, to repeat, is of the relevant description of the
grounding of the RMS itself. As I intimated above, even if the Anscombe's first problem
of relevant descriptions was solvable by itself, the second problem causes both to be
seemingly intractable. Thus Anscombe's argument in regards to Kantianism does not
solely rely on the premise that self-legislation is incoherent, a disputed point which we
may safely discard—for now.

A rather different problem characterizes Anscombe's critique of standard forms of
utilitarianism. While the difficulties surrounding relevant descriptions can be made to
apply as well, there is also a deep problem with the concept of 'pleasure’ in Bentham and
Mill. Anscombe terms it a ‘difficult' concept, echoing Ryle's concerns on the topic:

Since Locke, pleasure was taken to be some sort of internal impression. But it was

superficial, if that was the right account of it, to make it the point of actions. One

might adapt something Wittgenstein said about 'meaning' and say 'Pleasure cannot
be an internal impression, for no internal impression could have the consequences

of pleasure'. (Anscombe 1997: 28)

'‘Difficult’ may be understating the case somewhat. For Ryle (not at all coincidentally,
another figure deeply influenced by Wittgenstein), pleasure was not a 'state of mind' but a
disposition—i.e., pleasure could not be separated and was not a distinct thing from the
specific pleasurable activity.™ Despite recent inroads made by cognitivists which have

rendered Ryle's anti-dualism somewhat unfashionable, the more general point concerning

what pleasure is and how it can be connected to action still poses a hard problem; and it is
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not strongly contingent on adopting some form of non-cognitivism (rather, it follows
from the rejection of either position). Anscombe's allusion to Wittgenstein is here not an
accident at all; it would be a shallow account of both meaning and pleasure to have either
as internal impressions and thence derive the most basic concepts of one's ethical or
epistemological theory, for much the same reasons: the concept attempts to carry more
theoretical weight that such a threadbare account of it can hope to lift.

A similar point concerning pleasure was put forward 30 years later by Martha
Nussbaum in Love's Knowledge. Her criticisms of the notions of 'metricity’ and
'singleness' in particular connect to Anscombe's critique. Metricity, according to
Nussbaum, is

...the claim that in each situation of choice there is some one value, varying only

in quantity, that is common to all the alternatives, and that the rational chooser

weighs the alternatives using this single standard. (Nussbaum 1990: 56).

While 'singleness' is defined as the idea "that in all situations of choice there is one and
the same metric" (ibid., 56). This is commonly defined as 'pleasure’, whose maximization
serves as our goal. Anscombe wrote in Modern Moral Philosophy that Aristotle was
reduced to 'sheer babble' concerning pleasure; Nussbaum takes Aristotle rather to be
making a strong argument for "a picture of choice as a quality-based selection among
goods that are plural and heterogeneous," as opposed to the single one of ‘pleasure’ (ibid.,
56-57). What is particularly interesting here is that Nussbaum takes Aristotle to be saying
basically what Ryle wrote on the topic millennia later: namely, Nussbaum writes, that
"my pleasures just are identical with the activities that | do [...] Pleasures, then, are just as
distinct and incommensurable as are the different kinds of natural activity" (ibid., 57).

Anscombe's curt dismissal of Aristotle's talk about pleasure no doubt springs from the

15 Ryle was arguably a behaviourist, which Wittgenstein was not, but the parallels are no less significant.
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deep conceptual difficulties surrounding its exegesis, and Nussbaum's interpretation is far
from uncontroversial. She does take Aristotle to say, at the very least, that pleasure is not
a "single thing yielded in a qualitatively homogeneous way" by our activities (ibid., 57).
Yet this view of pleasure still seems to have widespread currency; to give but one
example, in a recent work critical of virtue ethics, Thomas Hurka writes that

...pleasure is a sensation or feeling distinguished by an introspectible

quality of pleasantness. This quality can vary in intensity, with more

intense pleasures having more intrinsic value [...] In this it is like the

loudness of sounds. (Hurka 2001: 12).
Despite Hurka's concession that pleasure, like sounds, are never unaccompanied—they
contain various different introspectible qualities which differentiate a massage from
winning a game of pool, just as sound contains pitch, timbre and tone—the underlying
assumption that there is one measurable unifying quality (the 'loudness' of the pleasure,
so to speak) is unmolested and indeed left strangely undefended. But this quality is
precisely what Anscombe and Nussbaum's Aristotle would seek to deny—as well as, of
course, Wittgenstein.'®

It should be noted as well that even if Nussbaum's reading of Aristotle does depart

significantly from him, that is not problematic for our purposes, as virtue ethics never
aimed to defend a rigorously classical conception of ethics, but to expand on them or look
to them for inspiration.’” The relevant question is therefore whether Nussbaum's

argument relative to pleasure is internally consistent and convincing. The crux of it is that

pleasure

18 The short discussion in the introduction should suffice on its own to convince the reader of this, though
once again, there is a connection to certain 'rule-following' considerations, which we will explore at length
in chapter 3.
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cannot be pursued on its own without conceptual incoherence [...] Still less
could there be a single item, Pleasure, that is separable from all the
activities and yielded up by all of them in differing quantities. (Nussbaum
1990: 57)
The concern that 'pleasure’ could not be this single, separable capital-T thing ought to
bring strong echoes of the Philosophical Investigations. The comparison is evident: To
play the role that is required of it, pleasure would have to be a very special type of
concept, one which uniquely picks out a certain feature of our mental life common to all
the activities which would produce it. We have already seen that virtue ethicists argue,
however, that pleasure cannot be readily distinguished from specific pleasurable activities
(as pitch may be from loudness). Even if, ex hypothesi, a strong form of reductive
naturalism claimed that there were measurable chemical reactions in the brain that can be
quantitatively analysed, such as the release of endorphins or dopamine (if this is what we
are to maximize, however, the implication would be that Brave New World is not, in fact,
dystopic!)—a very real problem arises when we conflate such a narrow naturalistic
conception with our actual usage of 'pleasure’, which is markedly heterogeneous. The
problem here is that a consequentialist simply cannot have it both ways—the conceptual
hardness of a naturalized notion of pleasure is incompatible with the flexibility required
of it to concord with our ethical intuitions about which pleasures we ought to pursue. The
dilemma is straight-forward: on the one hand, for ‘pleasure’ to fulfill the conditions of
metricity and singleness outlined by Nussbaum, it would have to be stringently,

empirically defined out of any useful ethical value. On the other hand, if we are to use

our regular, common-sense (or language-game) notion of pleasure, it can no longer be

7 As John McDowell put it, discussing Aristotle: "I am less interested here with that Aristotle actually
thought than with certain philosophical issues; so | have not encumbered this paper with scholarly
controversy" (McDowell 1998, 66).
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reconciled with the demands made to it by consequentialism, outlined in Nussbaum's
requirements of metricity and singleness.*®
To make this more clear, let us turn briefly to Rosalind Hursthouse, who brings

this out early on in her wonderful book On Virtue ethics. She begins by noting the
implausibility of perfectly 'empirical’ forms of utilitarianism that would purport to give us
'hard’, value-free evaluations of pleasure (which in any event form the distinct minority of
accounts), and, concerning the oft-taken alternative to this position, notes that

...a utilitarian who wishes to employ any distinction between the higher

and lower pleasures, or pronounce on what rational preferences would be,

or rely on some list of goods (such as autonomy, friendship, or knowledge

of important matters) in defining happiness, must grant that even her single

rule is implicitly evaluative. (Hursthouse 1999, 37)
These distinctions cannot be supported, validated or deduced from a hard, naturalistic
conception of pleasure, which seems to be the only available means of giving the concept
'rigid limits' (cf. PI 868) and thus satisfying the requirements of metricity and singleness;
the distinctions remain, however, part and parcel of any sophisticated consequentialism
and it is indeed difficult to see how one can proceed without them. The problem is rather
acute; and we easily see that the difficulties surrounding ‘pleasure’ as a candidate would
infect, mutatis mutandis, any other potential suggestion. Nussbaum take the next logical
step and interprets Aristotle to be arguing that the very notions of 'metricity’ and
particularly 'singleness’, are to be completely discarded: "there is no one standard in terms
of which all goods are commensurable qua goods" (Nussbaum 1990: 58). This follows
from Aristotle's pointed critique of the Platonic notion of the unitary 'Good':

[Aristotle] insists that "the definitions of honour and practical wisdom and

pleasure are separate and different qua goods™ (EN 1096b23-25); from this
he draws the conclusion that there can be no single notion of good across

18 E.g., compare Wittgenstein's treatment of 'game’ in Pl §66-71 with Nussbaum's critique of 'pleasure’.
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these things [...] there is no single thing that belongs to all of them (ibid.,
58).

Once again, the parallels to Wittgenstein are striking and need not be belaboured at great
length, though I will bring them up again later on. Let me just quickly remark on how one
is almost instantly reminded of PI 865, where the interlocutor objects to Wittgenstein's
depiction of language-games on the grounds that he has not provided the crucial aspect:
"what is common to all these activities and what makes them into language or parts of
language.” Just a few sections later Wittgenstein explicitly uses the term ‘good' as an
example of a blurry, polycentric concept (P1 871, as discussed in the introduction);
Nussbaum's Aristotle is making, for all intents and purposes, the same point. It seems to
have been largely missed, however, in the attempts to fold virtue ethics back into
consequentialism.*® But as we shall see in the next chapter, Wittgenstein's arguments
concerning rule-following gives us good grounds to be suspicious of such attempts. For

now let us turn to what virtue ethics is, instead of what it critiques.

2. Approaches in Virtue ethics

Beyond the critical, negative aspects of virtue ethics, a great deal of positive
theorizing has been done, particularly in recent years. Despite Anscombe's explicit call in
her paper for a moratorium on moral philosophy until such time as an "adequate
philosophy of psychology" is hammered out, much of the work done in her wake has
instead elaborated a positive ethics of virtue, distinct and, it is claimed, irreducible to the

allegedly foundational concepts of competing theories (Anscombe 1997: 26). The

19 Critical appraisals of virtue ethics from consequentialists often note with approval the focus on virtues
and character, but then argue that these can be accommodated within a sufficiently sophisticated view. See,
for example, Hurka 2001 or Hooker 2002.
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distinctive character of virtue ethics, to make a preliminary simplification and contrast,
can be found in its focus on character over isolated acts and on examples over rules—
hence the familiar, if somewhat misleading, slogan that virtue ethics is 'agent-centred',
rather than 'act-centred'. Utilitarianism and deontology, as we have seen, often find the
locus of moral evaluation within acts, that must then conform to certain fundamental
principles, formulable as universal rules, in order to be judged as right or good. Virtue
ethics is more concerned with the character of the agent. There are many ways to
formulate this concern. Michael Slote, in his Morals from Motives, distinguishes three
types of approaches: agent-focused, agent-prior and agent-based.?® All forms of virtue
ethics are at the very least agent-focused, according to Slote; they all underline the
importance of the virtuous agent over rules or laws. 'Agent-prior' means that ethical
evaluation proceeds from properly "independent aretaic evaluations”, while 'agent-based'
approaches assert that moral status is fully derivative from the motives of the individual
(Storh and Wellman 2002: 49). While all forms of virtue ethics are agent-focused, only
some of these are 'agent-prior' and of those that are both, a further subset is also 'agent-
based', such as Slote's own theory.

In all three cases, the common focus is on the exercise of the virtues within lived
human experience. As a result the agent and her context is never abstracted away.* This
means that, for most virtue ethicists, the oft-maligned action-guiding role of virtue-
centred theories will admit of a wide pliability in its answers to moral problems, a result

often seen as intolerable by critics. Rosalind Hursthouse explicitly admits as much when

2 |n what follows I draw heavily on a review essay by Stohr, K. & Wellman 2002.

2 In Virtue ethics and Anti-Theory, Louden highlights ‘abstraction’ as a feature of theoretical approaches to
ethics, where "background features such as the agent's character, community traditions, etc., are believed to
be morally irrelevant”. Louden 1990: 97.
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she discusses her specification of right action, which also sheds light on her
understanding of the 'agent-centred' focus of virtue ethics:

P.1: An action is right iff it is what a virtuous agent would do in the
circumstances. (Hursthouse 1997: 219).

She writes in a footnote that "this premise intentionally allows for the possibility that two
virtuous agents, faced with the same choice in the same circumstance, may act
differently” (ibid,. 291). This is a marked difference from theories which specify
universally applicable rules that purport to find the one correct course of action, epistemic
limits of agents in particular circumstances notwithstanding. Particularly in the case of so-
called 'pleasant’ irresolvable dilemmas, where of several courses of action—such as
giving gift X or Y—none can be morally favoured, Hursthouse claims that it is possible
that "both agents do what is right ... despite the fact that each fails to do what the other
did" (Hursthouse 1999: 69). In the case of 'tragic' irresolvable dilemmas, where the agent
cannot escape with hands clean no matter what she does, Hursthouse moves away from
Slote's agent-based approach by admitting that not all evaluation strictly derives from the
agent, but also from conceptions of human flourishing, or 'eudaimonia’ (Thus
Hursthouse's view is 'agent-prior' in Slote's taxonomy). The notion of ‘flourishing’, how it
is construed, and what role it plays within virtue ethics is one of the significant
differences found across various conceptions. Hursthouse, like Philippa Foot, favours a
‘naturalistic’ virtue ethics where the virtues serve as reliable (but not sufficient or
necessary) traits which can potentially lead one to this eudaimonia, conceived as at least
partially founded in facts about human nature.

But what exactly is 'virtue', that it should lead us towards a radically different type

of approach, eudaimonisic or otherwise? One particularly concise definition is given in
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the introduction to Crisp and Slote's seminal anthology on the topic: "virtue is
knowledge", they write, a "sensitivity to the requirements placed on one by the salient
features of the situations in which one finds oneself" (Crisp and Slote 1997: 13). Though
they are summarizing one specific author's view—John McDowell—there is little doubt
that many authors in the field would subscribe to the gist of the above statement.
Amendments and riders would soon follow however, as is the peril in all philosophy,
particularly when doing so vulgar a thing as definition: some would say that a disposition
to act according to this knowledge is crucial, for an agent may see what the situation
requires but fail to act on it, or act only half-heartedly. Hursthouse would say that this
disposition must go "all the way down'. But as we have seen, her own definition of virtue
engages the topic differently, pointing to the naturalistic, Aristotelian tendency in her
writing: "a virtue is a character trait a human being needs to flourish or live well"
(Hursthouse 1997: 219). This definition of course also begs clarification—Philippa Foot
would say that this character trait must "engage the will™ in order to differentiate it from
technical skills or excellence in some art (Foot 1997: 164-169). Hursthouse spends the
final third of her book working out what flourishing actually is. Meanwhile, Sabina
Lovibond, for her part, understands 'moral virtue' as "the outcome of a successful process
of formation”, a "psychological trait—a state of character whose possessors can, as such,
be expected to display certain consistent patterns of feeling and choice™ (Lovibond 2002:
9; 10). Finally, Michael Slote's understanding of virtue deviates from this trait-based
understanding and is somewhat more subtle; he prefers to use "natural-sounding language
in our discussion of foundational issues":

...calling a trait of character a virtue is essentially the same, in ordinary
English, as calling it admirable [...] Thus virtues are sometimes
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characterized as good traits or excellences of character, but when we try to
use the terms 'good’ or 'excellent’ of particular actions and people, we end
up, I think, with something less idiomatic than we could hope for. (Slote
1992: 93-94).
Which, of course, is what Anscombe had said originally, bringing out the tension within
virtue ethics between the desire to theorize and define, and the original critical foothold
gained by arguing against overly theoretical approaches. Anscombe asks us to name a
genus such as ‘untruthful' rather than 'morally wrong'; likewise, Slote writes that to use
'good' "is to invite a request for further clarification in a way that use of ‘admirable' seems
not to do” (ibid., 95). This is why Slote resists calling virtue ‘good traits' or again
‘excellences in character’, because such conceptualizations lead us to the difficult terms
which we have sought to distance ourselves from in the first place. He'd rather define
virtue always via reference to a specific aretaic notion, such as ‘admirable’ or 'laudable’
instead of messy conceptual theorizing.

Hursthouse's definition directly addresses such difficulties by linking virtue to
human flourishing, the central pillar of her naturalized approach. The ‘further
clarification' invited by her own formulation is answered in her reference to
eudaimonia—arguably a case of a difficult concept ostensibly clarified by an even more
troublesome one. Still, this move forms a significant demarcation within virtue ethics—
between those who make use of the notion of 'flourishing’ as a type of ground, and those
who do not. Still, this 'ground’ is markedly different from those sought by deontological
and consequentialist theories. Hursthouse has probably pursued the eudaimonistic line of
thought deepest and with the most alacrity, yet even she admits it does not serve to either

demonstrate the objectivity or rational defensibility of morality (though it is our 'best

chance' at living a good life, while not guaranteeing it). For her, eudaimonia is
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understood as part of a '‘Neurathian procedure’, where the list of virtues is validated not
from without, but "within an acquired ethical outlook™ (Hursthouse 1999: 165). The
Neurathian metaphor, famously championed by Quine, was that "the philosopher's task ...
[is] that of a mariner who must rebuild his ship on the open sea" (ibid., 165). Reflective
scrutiny from within one's conceptual scheme allows for gradual change that by
successive iteration becomes, eventually, radical change. For Hursthouse, the space for
reflection carved out by the Neurathian procedure is filled out with considerations of
human flourishing. That these considerations are themselves inseparable from the
acquired ethical outlook which the procedure seeks to evaluate does not entail that
revision is impossible. At this point again the similarities to Wittgenstein are remarkable
(over and above the links via Quine and Neurath).?? Writing in On Certainty,
Wittgenstein affirms on several occasions that language-games do ‘change’ with time, and
not in entirely random ways (cf. OC 8§63, 865, §265). On the other hand, there do exist
constraints that may be identified with some form of natural law; Wittgenstein's example
is induction.”® Wittgenstein's thoughts on this matter, both in On Certainty and his
Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics will play an important part later on. It is my
contention that Hursthouse's use of eudaimonia is a quite legitimate move within the
Wittgensteinian approach we discussed in the first chapter. But not all authors in virtue
ethics make use of 'flourishing'. Slote, for example, makes no use of it, since it turns
away from the 'agent-based" type of approach that he wishes to formulate.?* It has been
argued, however, that virtue ethics cannot get off the ground as a real alternative to other

theories without some concept of eudaimonia as a ground for the virtues themselves

22 On this, see Dreben 1996.
2 "5 it [induction] merely the natural law which our inferring apparently follows?" OC §135; OC §287.
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(Prior 2001). For now we will assume a eudaimonistic standpoint is required, but
postpone explicit argument for this until later.

Differences in opinion are wide-ranging in the literature surrounding virtue ethics
(and, more inclusively, virtue theory), covering a number of topics other than the role of
‘eudaimonism’, including cognitivism, externalism, realism, the role of desires and the
intellectual distance between virtue ethics and other theories. These differences are seen
as significant enough in number and scope that no less an authority than Nussbaum
herself recently suggested that 'virtue ethics' hardly exists at all, save as a catch-all
category for a collection of disparate thinkers that simply eschew conventional
classification: "let us get on with the serious work of characterizing the substantive views
of each thinker", she concludes, as generalizations are simply too misleading to be of any
useful value. (Nussbaum 1999: 201). This may be too harsh a judgement; and while it
would be a tedious task to meticulously go over the variations in an attempt to
demonstrate their essential family resemblance, it may be sufficient to construct a basic
template with details omitted. How these details are filled out would account for the
distinct approaches found today. Such a taxonomical account can be found, ironically
enough, in Nussbaum's article itself, which divides virtue theories into two camps: anti-
utilitarians and anti-deontologists, with some common ground between the two. This

common ground would consist of the following claims:

A. Moral philosophy should be concerned with the agent, as well as with
choice and action;

B. Moral philosophy should therefore concern itself with motive and
intention, emotion and desire: in general, with the character of the inner
moral life [... ]

24 As cogenttly discussed in Copp, D. and Sobel 2004.
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C. Moral philosophy should focus not only on isolated acts of choice, but

also, and more importantly, on the whole course of the agent's moral
life (ibid., 170).

These concerns, Nussbaum writes, could be accommodated within a proper

understanding of the subtleties of the classical authors of deontology and utilitarianism

(but not, one should note, with conceptual reductionism); therefore, since there is no

further common grounds than these, there is no such things as 'virtue ethics', Nussbaum

concludes.

But rather than dissolving virtue ethics as a separate, distinct category, it calls into
question the rigid divisions between all theories. By the same token we may ask
ourselves what, if anything, to call 'utilitarianism’ if we accept that goods are plural,
formation of character crucial, rules heuristic and emotion significant? What we have
everywhere is a complex layering of concerns differently stressed with specific claims
denied or affirmed and hardly any hard correlation in sight save the names of founding
thinkers providing the illusion of unity. The possibility of such a ‘coming-together' in
ethics where categories dissolve is hinted at by Hursthouse, who in her survey of
Avistotle's view of the emotions (ostensibly part of Nussbaum's ‘common ground’)
concludes that

It might turn out that thoroughly worked-out attempts to add on the
Aristotelian account of the emotions changed the deontology and
utilitarianism into virtue ethics in all but name; then indeed we might
claim that virtue ethics is intrinsically superior in this regard. But until we
see what such attempts look like, that should remain an open question;
perhaps its current pre-eminence in this area will turn out to have been a
historical accident. (Hurthouse 1999: 120).

No doubt there is a certain narrow understanding of both teleological and deontological

theories that does not adhere to the ‘common ground' above; virtue ethics could very
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easily be defined in contrast to these theories. However, if Hursthouse is correct in her
hunch, then by Nussbaum's arguments all conventional classification is more or less
wrong-headed, for fully 'worked-out' utilitarian or Kantian theories incorporating the
common ground would cease to be recognizable as either (consider our earlier
examination of Barbara Hermann's use of 'rule of moral salience’ in a Kantian context).
All categories would be 'misleading’ and would, most likely, have to be assessed also on
an individual basis. To the extent that narrow readings are still prevalent, however, virtue
ethics has something to stand out in contrast to; if convergence progresses, as seems to be
the trend, then Nussbaum's argument will be applicable to the other traditional theories as
well. The current tendency in such 'sophisticated’ models of traditional theories seems to
be large concessions to the criticisms of virtue ethicists and, more generally, moral
particularists. Hermann is not alone in this; Onora O'Neill's basic strategy involves
admitting that there are real limitations to the scope of practical rationality and its
intelligibility (O'Neill 1996: 52). It is well beyond the scope of the present work to deeply
assay subtle Kantianisms and compare their relative merits in contrast with virtue ethics;
still, in light of all this one should not discount Hursthouse's bold speculation.

Despite all this, Nussbaum is right to point out the deep differences between
various proponents of virtue ethics. Among those she terms "anti-utilitarians' (or 'neo-
aristotelians'), there is the claim that goods are plural, that reason deliberates about ends
and goods, and can shape the emotions, and that existing traditions can be subject to
rational critique. Not all thinkers endorse all these claims explicitly; Nussbaum identifies
in this tradition herself, Homiak, Sherman, Richardson, Wiggins, Murdoch and

McDowell (Nussbaum 1999: 181). By contrast, for those she terms 'anti-Kantians', there
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is a feeling that reason has been given too much power, while other elements have been
neglected. Thinkers here include Williams, Foot, Blackburn, Baier and Macintyre.
Nussbaum hedges significantly however in her discussion of the 'anti-Kantians', as
Williams, she notes, endorses some of the claims of the other camp but over-all seems to
be staking his own, separate ground—so it may be unfair to use his subtle thought as
proof that virtue ethics is 'disparate’, for it is difficult to associate him to any tradition:
"he has little interest in the rather rationalist Aristotelian idea of virtue ... his position may
not differ greatly from that of some subtle Kantians" (ibid., 190; 200). A similar hedge
appears in her discussion of Foot, saying the relation of her thought to other virtue
ethicists is "very unclear" and is probably much closer to McDowell's position "that my
groupings suggest” (ibid., 192). Her heavy naturalism, Nussbaum asserts, takes Foot
further away from the stressing of rationality that characterizes the other anti-utilitarians,
but that this is so is a contentious point that will be addressed later on. Blackburn is
treated only briefly "because virtue is not a central topic of his work" (ibid., 193). He is
grouped with the others here because he challenges the notion that reason ought govern
emotion. Concerning Annette Baier, Nussbaum comments that while virtue is important
in her work, it is less prominent than in Foot and Williams (ibid., 194). Like Macintyre,
the last example to be discussed in her piece, Baier takes her cues from ingrained social
traditions. Meanwhile, Maclntyre, concludes Nussbaum, may in fact be a strange 'neo-
Avristotelian'—our first category—which leaves the classification of both in doubt. So of
the five thinkers who show significant differences from the "large group motivated ... by
a dissatisfaction with utilitarianism", two can only be tenuously ascribed to the virtue

ethics tradition at all, two more may or may not be 'strange’ versions of the first, while the
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third, Foot, may also in fact be closer to the first that it seems (ibid., 168). Many, if not
all, also would agree with some of the positions endorsed by the first group, particularly
the notion that goods are plural (which makes us wonder why it was not included in the
common ground).® Foot in particular could be seen to endorse some version of at least
three of the four. Thus rather than dissolving virtue ethics Nussbaum has instead
provided a convenient shorthand for their respective positions by focusing on their
familial similarity.

It is important to keep in mind that Nussbaum's argument explicitly admits the

1,%° 50 her claim

possibility of ethics which are neither consequentialist nor deontologica
here is definitely not that all virtue-centred accounts and their recommendations can and
ought to be incorporated into some more 'systematic' moral theory, unlike some other
critics. Rather, Nussbaum stresses the lack of unity amongst classically-inspired thinkers
who fall into neither traditional camp, particularly concerning the role reason has to play
in ethics. The conclusion is that since the ‘common ground' is not unique to virtue ethics,
but can be comfortably accommodated by other theories, and that since everything over
and above that common ground is subject to fractious dispute, 'virtue ethics' as a category
is a misnomer. But even this weaker charge is not universally accepted by all critics of
virtue ethics. Julia Driver writes that "virtue ethics has clearly been developed as an
alternative ethical theory, and really one with it's own set of problems and clarificatory

issues”, on the grounds that more developed approaches, such as Hursthouse's, "holds

virtue evaluation to be the primary mode of evaluation. Right action is defined in terms of

% Writes Nussbaum: "Our four anti-Kantians can endorse this claim, and Williams makes a major point of
doing so." Ibid., p. 198.

% »There are, to be sure, quite a few contemporary philosophical writers about virtue who are neither
Utilitarians nor Kantians; many of these find inspiration in ancient Greek theories about virtue." Ibid., 163.
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virtue, not virtue in terms of right action™ (Driver 2006: 114; 121). The obvious retort
here is that qua individual theory, it may be alright to call something a 'virtue ethics', but
not to use the same term qua category. But this seems somewhat pedantic a point to
make. A category-term may be legitimately more or less precise in the objects it seeks to
group: 'sub-atomic particles' versus 'music'. A relative lack of precision in the category
'virtue ethics' may well be a temporary contingency in large part due to the rather recent
nature of its resurgence. As more research is done, a common foundation may appear;
this is starting to become evident already in the works of Hursthouse, Foot, and Swanton.
| intend to argue here moreover that there are other facets which distinguish virtue ethics,
such as accounts of eudaimonia, which are in fact essential to it. Whether or not 'virtue
ethics' produces stronger or better approaches is a wholly unrelated question. So long as it
is possible to construct a framework where virtue (and, | believe, flourishing) is central, it

will be legitimate to speak of 'virtue ethics'.

3. Criticisms of Virtue ethics

Another critical account, found in a chapter entitled Against Virtue Ethics from

Thonmas Hurka's book Virtue Vice and Value, provides us with a somewhat different

narrative and taxonomy of the movement. Hurka makes the same basic move as
Nussbaum, that is, to suggest that both consequentialism and deontology can value
'virtue' intrinsically, rendering the virtue-centred approach otiose. Hurka's categorization

of virtue ethics begins with those theories who derive 'rightness' from virtue, as opposed
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to outcome or duty, such as Hursthouse's or Slote's. This is in contrast, according to
Hurka, with Anscombe's, which ties virtue directly to actions, bypassing motives entirely
(most likely to avoid commitment to a given philosophical psychology). Hurka terms this
a 'rationality’ version of virtue ethics, "since it uses virtue to establish not moral claims
but only claims about what people have reason to do™ (Hurka 2001: 221). Hursthouse's
theory, on the other hand, defines the virtues directly in relation to the fact that they
enable flourishing. The structure is different, but the elements and conclusion identical:
"Hursthouse's theory reverses the structure of Anscombe's, defining the virtues
independently of rightness and deriving rightness from virtue"—what Hurka terms a
'morality’ version (ibid., 222). Hurka is of the opinion that any formulation of virtue
ethics can be sorted into one or the other version:
Any virtue ethics can be stated in either a morality or a rationality form. Its
morality version will identify virtue by some property F independent of
virtue and rightness by relation to virtue; its rationality version will define
the virtues as dispositions to do what is independently right while asserting
that the virtues also have F. But both versions will ground the rationality of
right action in its connection, via virtue, to the same property F. (Ibid.,
222).
Both forms of virtue ethics share a common difficulty—justifying the allegedly close
relation between a given individual's good (her flourishing) and actions deemed right; it
seems that something is missing from the equation. The proper answer will be that the
concept of ‘flourishing' cannot be understood solely through the lens of ethical egoism;
for personal eudaimonia is inherently inseparable from that of one's community and
society.?’ If the individual and collective good are linked, the explanatory relation

between right action—which is often self-sacrificing—and properly virtuous motivation

becomes less tenuous.
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By far the most commonly-levied criticism is that virtue ethics is incapable of
providing significant action-guidance. Both Schneewind's and Louden's critical articles
from the Crisp-Slote anthology Virtue ethics mention it, and nearly every author in the
tradition takes pains in their major works to dispose of or at least discuss the problem.
The most succinct formulation of the problem as traditionally posed is that virtue,
inasmuch as it is agent-centred, rejects codifiability and thus cannot give 'rules' to guide
those who lack virtue (as well as access to someone who is, to whom they could turn to
for advice). Louden's comments can stand in lieu of an exhaustive review of this oft-
heard lament:

It [virtue theory] speaks of rules and principles of action only in a
derivative manner. And its derivative oughts are frequently too vague and
unhelpful for persons who have not yet acquired the requisite moral insight
and sensitivity. Consequently, we cannot expect it to be of great use in
applied ethics and casuistry. (Louden 1997: 206).
This is to count as a 'strike' against virtue ethics inasmuch as applied ethics and casuistry
form important parts of contemporary ethical philosophy. Two lines of rebuke seem
immediately available: the first is to show that one can properly derive action-guidance
from virtue ethics, as Hursthouse attempts to do with her introduction of 'virtue rules'
(such as 'do what is honest' or 'do not do what is uncharitable’) (Hursthouse 1999: 37).
Another is to deny the possibility of mere rules being able to aid those lacking ‘'moral
sensitivity' to act correctly, as firstly they are not properly motivated, and secondly that
the rules themselves always require interpretation which is contingent on the very

sensitivity they lack. The answer is not supplementation by rules but a proper process of

‘ethical formation' and upbringing:

2" Hurka explicitly associates "the flourishing account with foundational egoism"; ibid., p. 232.
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That process [moral formation or education] ... aims to convert us into

people whose good actions are not felicitous bits of copying or recycling,

but express dispositions which are fully ours. (Lovibond 2002: 127).
Of course, here there are legitimate questions about what this upbringing consists in, and
how it is itself to be justified. This is an issue faced by all theorists, not just virtue
ethicists, however. Hermann, for example, also states that moral agents cannot be 'naive’,
and that moral rules are acquired in childhood socialization (Hermann 1993: 3; 6). For
Lovibond, the process of ethical formation has no terminus-point; one cannot transcend,
"once and for all, the alterity of ethical signs" (Lovibond 2002: 127). The proper
upbringing of future generations is a task for the current generation, itself still embroiled
in the perpetual process of acquisition and refinement of it's own morality. The question
of moral upbringing is hence not a separate one from the question of morality itself. In
any event, a satisfying answer to the problem of action guidance will incorporate both
strategies, though our discussion will have to be set aside for the moment until we have
examined more closely the controversy surrounding rule-following in the next chapter
and naturalism in the fourth.

Another criticism is that the virtue ethical approach tends to give us moral
'theories' which are conservative, ill-equipped to deal with change, and insensitive to the
demands of global justice and cosmopolitanism. I've grouped these criticisms together,
because they are linked—they spring from a common fount of epistemological concerns
about the source of knowledge of the virtues. Many authors focus on the idealized
'virtuous agent' as define correct conduct as what this agent would do, leading to a certain
insularity incompatible with the modern, plural, global world:

...Since virtue theory must treat disagreement with the virtuous agent as a
flaw of character, it discourages parties to a moral dispute from according
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even prima-facie respect to differing points of view. It encourages, rather,

to impugn the character of the other rather than listen to the other's case.

And it gives no distinctive guidance about how to analyze a dispute so as

to find the common ground from which agreement can be peacefully

reached. (Schneewind 1997: 200)
Without this guidance, ethical autarky ensues, as each cultural enclave views the others
as deviant and wrong. | will argue later on that this stems from an erroneous 'inviolability’
interpretation of Wittgenstein. Alice Crary terms 'inviolability' interpretations of
Wittgenstein one would prohibit certain forms of 'external’ criticism against language-
games (Crary 2000: 119-121). Under this reading, practices different from ours cannot be
meaningfully evaluated as superior or inferior; furthermore, we are also "prevented by the
structure of language from bringing our critical concepts to bear on our forms of life"
(ibid., 121). This is because, if meaning is fixed by communities of rule-users, we are
never in a position to determine its adequacy: the standards of correctness are intrinsic to
the language-game and we cannot subject the whole to critical scrutiny without
undermining ourselves. In other words, we may still discuss what is consistent use of an
expression, but not what consistency itself is (ibid., 120). The upshot is that, lacking a
positive view of otherness, demands of global justice are stymied, change from within
thwarted, and isolationism supported—such may be the consequences of virtue ethics if
applied to societies. Moreover, when we are told to act as the 'virtuous agent' would, our
reasons to do so (in many theories) spring from a commitment to personal flourishing. As
a result, virtue ethics, some argue, may lack the resources to generate an account of
justice and rights:

...the relational duties that correlate to rights are comprised of reasons

generated by the standing of others. Insofar as virtue ethics treats character
traits as fundamental, its focus is directed at the wrong target, so to speak,
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since whatever moral reasons it posits must come from within the agent
rather than from other persons (Stohr and Wellman 2002: 68).

Onora O'Neill puts this particular criticism very forcefully as well, though she frames the
debate as being between ‘particularists’ and 'universalists’, the former of which is
commonly identified as being the 'friends of the virtues'. O'Neill writes that
A ... glaring deficiency is that particularists do not offer an account of justice that
is adequate to the contemporary world. Modern societies have and need powerful
and complex political and economic systems, whose influence cannot be confined
within state and other boundaries, and whose construction and regulation must
answer to standards that have more than local or traditional backing. The
vindication and legitimation of such standards is inevitably a search for inclusive
universal principles of justice, for principles of more-or-less cosmopolitan scope.
(O'Neill 1996: 20).
A first retort to this line of criticism might be to question whether the 'universal' standards
of cosmopolitan justice really do strike all involved as universal. What O'Neill sees as an
"Inability to account for cross-cultural reasoning™ amongst friends of the virtues is part
straw-man, part admission that the 'universal' concepts of Western thought are not so
neatly shared as we may hope (ibid., 20). What we are to share must be constructed, a
process inexorably begun by the technological changes of the past century—so the best
response again to this criticism is to move from an egotistical account of personal
flourishing towards a conception which, as a matter of necessity, links one's eudaimonia
to that of the global society we now live in. There may not be a central, grounding
concept to this process—of shared rational spaces or again of preconditions for discursive
practices—but a piecemeal accumulation of realities brought upon by the practical fact of

linked eudaimonia. This is not an implausible view at all, and I will elaborate it at greater

length. These are deep concerns that will have to be addressed later, after we discuss
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rules-change within communities, moving away from a static or ‘conservative' model of
virtue ethics towards a more dynamic one.

Another recent criticism, motivated by work in empirical psychology, is that
character traits simply do not exist—and without these, virtue ethics has little to offer.
This criticism has been put forward most forcefully by Gilbert Harman:

Empirical studies designed to test whether people behave differently in
ways that might reflect their having different character traits have failed to
find relevant differences [...] Since it is possible to explain our ordinary
belief in character traits as deriving from certain illusions, we must
conclude that there is no empirical basis for the existence of character
traits. (Harmann 1999: 316).
These empirical studies purport to show that behaviour is far more contingent upon
situation and context rather than inner disposition. One experiment showed that the most
important variable in play in a ‘good Samaritan' case was the degree of hurry felt by the
subjects over another appointment, and not their disposition to help others. Thus
‘character traits' are merely some form of folk belief and should be given no causal or
explanatory role in our theories and thoughts. Given that virtue ethics is founded upon the
notion that individual virtues ought to be the central focus of ethical thought, it seems we
have been chasing an illusion. Yet the strongly eliminativist conclusion is obviously
much too strong given the empirical evidence available—a scant handful of studies which
could in any event be at least partially reconciled with virtue ethics by noting that the
overwhelming majority of test subjects do not possess the virtues perfectly in any event.?
Still, the problem does point to a need for a more rigorous and subtle explanation of what

are character traits and dispositions, which returns us to the topic Anscombe correctly

identified as lacking in development—philosophical psychology. Paul Churchland has

% A line of response explored at greater length in Miller 2003: 378-380.
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published interesting work linking cognitive neurobiology to virtue ethics that exhibits
similarities to some of the more creative solutions put forward to the dilemma presented
above (Churchland 1998). Once again, however, detailed discussion of these proposals

will have to wait, in this case until we discuss naturalism at greater length.

4. Concluding Notes

A great deal of ground has just been covered, but the real work lies ahead. While
'virtue ethics' is, without question, a rather disparate endeavour, there is sufficient
common focus for it to be considered a wholly separate tradition of ethics, alongside
consequentialism and deontology. Of the many approaches put forward within the virtue
ethics tradition, however, Rosalind Hursthouse's—in her work On Virtue Ethics—has the
most potential for further refinement and development. In what follows, 1 will assume a
roughly similar conception to hers as the paradigm-case of virtue ethics. This includes
two crucial features: a eudaimonistic naturalism where the virtues are one's best chance at
flourishing within a larger society and a 'Neurathian' understanding of objectivity
(including an 'uncodifiability' thesis). There will be, of course, points of departure from
her and points of contact with other thinkers; but Hursthouse's conception will remain
central as we turn now to Wittgenstein.

My task in what follows will be not only to answer criticisms directed at virtue
ethics via reference to Wittgenstein's later work, but also to set general boundary
conditions on what a well thought-out programme of virtue ethics should do and look like
based on this work. I will approach this from two angles: first, in the next chapter, that of

rule-following. This will dovetail nicely into our present considerations; rather than an
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abrupt transition from one group of thinkers to another, we instead find continuity in the
work of John McDowell, who has written extensively on the topic and whose influence
on Hursthouse is second only to Philippa Foot. Not only does an understanding of the
rule-following argument serve to buttress the critical elements of virtue ethics—which
we quickly surveyed in the first section of the present chapter—but it will also serve to
address specific problems plaguing virtue ethics, specifically in the domains of action-
guidance and criticisms surrounding the allegedly 'conservative' nature of virtue ethics.
The arguments surrounding rule-following in Wittgenstein's work also cover the topics of
rule-change, mentioned in passing in his other works and developed more fully in the
Remarks on the Foundation of Mathematics. Rule-change, in turn, will lead us to discuss
naturalism and objectivity, in my closing section. These considerations will, I hope,
address criticisms directed at the motivational structure of virtue ethics and its lack of
foundation for individual rights and cosmopolitanism. A tall order, no doubt; but the
purpose here is not to establish the one correct answer, but to show than one can at least

be formulated and then tempered in the fires of dialectical scrutiny.
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CHAPTER I1l: RULE FOLLOWING AND FIDEISM

As | discussed previously, here we bring our focus to bear on Wittgenstein's later
thought. The point of contact, providing a bridge from virtue ethics to Wittgenstein, is a
series of remarks concerning 'rule-following'. | will focus firstly on McDowell's use of
rule-following and then turn to another exegetical controversy with implications for
virtue ethics—the one concerning ‘fideism’, which I hope will show that the common
view of inherent conservatism through inviolability in Wittgenstein and virtue ethics is
mistaken, belying criticisms that friends of the virtues cannot, as some have put it,

account for ethics is a global, pluralistic world.

1. The Uncodifiability Thesis

As | noted in the introduction, it is widely held that Wittgenstein , and particularly his
later thought, is largely orthogonal to ethics. Inasmuch as one seeks to glean an full-
fledged ethical theory from his remarks, this assessment is probably correct. Still, it
would be strange to think that none of Wittgenstein's remarks or arguments have any
bearing whatsoever on moral philosophy which, after all, touches upon epistemology,
philosophy of mind, of language—all topics Wittgenstein was deeply concerned with.
Indeed, a cursory glance at the index of otherwise fairly general books on ethics reveals
an interesting pattern of connection between Wittgenstein and moral philosophy, one that
consistently references the main authors of virtue ethics.?® This is because, to put it

bluntly, Wittgenstein's positions and arguments form a central part of virtue ethics. To

 As does reference books such as the Encyclopedia of Ethics, who discuss McDowell, Lovibond, Cavell
and Winch in the entry on 'Wittgensteinian Ethics'.
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give but one example, in Bernard William's Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy,
Williams writes in a footnote that

The idea that it might be impossible to pick up an evaluative concept

unless one shared its evaluative interest is basically a Wittgensteinian idea.

| first heard it expressed by Philippa Foot and Iris Murdoch in a seminar in

the 1950s. (Williams 1985: 218 n. 7).%
Williams, in the same footnote, also brings up McDowell, Lovibond and Cavell; this, one
should note, was in 1985, just as the virtue ethical revival was beginning to gain some
real momentum. The only other substantial index entry on Wittgenstein in the book
brings us to a passage which says that the explanation for common ethical judgements
"does not lie in postulating a stateable rule, which the respondent has internalized and
unconsciously consults™; this is because "the capacity to see ethical similarities goes
beyond anything that can be adequately captured in language™ (ibid., 218). Williams
directly attributes this conception to Wittgenstein and his followers (ibid., 98). Now,
these two theses attributed to Wittgenstein by Williams are linked: the correct application
of a given sort of concept, such as an ethical one, cannot be reduced to a stateable rule or
set of rules mechanically applicable across all possible contexts, available to those
without any ‘evaluative interest' in the concept. McDowell's writings on the matter bring
this connection out, and its implications for moral philosophy, out with the most alacrity.
First, however, we must clarify a potential source of confusion between McDowell and
Hursthouse.

In his seminal Virtue and Reason, McDowell directly identifies virtue with

knowledge, a sort of 'perceptual capacity' to get things right (McDowell 1998: 51).

Hursthouse, for her part, termed virtues as 'character traits' that go "all the way down'.

% Recall that, according to Nussbaum, Williams only barely counts as a 'virtue ethicist' himself.



52

These are not mutually exclusive. A character trait can best be understood as a
disposition to act in certain appropriate ways at the appropriate time; the ability to do so
is contingent on the further ability to see the salient facts of a situation and make a correct
decision based on these. *! Hursthouse's definition expands on McDowell's without
changing it fundamentally, as suits the specific needs of her approach (ibid., 167).% It
does not, by any means, exclude McDowell's thesis. In fact, Hursthouse writes that we
can acquire the virtues from moral education—and what can be taught must be something
that can be known in some sense, even if it is not open to precise articulation at any given
moment (ibid., 251). There need be, therefore, no supplementation or extra argumentation
to include McDowell's rule-following argument in Hursthouse's conceptualization. At
several instances in her text, in fact, she explicitly endorses McDowell's argument and
defends him against potential misinterpretations (ibid., 57-58).

But, then, what kind of knowledge is virtue? One is tempted to think, McDowell
writes, that it has "stateable propositional content™, playing the role of a universal, major
premise of a practical syllogism interacting with a minor premise comprised of salient
facts about a given situation McDowell 1998: 57). This is a problematic conception. It
threatens to destroy the identification of virtue with simple knowledge, because the
allegedly required 'apetitive' component is entirely lacking from the picture: we neglect
the possibility that one can have the 'knowledge' and 'deliverances of sensitivity' but still
fail to act in appropriate ways. Writes McDowell,

An exercise of a genuinely cognitive capacity can yield at most
part of a reason for acting; something appetitive is needed as well.

%1 "T0 possess the virtues is ... not only to be well disposed with respect to actions from reason but also
with respect to emotions and desires.” (Hursthouse, 1999: 207-208)

%2She writes here that her claim that the virtues are traits of character turns out to be "much more
complicated"” than even she had supposed originally.
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To talk of virtue—a propensity to act in certain ways for certain
reasons—as consisting in a sensitivity, a perceptual capacity, is to
amalgamate the required appetitive component into the putative
sensitivity (ibid., 56).
Straight denial of the possibility that one may have the requisite deliverances but still fail
to act on them leads us to the difficult (but essentially Socratic) conclusion that all
wrong-doing is necessarily born of ignorance, never malice—McDowell discounts this
possibility as somewhat too 'extreme’ (ibid., 54). Therefore virtue, it would seem, is not
knowledge or cognition alone, but has an extra component of volition identified with the
major premise—a 'state of will' (ibid., 57). Meanwhile, the perceptions of the virtuous
agent are captured solely within the minor premise of the syllogism. But the strength of
this objection depends crucially on the plausibility of such major premises existing at all;
McDowell wants to deny that this kind of ‘codified' premise is possible, and draws on
Wittgenstein to do so. What may not be immediately apparent here is that this is one of
the strongest of the many links between virtue ethics and Wittgenstein. For both
McDowell and Hursthouse, the project of creating a virtue-centred approach, one that can
proceed independently of consequentialist and deontological theories (and not merely
supplement their foundational accounts) crucially depends upon this argument, because
the standard conception of rationality assumes the syllogistic picture outlined by
McDowell and fatal to virtue.*® Indeed, the collapsing of virtue ethics within the folds of
other, traditional approaches nearly always proceeds along the lines of the objection

stated by McDowell here: Since virtue ethics cannot provide the major premise itself, this

chore must be done by a ‘formulable universal principle’ that could guarantee rationality

% Recall that both Hursthouse and McDowell wish to identify virtue with knowledge; the role the virtues
play in their theories, particularly Hursthouse's, must be plausibly filled by such a conception of what virtue
consists of. To do this certain 'prejudices' concerning rationality must be cleared up.
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and consistency of action, such as that of the maximization of utility or the categorical
imperative. Typically the argument makes the point through a critique of action-
guidance, though this is not the only route possible.

The underlying point of most formulations of the objection, however, is that the
virtues are only instrumentally useful, as they unearth the salient features of the particular
situation to which a properly universal major premise should provide the reason for
action. By denying codifiability, and the possibility of this type of major premise,
McDowell seeks to carve out a space where virtue not only can be plausibly identified
with knowledge, but can also be valued intrinsically. Without the major premise it is
objected that we cannot act (or have reason to act) in a rational, consistent fashion. Both
McDowell and Hursthouse reference Wittgenstein when they seek to dispute this notion:

A deep-rooted prejudice about rationality blocks ready acceptance of this
[uncodifiability] ... the prejudice is the idea that acting in the light of a
specific conception of rationality must be explicable in terms of being
guided by a formulable universal principle. This prejudice comes under
radical attack in Wittgenstein's discussion, in Philosophical Investigations,
of the concept of following a rule (ibid., 58).
Hursthouse, in discussing similar issues surrounding rationality and motivation (speaking
also of the debate over the alleged "apetitive' component necessary for acting, though in
another context), makes the same point somewhat differently; what is interesting for our
purposes is that she also explicitly credits Wittgenstein for providing the space in which
to create a new, different approach:
The debate all takes place against the background of the assumption that
beliefs and desires are as different as gold an oxygen, and usually the
assumption that the distinction between the rational and non-rational is
equally hard and fast [...] There is no answer to the question 'is it rational or
irrational tout court?'; all there is to be said is that it is irrational in this

way and rational in that. To anyone sympathetic to the writings of the later
Wittgenstein, such rejections of clear-cut distinctions in philosophical
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psychology are as natural and necessary as breathing. [...] What often
blocks understanding is the unconscious assumption [...] that philosophy is
supposed to uncover or construct the foundations of our thought. [...]
Sometimes—not always, of course—the cloud lifts if one says, '‘But you
don't believe that so-and-so if you're a Wittgensteinian.' (Hursthouse 1999:
16).
What comes out in these passages is the fact that virtue ethics does not simply take a few
cues or ideas from Wittgenstein, but instead depends crucially on his arguments and,
particularly, the philosophical context he creates in the Investigations and other late
writings. What is this context? It is, appropriately, not easily formulable in one succinct
statement, but comes out upon examination of his arguments. Let us presently follow
McDowell's reconstruction of this one, central pillar—the rule-following argument.
McDowell begins with Wittgenstein's example at §185 of PI (though, for
Wittgenstein, this was a return to a similar thought-experiment at §143), where a pupil is
asked to extend a series (through an order which has the form +n, in this case +2), so as
to produce 2, 4, 6, 8, etc. McDowell comments that we have a tendency to view iterations
of this task as a type of psychological mechanism, analogous to the movement of some
otherwise inert physical object being guided by an underlying structure—the common
metaphor is that of rails—necessarily towards the correct answer (McDowell 1998: 58).3*
This view is, McDowell notes, rather suspect. The first problem is that any rule-following
behaviour or statement of understanding a rule ("I am doing this")— such as that of
adding 2—is in a sense underdetermined: the potential behaviour that comes under the
jurisdiction of rule is infinite (in this case we have the set of natural numbers) while at

any given time we've seen, or followed ourselves, only a finite fraction of these possible

cases. What evidence we have for the picture of rule-following as a set of 'rails’ cannot
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dismiss the possibility that in the future behaviour will "diverge from what we could
count as correct” (ibid., 59). Wittgenstein's example of this, also used by McDowell, is a
person who continues the +2 series after reaching 1000 thusly: 1004, 1008, 1012... and
does not understand that he has made a mistake, believing that he was applying the rule
correctly. At this point, as Wittgenstein notes, it is no use to merely say: "But can't you
see?" (cf. Pl 8185)—for he sees differently: a rabbit instead of a duck, as with the old
optical illusion. Perhaps he believed that to correctly apply the rule, he was to "add 2 up
to 1000, 4 up to 2000, 6 up to 3000, and so on", and does not admit or understand that
there was a mistake (ibid., 59). The constant possibility of such behaviour runs against
the supposition that to follow a rule is to be guided by these inexorable 'rails’. Concludes
McDowell: "The pictured state, then, always transcends the grounds on which it is
allegedly postulated” (ibid., 59). The point of these considerations is not a sceptical one,
as is sometimes argued, nor to undermine confidence in our speech acts; rather it is only
to remove an illusory ground we sometimes ascribe to meaning, a picture in which "the
steps are really already taken, even before | take them in writing or orally or in thought"
(ibid., 59).

The connection between the objection sketched by McDowell earlier on and
Wittgenstein's argument is clear. The 'major premise’, formulated as a single universal
principle, is meant to anticipate all cases of application, "as only the act of meaning can
anticipate reality" (Pl 8188). It is precisely because of this attributed ability that it can
serve as major premise, much like an algebraic formula is thought to be able to. The

minor premise of the syllogism consists of the specific integers in play, which leads us,

#Crispin Wright wrote a book on the topic entitled Rails to Infinity which to my mind captures the
metaphor perfectly.
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so the picture goes, necessarily to a specific conclusion, determined by the formula.
Likewise, a "complete specification of the reason why the virtuous person acts as he
does" is required as major premise, as mere perceptual sensitivity is insufficient to
provide reasons for action (ibid., 54); recall McDowell's formulation of the objection—
that both the virtuous and non-virtuous may share the same perception but fail to act in
corresponding ways, showing virtue forms a composite state. The 'deliverances of
sensitivity' (the 'integers’), to use McDowell's phrase, interact with something else—the
universal principle and one's own volition (the 'formula’), to produce determinate
answers. But this conception strikes McDowell as 'implausible’, for
cases would inevitably turn up in which a mechanical application of the
rules would strike one as wrong—and not necessarily because one had
changed one's mind; rather, one's mind on the matter was not susceptible
of capture in any universal formula (ibid., 58).
Wittgenstein's rule-following ‘argument'—I use the term with some trepidation, for it
would be somewhat of a mischaracterization to see it as a pure example of premise /
conclusion philosophical dialectic—serves to dispel the notion that to act rationally is to
follow the dictates of some externally-determined universal formula, and also the
correlated notion that error consists in something analogous to mechanical breakdown.
Consider the algebraic example. Are the steps to be taken for a series in some way
‘determined'? For Wittgenstein, such a statement is perhaps referring to the
fact that people are brought by their education (training) so to use the
formula y = x?, that they all work out the same value for y when they
substitute the same number for x. [...] It may now be said: "The way the
formula is meant determines which steps are taken.” What is the criterion

for the way the formula is meant? It is, for example, the kind of way we
always use it, the way we are taught to use it. (Pl §189; §190).
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When someone's behaviour diverges from what we would think counts as the correct
answer in a given series, and does not 'see' the mistake at all, we lose the picture of rules
as determining meaning in all possible application and cases. Grasping meaning is
instead a function of being taught proper application of symbols. Yet for all this we do
not lose confidence in our assertions or practices. Instead we see that it is largely spurious
to make certain sorts of particularly stringent epistemological demands: that
understanding a rule consists in letting one's mind be guided by some objectively present,
mind-independent structure (such as Platonism concerning mathematics).

McDowell's stressing of Wittgensteinian 'uncodifiability' connects with several of
the critical aspects of virtue ethics explored in the last chapter. The point of the 'rule-
following' argument was that what counts as rational or consistent behaviour is not
wholly determined by external facts which the mind somehow grasps via abstract
contemplation; this is the vanity of previous moral theories which most authors of virtue
ethics attack, though they focus on different targets, after different fashions. Anscombe's
criticism of Kant, recall, explicitly made use of uncodifiability: "no theoretically adequate
provision can be made for exceptional circumstances,” she writes, rendering it impossible
to construct the appropriate type of stipulation necessary to govern descriptions of actions
(Anscombe 1999: 27; 29). This is akin to McDowell's presentation of Wittgenstein; in
both, there lurks the realization that concept-application is not governed by the picture of
'rails'. The relevant description of, say, a lie—Anscombe's example® — is not something
which can be adequately captured in what McDowell terms a ‘'universal formula’, for

considerations identical to those of the +2 series, as are the consequences. Speaking of

%A lie could be relevantly described as anything bust just a lie (e.g. ‘a lie in such and such
circumstances')". Anscombe 1999: 27.
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the objection's equal application to utilitarianism: "any action can be so described as to
make it fall under a variety of principles of utility (as I shall say for short) if it fall under
any" (ibid., 28). The general nature of the problem under Anscombe's consideration here
is so similar to Wittgenstein it even seems strange she would not quote him or bring the
connection out. Perhaps the connection was taken to be entirely self-evident. Another link
between the rule-following argument and the critiques of virtue ethics is the argument
that 'pleasure’, or any other good, is a heterogeneous, polycentric concept (an argument
we presented through Nussbaum's writings on the topic). The opposite view is that of
pleasure as a unitary and measurable object; but as the rule-following argument applies
across the board, it is clear that what counts as pleasure can no more be determined from
‘outside’ than what counts as a lie, or what counts as following the +2 rule. The attraction
to a certain species of moral theory lies precisely in the claim that we can define what
'pleasure’ is, or 'lies' are, in a peculiarly binding and inexorable way, so as to 'solve'
problems with no rational dissent possible from the one answer determined by the
formula. If we find Wittgenstein's rule-following argument convincing, however, we
should not view such projects as likely to succeed: for it seems rather unlikely, if not
downright impossible, that the definitions upon which the projects ride will be found—
that they are indeed such things as can be 'found'. Yet despite these rather difficult
conclusions there is no reason to embrace scepticism or lose confidence in the grounds of
our assertions.

Where does our confidence come from, if not from determinate rules and
principles, lying outside of us, as it were? According to McDowell—approvingly quoting

Stanley Cavell—nothing but our 'shared forms of life', a ‘whirl of organism' that consists
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of common discursive practices, 'routes of interest' and patterns of recognized similarity:
a 'congruence of subjectivities' (McDowell 1998: 60-61). We may choose to explain the
correct extension of a number series in syllogistic terms, but this should not lead us to the
conclusion that the operation moves independently of our forms of life. Writes
Wittgenstein about the tendency towards this sort of conclusion,
"It is as if we could grasp the whole use of the word in a flash." Like what e.g.? ...
But have you a model for this? No. It is just that this expression suggests itself to
us. As the result of the crossing of different pictures [...] You have no model of
this superlative fact, but you are seduced into using a super-expression. (Pl §193).
This 'flash’ of insight is the seductive illusion that we mount ourselves on some external
rails when we grasp the use of a rule, such as 'add 2', because we have the sensation that,
despite the underdetermined nature of the picture, we see application of algebra or words
into infinity. This 'strange’ sensation leads us to postulate the superlative picture. Writes
Wittgenstein,
But there is nothing astonishing, nothing queer, about what happens. It becomes
queer when we are led to think that the future development must in some way
already be present in the act of grasping the use and yet isn't present. [...] Where is
the connexion effected between the sense of the expression 'Let's play a game of
chess' and all the rules of the game?—Well, in the list of rules of the game, in the
teaching of it, in the day-to-day practice of playing. ( P1 8197).
The ability to project use into indefinite future context turns therefore not on some
mysterious underlying mechanism churning out ‘appropriate’ answers, but rather on the
taught practices of linguistic communities and creative decisions made within them.*®
Hence the thought that calculations within the deductive paradigm ought to be

‘automatically compelling' somehow above and beyond forms of life is a method of

avoiding Wittgenstein's difficult conclusions about the grounds of our rationality. For

% |t is a remarkable irony that virtue ethics should be considered ‘conservative' when in fact it has the most
interpretive leeway; the picture of rationality as 'rails' strikes me as potentially dictatorial.
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McDowell, the correct standpoint, or 'cure' to this (no doubt following Wittgenstein's
notion of 'therapy’), instead is to
give up the idea that philosophical thought, about the sorts of practice in question,
should be undertaken at some external standpoint, outside our immersion in our
familiar forms of life. (McDowell 1998: 63)
This is the path to the Neurathian solution advocated by Hursthouse, as we saw in the last
chapter. It may seem at first glance that Hursthouse's use of eudaimonia as a naturalistic
ground for her brand of virtue ethics runs counter to the line of argument presented here,
in that explicit reference to human flourishing may serve as major premise in a syllogism
of the form criticized by McDowell here. But Hursthouse never intends, and indeed
explicitly denies, that her naturalism is meant to be convincing outside of an acquired
ethical outlook, i.e. a form of life (Hursthouse 1999: 166). Such a move will seem utterly
unconvincing without the background assumed by appreciation of the rather deep
implications of the rule-following argument, which includes McDowell's 'cure’ for the
seduction by the deductive paradigm; paradigm which, as McDowell concludes his
interpretation of Wittgenstein, is a deeply unsatisfactory model even standing by itself:
Pupils do acquire a capacity to go on, without further advice, to novel instances.
Impressed by the sparseness of the teaching, we find this remarkable. But
assimilation to the deductive paradigm leaves it no less remarkable. The
assimilation replaces the question "How is it that the pupil, given that sparse
instruction, goes on to new instances in the right away?" with the question "How
is it that the pupil, given that sparse instruction, divines from it a universal
formula with the right deductive powers?". The second question is, if anything,
less tractable. (McDowell 1998: 64)
The first question is quite tractable, by contrast. The boundary conditions created by both

human nature and shared forms of life provide sufficient explanatory content to explain

extension to novel circumstance; whereas it is difficult to see how a pupil can make the
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'leap of divination' McDowell views as necessary to answer the second.*” Furthermore,
this is not to suggest that there are unbridgeable chasms created by forms of life or that
one cannot be brought to 'see’ things correctly if they have grasped usage differently. But
these are topics to be addressed in the next chapter. For now, | have argued that virtue
ethics—of which | chose Hursthouse's version as an exemplar—crucially depends on this
interpretation of Wittgenstein's rule-following argument and the consequences drawn

from it.

2. Wittgenstein, Religion, and Fideism

In apparent contradiction to the suggestion that Wittgenstein was strongly 'anti-
metaphysical' is the depth of his religious belief, remarked upon by all his biographers,
most thoroughly so by Normal Malcolm (Malcolm 1993). Yet there are important
insights to be found upon closer examination of their specific nature, for it is rather
obvious that Wittgenstein's own religious beliefs (and his understanding of the
significance of religious practices in general) can hardly be said to be 'metaphysical’ in
any conventional sense. The notion of a ‘creator' God held little attraction, for instance, as
did formal proofs for God's existence. Wittgenstein even told a former student and friend
that any attempt to justify religion through philosophy or a philosophical system was
simply 'offensive'; what is truly important is the symbolism—thus Wittgenstein could
genuinely say that "all religions are wonderful, even those of the most primitive tribes"
(ibid., 11). Wittgenstein's religiosity was as heterodox as his life—in fact was in

dissociable from the way he lived his life. No 'proof' was necessary or even desirable in

%7 | am reminded of the Socratic dialogue Meno, where the second question is answered via appeal to
anammesis (85d4-86¢ for the answer; Meno asks it at 80d).
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regards to religion; the corollary however is that religious sentiment should not mistake
itself as something that should be intellectualized about. Malcom quotes Paul
Engelmann's Memoir on Wittgenstein, which sheds light on Wittgenstein's faith:
Wittgenstein did once say that he thought he could understand the
conception of God, in so far as it is involved in one's awareness of one's
own sin and guilt. [He also] once suggested that a way in which the notion
of immortality can acquire meaning is through one's feeling that one has
duties from which one cannot be released, even by death. Wittgenstein
himself possessed a stern sense of duty. (ibid., 9; emphasis mine).
The focus here is, interestingly, on one's own personal experience of certain specific and
central concepts: sin, duty, obligation. The symbolism of religion provides an intelligible
framework within which to fulfill what one senses is obligatory despite internal conflict:
Wittgenstein's ‘confessions' to his friends was written with ‘God's help' (ibid., 14). The
semiotics of the Gospels provided the impetus to overcome his own self-disgust—formal
proof of the existence of Jesus is not only unnecessary, but vulgar in the extreme. For
Wittgenstein, Christianity, or any religious belief, is not a 'theory’, but rather "a
description of an actual occurrence in human life," whether that be consciousness of one's
own sin and the possibility of salvation, or anything else of the sort (CV 28e). The only
‘epistemological’ justification is one's own life and experiences, not abstruse metaphysical
musings designed to prove this-or-that point of esoteric religious dogma—that is mere
superstition, a form of 'false science' (ibid., 18). The Christian religion, particularly,
appeals to a specific sort of temperament, the feeling of needing 'infinite help’ (ibid., 17).
Thus the idea that religion is "founded on propositions which the worshippers believed to
be true" is a profound mistake (ibid., 21). Wittgenstein was not tempted in the slightest to

search for 'proof' or justification of religion: the feeling itself was the thing. He greatly

approved of a remark of Kierkegaard's: "How can it be that Christ does not exist, since |
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know that He has saved me?" (ibid., 19).% The parallels between Kierkegaard and
Wittgenstein on these topics are significant and worth dwelling upon for a moment. In
"Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein, and a Method of 'Virtue Ethics™ Robert C. Roberts identifies
the essentially ethical nature of this form of religious faith as being situated within the
framework of virtue ethics.*® He does by arguing that practical wisdom can be
understood as a form of 'corrective grammar', for which Wittgenstein provides the model
and Kierkegaard the implementation. Writes Roberts,
While it would be odd to call Wittgenstein's activity 'virtue ethics', it is a
kind of philosophical discourse that aims to improve us as persons, to
liberate us from debilitating compulsions, to help us find our way back to a
human life, after having wandered in the far country of conceptual vanity
and illusion.*® (Roberts 1995: 146)
The grammar of the virtues is the object of reflection, which "identifies in a general way
how the possessor of the virtue understands himself and his situation™. (ibid., 155). As
with the 'Neurathian' solution, we proceed from within—in this case within one's
grammar. Roberts does not believe this leads to 'incommensurability’ between competing
grammars, however, a thesis he argues Wittgenstein would have repudiated as well.*! It is
important that we see why this is so. The possibility of genuine ethical or religious
reflection is contingent upon the availability of 'rational’ criticism, for otherwise theology
or ethics simply becomes the re-iteration of arbitrary traditions interspersed with random

fluctuations of its form from outside or non-rational influences. On the other hand, it is

clear that one cannot easily "violate the grammar of his faith because at the moment he is

% He is reported to have exclaimed 'See? It is not a matter of proof!"

¥ The points of contact drawn between Wittgenstein and virtue ethics are similar to mine.

“0 | don't think it odd at all to term Wittgenstein's activity thus—that is the contention of the whole present
work. Wittgenstein's later thought may even be best viewed as a type of virtue epistemology, as it is
apparent to me that Wittgenstein prized certain mental virtues and character traits over specific doctrines
when it came to doing philosophy.



65

wearing his philosophical hat" by openly admitting the subjective validity of different
'language-games' from some hypothesized neutral point of view, for such cognitive
dissonance would be intolerable (ibid., 161).** This requires a delicate balancing act, as
Hursthouse notes in her section on 'Rationality’ in "On Virtue Ethics"; it appears that we
are forced to either simply re-affirm our commitment to our ethical grammar (or
‘outlook’), for internal validation cannot help but be circular, or to proceed from a
hypothetical 'neutral point of view' which may not be particularly fruitful, if it is possible
at all (Hursthouse 1993: 165). But before we discuss Hursthouse's Neurathian solution let
me approach the problem from a purely Wittgensteinian angle, via the ‘fideistic' debate—
for | think there exists an answer more or less parallel to the one in Hursthouse's work.
The basic 'fideistic' argument is that, since external justification is not required for
religious belief and other, similar practices, it would seem to follow that any criticisms
springing from one's 'speculative intelligence' of these practices are simply wrong-
headed; this is akin to the worry expressed by Hursthouse that "genuine reflective
scrutiny™ is not possible from within a given ethical outlook, and Roberts' worry
concerning the 'incommensurability’ of competing grammars (ibid., 165). This is a
difficult dilemma, one which has already spawned a voluminous literature. As stated
above, | will approach it via the 'fideistic' debate and key passages from On Certainty
which seem to give support to the so-called 'incommensurability’ reading, and moreover

provide grounds to extend its reach across entire ‘forms of life', not just religion.

! "The concept of incommensurability, as Philips uses it, is a theory (or part of a theory) of just the sort
that Wittgenstein intended his philosophical work to discourage.” Ibid., p. 162.

“2 A 'view from above' that transcends games to see them as games, including one's own. Wittgenstein's
admonition that we are not to change, but describe, should be viewed in this light. Still, the cultivation of a
certain 'ironic’ distance will play a part in creating a form of cosmopolitan virtue in the next chapter.
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Now, a good place to begin examining the alleged support for the fideistic
interpretation found in On Certainty is Wittgenstein's stressing of the extent of our
‘groundless believing' (OC 8166). This groundless believing is often never even
expressed in a propositional form (like religion; see above); rather, it is simply lived—it
is exhibited in our acting (OC §110; §159). This 'bedrock’ is not hard to find, either. Our
spade is turned (P1 8217) not on some esoteric formulation of apodictic philosophy which
requires strenuous investigation—instead, we reach bedrock in very prosaic, mundane
ways:

If a blind man were to ask me "Have you got two hands?" | should not make sure

by looking. If I were to have any doubt on it, then I don't know why I should trust

my eyes. For why shouldn't | test my eyes by looking to find out whether | see my
two hands? (Who decides what stands fast?) And what does it mean to say that

such and such stands fast? (OC, §125).

We don't know what it could mean to actually doubt certain things (OC 8154, 157; §231),
for we are no longer sure what counts as grounds, as evidence, as reasons. As a result we
cannot be sure we even understand what a person is even saying if she were to express
these kinds of doubts. How are we then to appraise radically different claims to truth, or
scrutinize the validity of our own? It seems that we cannot do so at all. This intuition is
cashed out in a series of remarks beginning at OC 8608, the key passages of the Fideist
reading. Wittgenstein imagines a tribe that consults oracles. Are we to say it is 'wrong' for
them to do so? And if we do, "aren't we using our language-game as a base from which to
combat theirs" (OC, §8609)? The implicit suggestion is that we have no common ground
with the tribe of oracle-consulters. What we perhaps count as evidence—the propositions

of physics or of formal logic—are not convincing to them. Therefore we cannot

legitimately 'combat’ their language-game, and we have returned to the ‘inviolability'
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problem of the previous chapter: the Scylla and Charybdis of cultural relativism and
static conservatism.
But there is much tension within On Certainty concerning this very issue. While
OC 8608-612 seem to implicitly endorse the Fideistic reading, other sections do not.
Moreover, | think it can be argued that 'fideism' belongs to that illegitimate class of
'substantive’ misappropriations of Wittgenstein which seek to make philosophical
doctrines from the repudiation of substantive philosophizing. My contention is that it is in
fact quite possible for us to criticize other forms of belief we find unsatisfactory, even
when there is minimal overlap between the differing practices and language-games. To
do otherwise would be to substantively assert the 'validity' of all forms of life and makes
in effect a general normative statement, i.e., makes a metaphysics of language-games,
turning Wittgenstein's analysis into an external point of view. We can say we 'know'
other forms of belief or conceptual schemes are false because of what it is, for us, to use
'know' rightly. To deny this would enshrine precisely what Wittgenstein was trying to
demolish—a standard of knowledge over and above our practices and ways we act:
As the problem is put, it seems that there is something wrong with the
ordinary use of the word 'knowledge'. It appears we don't know what it
means, and that therefore, perhaps, we have no right to use it. We should
reply: "There is no one exact usage of the word 'knowledge’; but we can
make up several such usages, which will more or less agree with the ways
the word is actually used.” [...] Philosophy, as we use the word, is a fight
against the fascination which forms of expression exert upon us. (BLBK,
27). %

It is of course difficult to resist the temptation of turning Wittgenstein's concepts of

family resemblance and language-games into a theory about the essential form of human

% Compare with OC: §549. One should already be able to see in this the germ of the Neurathian solution.
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language and 'conclude’ from there that one cannot criticize across games. As Richard
Amesbury writes,
It is important to avoid an especially seductive but confused reading of On
Certainty, namely, that Wittgenstein is claiming that competing grammars
make factual claims, the truth of which can never be assessed, given our
lack of criteria neutral among all parties. (Amesbury 2003: 68).
It has been noted accurately that Wittgenstein's writing style attempts, as best it can, to
discourage this interpretation; indeed, presenting his thoughts in any other way "would
not have been a presentation of his philosophical views", opines Rush Rhees (Rhees
2003: 9). These views, as we have seen, include a radical re-evaluation of philosophy as a
descriptive project, and not an explanatory one. Philosophy, as | wrote in the
introduction, does not give us new information; it works by "arranging what we have
always known" and "leaves everything as it is" (P1 8109, 8124). Hence our philosophical
task is not to explain or justify why we may or may not criticize different language-
games, but rather examine how it is in fact done—much as our task in ethics is not
philosophical in some special theoretical, 'external’ sense. To see why, we must turn to
the workings of language-games and forms of life.

The selections from On Certainty which are in apparent conflict have to do with
the hypothetical confrontation of two radically different ‘forms of life'. These 'forms" are,
one could say, the ways of acting which characterize or give meaning to our use of
language; as Wittgenstein puts it, "to imagine a language is to imagine a form of life" (Pl
819). In one selection, we are asked to imagine a people who consult oracles rather than
physicists:

Supposing we met people who did not regard that [the propositions of

physics] as a telling reason. Now, how do we imagine this? Instead of the
physicist, they consult an oracle. (And for that we consider them
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primitive). Is it wrong for them to consult an oracle and be guided by it?—

If we call it "wrong™ aren't we using our language-game as a base from

which to combat theirs? (OC: §609).
This is a consideration drawn upon by Peter Winch in his article "Understanding A
Primitive Society", where he discusses the practices of the Azande tribe, which do in fact
involve the consultation of oracles. The anthropologist studying them is

confronted by two languages which he recognizes as fundamentally

different in kind, such that much of what may be expressed in the one has

no possible counterpart in the other. (Winch 1964: 13)
The intuitive conclusion one may draw from these two passages is that it is somehow
‘unfair' to judge the beliefs of one language-game based on the criteria provided by
another (presumably one's own). The differing forms of life include the ways in which a
member would interpret the world, distinguish sense from nonsense, evaluate competing
claims, and so on. The Azande would be quite justified, from an epistemic point of view,
in rejecting an outsider's claims that he 'flew' in—inasmuch as such a claim would even
be intelligible to them—as the Westerner would be to reject the efficacy of the oracle
(likewise to the degree of its intelligibility).

It does indeed seem that Winch is drawing on Wittgenstein to shield certain,
specifically religious, forms of life from external criticism, saying that it is illegitimate to
call a primitive tribe's practices in regards to oracles factually ‘'wrong' compared to
European practices. In another piece, Winch draws on again Wittgenstein and Simone
Weil to claim that "philosophy is not on anybody's side" and that it ""can neither

demonstrate nor refute” the validity of religious practices (Winch 2001: 427; 429). Is this

a correct interpretation? Characteristically, Wittgenstein himself refuses to make any
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such assertions. Rather, in the passages immediately following the 'Fideistic' ones, he
remains steadfast to his descriptive project and simply observes that

When two principles really do meet which cannot be reconciled with one
another, then each man declares the other a fool and a heretic (OC: §611).

The perception that Winch is wrongly using Wittgenstein to insulate forms of life from
attack is reinforced by the criticisms offered in Kai Nielsen's article "Wittgensteinian
Fideism™. In it, Nielsen suggests that there is an illegitimate reading of Wittgenstein that
is sometimes used to draw absurd "fideistic conclusions™ (Nielsen 1967: 191). Winch in
particular is singled out:
Winch's view here has been rightly taken to involve a claim to conceptual
self-sufficiency for all of the forms of life [...] Winch is indeed saying that
we cannot criticize science or ethics by criteria appropriate to religion, and
vice-versa. (ibid., 201).
Yet nowhere does Wittgenstein himself offer anything resembling a defence of the
‘conceptual self-sufficiency' of forms of life or suggests that they ought to be immune
from criticism. Instead, when he notes that "what we believe depends on what we learn™,
which seems a substantively relativistic thesis on the surface, he goes on to say:
We all believe that it isn't possible to get to the moon; but there might be
people who believe that that is possible and that it sometimes happens. We
say: these people do not know a lot that we know. And, let them never be
so sure of their belief—they are wrong and we know it.
If we compare our system of knowledge with theirs then theirs is evidently
the poorer by far (OC §286).
Wittgenstein never traps himself by accidentally falling out of the ‘descriptive’ mode
which is central to his conception of philosophy. The tension between the assertions that
our beliefs are contingent on our learning, and that we still know others are wrong are

only apparent; they rely on a non-descriptive interpretation. Criticizing and evaluating

claims are simply part of how our (any?) form of life functions. Nothing else (and
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certainly not an 'external perspective’) is necessary to make criticism possible of another
language-game (though making the criticism intelligible might); as Michael P. Hodges
put it,
There will, of course, be no neutral perspective from which to launch such
a critique, but the supposition that only such a value-free critique would do
is itself a prejudice of traditional philosophy in just the sense that
Wittgenstein's methods are meant to displace.** (Hodges 2001: 76)
To be fair to Winch, he did not suggest such a 'neutral’ perspective was required, but
rather that one should have a "participant’'s understanding” of the language-game. This is
still too stringent a criterion. Obviously a certain minimal shared background is necessary
for intelligibility; but this may be found in Winch's own suggestion that there may be
common "limiting notions", that is things such as "birth, death, and sexual relations", an
idea already present in (and basically lifted wholesale from) Wittgenstein's Remarks on
Frazer's Golden Bough (Winch 1964: 322).%* In order for a language-game to be
completely immune from criticism, it would have to be ‘isolated’ to a degree where all
communication is impossible. Such a situation is quite difficult to even imagine, and it
certainly does not seem to be the case for religious practices, which are very often
embedded within another, larger set of cultural practices. To argue, as Winch seems to,
that the set of practices that comprise a form of life are sufficient unto themselves
(‘fideism") amounts to a claim not borne out by any sober look at the actual workings of
human interaction across practices. The failure of reasons due to different spaces of

intelligibility is never the last word in such encounters. As such, Winch's condition

appears too stringent—it becomes a normative constraint—and contrary to Wittgenstein's

*A robust conception of a value-laden critical model is precisely what Hursthouse aims to offer with her
Neurathian naturalism.
** In the Remarks on Frazer's Golden Bough, PO 127.
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philosophical aims. Indeed, further buttressing this descriptive interpretation,
Wittgenstein goes on to give an account as to how discourse between forms of life
continues after reasons fail:
I said | would 'combat’ the other man—~but wouldn't I give him reasons?
Certainly; but how far do they go? At the end of reasons comes
persuasion. (Think what happens when missionaries convert natives) (OC
8612).
And again:
Why should not a king be brought up in the belief that the world began
with him? And if Moore and this king were to meet and discuss, could
Moore really prove his belief [that the world existed for a long time] to be
the right one? I do not say that Moore could not convert the king to his
view, but it would be a conversion of a special kind; the king would be
brought to look at the world in a different way (OC: 892).
There is no misleading normative content in these passages; no suggestion that one ought
not or cannot criticize different forms of life (it does peripherally raise the issue of a form
of life which would openly advocate cultural relativism; Wittgenstein was writing before
multiculturalism). There is only the attempt to describe what sometimes happens when
forms of life conflict: that sometimes reasons end, 'persuasion’ (and possibly force)
begins, and a process of conversion occurs.*°
Despite the seemingly unambiguous nature of Wittgenstein's own position, the
charge of 'Fideism' is one that has caused much controversy; not on the issue of whether
or not it is a correct interpretation of Wittgenstein's own views of religion (nearly

everyone agrees that "Wittgenstein did not hold the view either than religion can be

understood only by those who participate in it or that it cannot be criticized" (Amesbury

“¢ Onora O'Neill wrote that particularist positions lead to an "ethical disaster" that is evident in "the
difficulity that many particularist positions have in making sense of ethical discourse or dialogue with
‘outsiders' who supposedly do not share the same categories or sensibilities.” O'Neill 1996: 20. We are
obviously addressing this concern head-on right now.



73

2003: 47)) but whether or not anybody has truly advocated fideism based on
Wittgenstein's writings:
None of the philosophers labelled 'Wittgensteinian fideists' has ever
claimed that Wittgenstein himself was a fideist. Rather, the debate has
been between those who accuse Wittgensteinian philosophers of religion
of fideism and these philosophers themselves, who, to my knowledge,
universally deny the charge. (Ibid., 47).
Indeed, most philosophers of religion would argue a more subtle position, namely that
because of the special nature of religious beliefs, one can deny, as D.Z. Phillips put it,
"the appropriateness of certain kinds of criticisms of religion™ (Phillips 1981: 89). One of
these mistaken types of criticism is the facile identification of truth with science that
Winch takes the anthropologist Evans-Pritchard to task for. D.Z. Phillips, as Amesbury
points out, would rule out criticisms stemming from a metaphysical
perspective outside [of] all ... practices, a 'view from nowhere'. In rejecting
this as a chimera, Wittgensteinians are not ruling out criticisms, but
criticizing confusion. (Amesbury 2003: 51)
Rather, most philosophers of religion who have taken a cue from Wittgenstein would, it
seems, accept criticisms coming from other ‘forms of life’, but strongly repudiate the
suggestion that there is an 'external’ point of view not itself contingent on a given form of
life. This position is of course consistent with the over-all argument presented here and
with Wittgenstein's own answer when he poses himself the rhetorical question: "But is
there then no objective truth?" (OC: 8108). It is revealing that instead of directly
answering his question (formulated in a fashion reminiscent of the 'old’ philosophy;
compare with OC: 8321, "it sounds all too reminiscent of the Tractatus"), Wittgenstein

calls attention to the practices in which the very ideas of truth and falsity are

formulated—uwhile still admitting that "we should feel ourselves intellectually very
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distant” from someone who could not answer basic questions with regards to their
assertions and beliefs (OC 8108.). This presumed distance would not only be the result of
the lack of shared evaluative criteria for beliefs, but also of the conceptual differences in
the articulation of them; and to reconcile the distance would involve a shifting of criteria
and especially of practices—much more than a mere change of belief within a largely
shared frame. It is this type of shift that Wittgenstein sometimes termed conversion.
Wittgenstein uses the term conversion (‘Bekehrung’, 'bekehren') to describe a
particular type of transition, from one form of life to another. It consists, one could
naively say, of a shift not because of reasons but of what reasons consist of. One's way of
seeing the world is profoundly altered, as for example with the case of the religious
convert who now interprets his experiences in solely theological terms. Roberts, whose
article 'Wittgenstein, Kierkegaard and Virtue Ethics' we discussed earlier, puts the point
somewhat differently. At Pl §142, Wittgenstein discusses the 'practice’ of weighing with
a scale and comments that the practice would lose its point if things were to "grow and
shrink for no obvious reason." But if we are to imagine a world where "certain very
general facts of nature [are] different from what we are used to" (PI 11 8xii), our concepts
and practices (such as that of weighing) would be radically different:
Gradually, the facts of the world he is visiting become irresistible to him
and he undergoes a conversion in his concepts and practices: he quits
talking about weighing things, and he quits weighing them ... His
conversion includes the judgment that, given the nature of the world he is

visiting, the conceptual scheme that lacks the concept of weighing is
superior to his old scheme, is 'truer’ to reality. (Roberts 1995: 163)
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Though the example may seem outlandish, it squares perfectly well with the notions that,
firstly, practices and acting are key,*” and secondly that there are important ways in
which facts about the world intersect with our conceptual schemes. These points of
intersection guarantee that there will always be some minimal scheme overlap, whether
or not transition between the two is the product of some type of 'pure’ ratiocination
(though here we should be open to the idea of many different types of 'rationality' as we
are to different meanings of 'knowledge’). Hence we can conclude that "rival ethical and
religious practices ... differ, but not so much as to be incommensurable” (ibid., 163). This
is not to deny however that some (perhaps most) of the time the criticism we make of
different forms of life (such as we would make of the tribe consulting oracles) are
primarily internal, in the sense that we make no special effort to convince or argue but
only reaffirm the reasons for our personal commitment to our own form or ‘conceptual
scheme'.

The nature of these schemes is a rather complex topic, but closer examination will
buttress my point here. The mistaken interpretation of the selections from On Certainty
that we are concerned with suggests that the lack of shared evaluative criteria insulates
forms of life (such as religious practices) from any non-participant criticism. It is
interesting for our purposes to note that Wittgenstein seemed to think that a ‘conceptual
scheme' consisted of something similar to what a type of proto-coherentism might say:

We do not learn the practice of making empirical judgements by learning
rules: we are taught judgements and their connexion with other
judgements. A totality of judgements is made plausible to us. (OC: §140)

Our knowledge forms an enormous system. And only within this system
has a particular bit the value we give it (OC: §410).

*" | cannot help but recall Evans-Pritchards' claim that the poison oracles were as satisfactory a way of
arranging his household affairs as any other system he tried.
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And again:
'So one must know that the objects whose names one teaches a child by an
ostensive definition exist.' -\WWhy must one know they do? Isn't it enough
that experience doesn't later show the opposite? For why should the
language-game rest on some kind of knowledge? (OC: 8477; emphasis
mine).*
The similarities with coherentism here are rather apt, though not perfect. Justification
springs not from foundational, indubitable data, but from the pliable networks of
‘groundless believing' that provide a framework for action, which is "at the bottom of the
language game" (OC: §204), not any specific set of foundational propositions.
This is important for us because networks of inter-related propositions are essentially
polycentric constructions; two ‘competing’ conceptual schemes cannot be said to spring
from differing sets of foundational assumptions that preclude any superstructural overlap
(and therefore also preclude the possibility of evaluation and communication). Rather,
one's web of beliefs has several different nodal points; changes often ripple outwards
from these. Some of them no doubt are anchored to 'facts' about the world, though they
are enmeshed in a deep interpretive web, and the exact nature of these relations is
something we will turn to shortly. A process of ‘conversion’ could in theory involve a
spectacularly rapid overturning of significant parts of the 'network’, but this would be an
extremely rare exception to the rule of more gradual change, which can nevertheless be
equally significant—hence we can speak of gradual, but still near-total conversion (here,
of course, | am once again anticipating discussion of the Neurathian solution).

The 'network’ metaphor | used above may be quite more apt that one might

suspect at first. Paul Churchland's ‘'Towards a Cognitive Neurobiology of the Moral

8 See also OC §141, §225 and §274.
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Virtues' suggests that the explanatory generality of the neural-network model can be
applied to moral knowledge.* The talk here is of training networks through examples to
perform specific functions, when faced with a wide variety of (sometimes novel) input.
The relation to virtue ethical concepts such as upbringing and practice is not accidental
and in fact forms part of the conclusion explicitly drawn by Churchland: that
the standard conception of moral argument as the formal deduction of
moral conclusions from shared moral premises starts to look Procrustean
in the extreme. Instead, the administration and resolution of moral
conflicts emerges as a much more dialectical process whereby the
individuals take turns highlighting or making salient certain aspects of the
situation at issue. (Churchland 1998: 88)
Churchland's conclusions concerning the neural-network model of moral epistemology
echo virtue ethics in more than one way:
This view of the assembled moral virtues as a slowly-acquired network of
skills also contains an implicit critique of a popular piece of romantic
nonsense, namely, the idea of the ‘'sudden convert' to morality ... Moral
character is not something—is not remotely something—that can be
acquired in a day by an Act of Will or by a single Major Insight. (ibid., 89)
I'd like to remind the reader that this is Churchland, and not Hursthouse, writing.
Churchland singles out 'virtue ethics' as specifically compatible with the thrust of his own
work in cognitive neurobiology.*® Should research such as this prove fruitful, the partial
‘grounding’ of the virtues within a (limited) naturalistic framework would find substantial

support. Moreover, Churchland strongly argues for the inclusion of institutions within

one's own society for the "evaluation and modification of practices” which could then

*This is more than the accidental use of the word 'network' in two different contexts, but about the close
connection between neural-network models and coherentism in epistemology: "A recent theory of
explanatory coherence, however, exploits analogies between belief systems and neural networks to develop
a rigorous computational model of coherentist belief revision" (Thagard, P. amd Beam, C. 2004: 150).

%0 Under the heading 'Reflections on some recent 'Virtue Ethics", Churchland writes “the general portrait of
moral knowledge that emerges from neural-network models of cognition is a portrait already under active
examination within moral philosophy, quite independently of any connections it might have with cognitive
neurobiology. Its original champion is Aristotle..." Ibid., 93.
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lead to better ones—precisely what incommensurability discourages and what the
Neurathian solution seeks (ibid., 95).

The point here is that Wittgenstein rightly insists that these networks are founded
on one's practices—which, of course, is perfectly consistent with the psychological
conditions surrounding deep conversion, such as that of a religious variety—yet the
attempt to protect or insulate forms of life remains philosophically spurious. The very
possibility of persuasion or conversion entails that there is a way of getting from the most
alien set of practices to another, even if this process is not caused by a process of what
we'd term pure ratiocination. This means that the divide between forms of life can be
crossed; and as we noted, in the case of specific religious practices many of them are not
at all self-sustaining forms of life but rather part of a larger shared conceptual scheme. It
now seems apparent that the question is not whether forms of life are truly different or
incommensurable, or whether statements taken in isolation are 'true’, but rather how and
to what extent a given network or section of belief is different relative to another one; one
can imagine a large discursive space where various forms of life sit, sometimes uneasily,
with and sometimes over each other. It is worth stressing that Wittgenstein explicitly
maintained language-games do evolve over time (OC: §256). One example we can give
in relation to our current discussion is that the discourse of religion has changed
fundamentally in the West, in part because the cosmological explanations once offered by
religion have been displaced by other ones; as a result, religion is no longer viewed as a
source of authority on questions of astronomy. If it was the case that religious discourse

was sufficient unto itself, to take the Fideistic thesis to its extreme, then the criticisms
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which led to this change were invalid. Surely this is an absurd conclusion (Nielsen 1967:
206-208).

The most appropriate critical attitude, if one were inclined to adopt such a thing
(in terms perhaps of 'moral progress’, the 'gaussian distribution' Churchland spoke of),
would hence be a sensitivity to the specific ways in which various forms of life are in fact
different and similar.>* That there always will be a similarity is an issue we have dealt
with briefly and will return to; Winch's own suggestion, reported earlier (about 'birth,
death and sexual relations’) does imply that there will always be a basic human
perspective at work, from which criticism and dialogue may at least begin. This is a
thought found in Wittgenstein as well, as | noted above (see also cf. PI 8206). Given that
language-games are rooted in the need for action and not the human ability to reason, it
follows that any cogent criticism which cuts deeply across forms of life should strive to
show the possibility of different ways of acting and not only present so-called
‘indubitable’ arguments, for as Wittgenstein notes, "indubitability wouldn't be enough to
make me change my whole life" (LC 68). The deeper the difference, the more emphasis
should be placed on acting over reasons. We may use the term conversion when the
change in perspective is of a given order of magnitude, which cannot be given precise
abstract quantification, but can be grasped readily enough by way of concrete example,
such as the ones given by Wittgenstein in OC 8609 and 892. It is crucial that conversion
be possible, by acting if not reasons, in order to demonstrate that alleged

‘incommensurability’ is not a stumbling-block for interaction between forms of life.

%! The term 'sensitivity' ought to evoke my discussion of virtue from chapter 2. This is intentional.

52 OC §474-475. "This games proves its worth. That may be the cause of its being played, but it is not the
ground [...] Any logic good enough for a primitive means of communication needs no apology for us.
Language did not emerge from some kind of ratiocination."”
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Consider, in closing, a passage from the 'Remarks on Frazer's Golden Bough':

The nonsense here is that Frazer represents these people as if they had a

completely false (even insane) idea of the course of nature, whereas they

only possess a peculiar interpretation of the phenomena. That is, if they

were to write it down, their knowledge of nature would not differ

fundamentally from ours. Only their magic is different. (PO 141).
What is important to remember here, if we are to square the apparent conflict between the
legitimacy of various forms of rationality and the 'anti-metaphysical' thrust of
Wittgenstein's thought, is that the beliefs of the tribesmen as represented in Frazer's work,
even if they are about, in some sense, things that we would be inclined to consider
'metaphysical’ or 'supernatural’, they do not have obviously false beliefs about the
mechanics of nature which are wrong-headed. They would not be able to function as a
society if this were so. It also demonstrates that the legitimacy of various modes of reason
do not establish the self-sufficiency of metaphysical systems, for the practices are not
metaphysically grounded in any sense. Hence the move to protect these systems is in

essence the result of a mistaken understanding of the implications of Wittgenstein’s

critique.
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CHAPTER IV: RULE CHANGE AND NATURALISM
1. Rule Change
There is a fascinating and quite revealing passage in Culture and Value that is worth
quoting as we begin:
I do not believe Shakespeare can be set alongside any other poet. Was he perhaps
a creator of language rather than a poet? [...] "Beethoven's great heart"—Nobody
could speak of 'Shakespeare's great heart'. 'The supple hand that created new
natural linguistic forms' would seem to me nearer the mark. (CV 84e).
What could this possibly mean—the creation of 'new yet natural linguistic forms'? In On
Certainty Wittgenstein writes of change in a somewhat different vein, saying that
If we imagine facts otherwise than as they are, certain language-games lose some
of their importance, while others become important. And in this way there is an
alteration—a gradual one—on the use of the vocabulary of a language. [...]When
language-games change, then there is a change in concepts, and with the concepts
the meanings of words change (OC 863, 65).
In the OC passages it seems as though gradual change in language-games is something
akin to continental drift: a slow, inexorable process due to forces entirely outside of our
control that we at best react to. (The ground(lessness) literally shifting beneath our feet as
we are carried along). Such an interpretation would be compatible with the ‘fideistic' view
in a sense; | briefly argued earlier that without the availability of legitimate criticism
through overlapping discursive spaces, change becomes as arbitrary as the traditions and
practices supposedly insulated from outside intervention—a meaningless shuffling. 1 will
return to this shortly. Yet in the first passage above Wittgenstein asserts that Shakespeare,

the man, created new, natural forms of language through his art. No 'very general facts'

about nature changed; only existing words were arranged in novel ways. So we must be
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wary about understanding rule-change as a process purely intrinsic to the 'deep structure’
of grammar itself, whose own internal logic propels it without our having much to say in
the process. The opposite is, in fact, true: rule-change and other creative processes are
constantly available to us. Moreover, the parallel Wittgenstein draws to literature is one
commonly found in virtue ethics, particularly in regards to moral upbringing and the
inculcation of moral values. Cora Diamond makes note of the way in which stories and
narratives, even those that do not use specifically 'moral’ terms, make significant moral
points (Diamon 1996: 243-246). But what is significant here is that controlled, willed
change can happen—and often proceeds via literature and art, thoroughly man-made
institutions whose explicit purpose is to engage with one's own cultural concepts, to
cross-pollinate with other influences. Art and aesthetics form essentially a discursive
space where change is deliberately given an environment in which it is free to experiment
(and recall that, for Wittgenstein, ethics contains aesthetics;>® it is worth noting as an
aside that repressive regimes often go after the artists and poets first, too). So there is a
very important sense in which rule-change is a legitimate object of reflective scrutiny.
This is an idea that deserves some further discussion.

Wittgenstein held that the existence of ‘private objects' depended on the prior
existence of a public counterpart. Indeed, for Wittgenstein, there was a meaningful sense
of 'private'—one which depended upon the prior existence and knowledge of public
language, however. Consider the following, somewhat cryptic remarks made in the Notes

for the 'Philosophical Lecture':

>3 | am going to use the term Ethics in a slightly wider sense, in a sense in fact which includes what |
believe to be the most essential part of what is essentially esthetics." A Lecture on Ethics, PO 38.
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The private object. The naming of the private object. The private language.
The game someone plays with himself. When do we call it a game? If it
resembles a public game. (The diary of Robinson Crusoe). (PO 447)
And again:
There is a name only where there is a technique of using it and that
technique can be private; but this only means that nobody but I know
about it, in the sense in which | can have a private sewing machine. But in
order to be a private sewing machine, it must be an object which deserves
the name 'sewing machine', not in virtue of its privacy but in virtue of its
similarity to sewing machines, private or otherwise. (PO 448)
Contrast this sense of 'private’ with that of logical privacy®*, such as that in Pl §258,
where Wittgenstein discusses jotting down with the sign 'S’ recurrences of a given
internal sensation in a diary; what's important to note here is that any fact about the
sensation is not logically private (such as, say, a neurochemical fact or something of the
sort). But absent that fact, "whatever is going to seem right to me is right. And that only
means that here we can't talk about right” (P1 8258) (here there is an important
qualification: the only thing this means is that the language-game, the convention,
surrounding 'right' is disqualified from usage in these circumstances—and, as |
mentioned above, this does not mean we should immediately succumb to the
‘eliminativist impulse’ regarding all such talk). The 'private language argument'’ is
therefore not the unattractive dogma that the solitary individual cannot 'mean’ anything,
but an attack on a certain type of theory of meaning, which states that “we each have

private languages and we learn to relate our private languages to each other, often

through public language™ (ibid., 699). The upshot of the private language argument,

> »Something is logically private if someone has a unique access to it such that no one else could ever be
warranted in thinking they had obtained access to it." Levy 2003: 696. Emphasis mine.
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therefore, is that it gives 'explanatory priority' of the public forms of language in any
account of the contents of thought.*

This idea is connected to a passage (and others similar to it) in the Philosophical
Investigations that rhetorically questions the possibility of a type of 'unpractised practice'
which would have no corollary whatsoever with existing practices:

As things are | can, for example, invent a game that is never played by
anyone.—But would the following be possible too: mankind has never
played any games; once, however, someone invented a game—which no
one ever played? (Pl §204).
One is inclined to concede the point to Wittgenstein simply because if we drop the
hypothetical structure of the question as it is presented (‘imagine no games had ever been
played’) and seek to find or create a real counter-example, we flounder—it seems
impossible to think of an utterly novel practice that has no connection to any existing one.
It is easy to modify an existing one, or combine two or more, or just find inspiration in
another. But what could it mean to create a entirely new, unconnected, unpractised
practice? We fancy it possible to imagine a possible world where no game has ever been
played save the one round of, for example, chess—as the interlocutor tells Wittgenstein
in the passage immediately following (Pl 8205). And that this possibility captures the

‘queer’ thing about intent. But this is a mistake, Wittgenstein holds, for the rules—as we

saw in the previous chapter—do not inhere in minds capable of 'latching on' to some

% This version of the 'private language argument' supports Anscombe's assertion that Kantian self-
legislation is 'absurd'. She wrote that such a conception requires 'superior power in the legislator', which is
undeniably lacking if we give priority to public language in our explanations; it is simply not up to the
individual. Anscombe 1999: 27.
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56
l.

external, objectively present rail.” Thus in order for a new game to be invented, games

per se must exist in some form or another:

What sort of public must there be if a game is to exist, if a game can be
invented? What surrounding is needed for someone to be able to invent,
say, chess? Of course | might invent a board-game today, which would
never actually be played. I should simply describe it. But that is only
possible because there already exist similar games, that is because such
games are played. (RFM, VI §32).

Wittgenstein continues in the same vein further in the same section, writing that
I may give a new rule today, which has never been applied, and yet it is
understood. But would that be possible, if no rule had ever actually been
applied? (Ibid.)

The possibility of novelty—of rule-change—is thoroughly contingent upon the prior

existence of institutions and practices from which the new rule may be understood.>’

Consider yet another passage from the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics:
The application of the concept ‘following a rule' presupposes a custom.
Hence it would be nonsense to say: just once in the history of the world
someone followed a rule (or a signpost; played a game, uttered a sentence,
or understood one; and so on). [...] It is of the greatest importance that a
dispute hardly ever arises between people about whether the colour of this
object is the same as the colour of that, the length of this rod the same as
the length of that, etc. This peaceful agreement is the characteristic
surrounding of the use of the word 'same".” (RFM VI §821)

In this passage, Wittgenstein notes two crucial phenomena: the priority of the public

language game and the steadfast nature of agreement amongst certain phenomena that

enable the use of certain language-games, such as ‘same’. This latter is quite important

% This is because the ‘possible world' is compatible with multiple accounts of what is actually going on
here, much like the behaviour of the ‘two-minute mathematician' at RFM V1 34: "Could we not imagine a
past and a continuation of these two minutes, which would make us call the processes something quite
different?"

" "How do we compare games? By describing them—aby describing one as a variation of another—by
describing them and emphasizing their differences and analogies.” (RFM, 11 §49.)
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and we will turn to it in a moment. Right now what we are interested in is the process of
rule-change itself.

Wittgenstein again and again stresses the point that new games proceed from
previous games and never arise in a vacuum. Rather, what happens is that the parameters
of an existing game are altered, or recombined with another's, or added to, as the situation
(and, perhaps in some cases, no small amount of whimsy) dictates:

Say we quite often arrived at the results of our calculations through a
hidden contradiction. Does that make them illegitimate?—But suppose
that we now absolutely refuse to accept such results, but still are afraid that
some might slip through.—Well then, in that case we have an idea which
might serve as a model for a new calculus. As one can have the idea of a
new game. (RFM VII §11).
In this example the possibility of a new game arises from a dissatisfaction with certain
specific features of existing games; thus previous efforts are built upon, rather than
dreamt up ex nihilo, or perhaps deduced from some indubitable ‘foundational’ premises.
In this sense there is strong similarity between Wittgenstein and Neurath's metaphor,
whose methodology is adopted by Hursthouse as a mode of ethical reflection. Moreover
it is clear that the process of new-game creation is a central, not peripheral, feature of
Wittgenstein's description of rule-following in the Remarks on the Foundations of
Mathematics. Perhaps even the central feature, since the extension of rule-following
behaviour into novel cases is precisely what distinguishes actual rule-following from
meaningless groping:
...If at length the one who had been so trained put figures which he had
never seen before one after another in sequence as in the first example,

then we should probably say that the one chimpanzee was writing rules
down, and the other was following them. (RFM V1 §42)
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This seems at first glance a strange position to adopt, since it may be objected that
grasping a rule does not presuppose capacity to amend it; but this is in fact crucial to the
rejection of the static 'rules as mental rails' picture. For if rule-following does not consist
in 'latching’ on to some objective 'external mechanism' specific to the given rule, it must
consist instead of understanding the practice or games of rules in some rather more
general sense, in terms of similarity or pattern—'it is something like this'. The external
determination of appropriate steps is compatible with the theory that understanding
presupposes no creative ability towards the rule; not so with the assertion that rules and
games consist in a series of successive changes to existing ones, for the assimilation of
novelty by the individual proceeds by analogy to practices she is familiar with, and
analogy is a creative process—one creates the object and parameters of comparison.
Wittgenstein, as always, shows how utterly strange the alternative account would be—
Imagine that | put a playing-board divided into squares in front of you, and
put pieces like chess pieces on it—and stated: "This piece is the King,
there are the Knights, there the Commoners.—So far that's all we know
about the game; but that's always something.—And perhaps more will be
discovered.” (RFM 11 839).
This is an obviously absurd depiction of things, but it serves to show Wittgenstein's main
point throughout his Remarks: that rules are not discovered, but employments invented.
Just as the board-game described above is not somehow unearthed via investigation, as
the somewhat absurdist example implies, the language-games we play are the results of
successive creative iterations. For Wittgenstein, the lesson to draw is clear: the
"dangerous, deceptive thing" is to make "the determination of a concept—concept

formation—Ilook like a fact of nature” (RFM 11 819). Moving away from such an idea, it

could be said, is one of Wittgenstein's main goals in his later philosophy. This is why the
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eudaimonisti