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Denn wenn es schon wahr ist, dass moralische
Hoandlungen, sie mégen zu noch so verschiednen NS.RF
bey noch so verschiednen Vilkern vorkommen, in sich
betrachtet immer die nehmlichen bleiben: so haben doch
darum dic nehmlichen Handlungen nicht immer die nehm-
lichen Benennungen, und es ist ungercchi, irgend einer
eine andere Benennung zu geben, als die, welche ste zu
thren Zeiten, und bey ihrem Volk zu haben pflegte.

(It may indeed be true that moral actions are
always the same in themselves, however different may
be the times and however different the societies in
which they occur; but still, the same actions do not
always have the same names, and it is unjust to give
any action a different name from that which it used
to bear in its own times and amongst its own people.)

(GOTTHOLD EPHRAIM LESSING: 4nti-Goeze).
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PHILOSOPITICAL BEARINGS

1. Adms and Stralegy

HA'T the social sciences are in thewr infaney has

come to be a platitude amongst writers of text-
books on the subject. They will argue that this is
because the social seiences have been stow to emulate
the natural sciences and emancipate themselves from
the dead hand of philosophy; that there was a time
when there was no clear distinetion between philosophy
and natural science; but that owing to the transforma-
tion of this state of affairs round about the seventeenth
century natural science has made great bounds ever
since. But, we are told, this revolution has not yet
taken place in the social sciences, or at least it is only
now in process of taking place. Perhaps social science
has not yet found its Newton but the conditions arc
being created in which such a genius could arise. But
above all, it is urged, we must follow the methods of
natural science rather than those of philosophy if we
are to make any significant progress.

I propose, in this monograph, to attack such a
conception of the relation between the social studics,
philosophy and the natural sciences. But it should not
be assumed on that account that whatl I have to say

1




2 THE IDLEA OF A SOCIAL SCIENCE

must be ranked with those reactionary anti-scientific
movements, aiming to put the clock back, which have
appeared and flourished n certain  quarters since
science began. My only aim is to make sure that the
clock is telling the right time, whatever it may prove
to be. Philosophy, for reasons which may be made
more apparent subsequently, has ne business to be
anti-seientific: if it tries to be so it wiil succeed only in
making itself look ridiculous. Such attacks are as
distasteful and undignified as they are useless and
unphilosophical. But equally, and for the same
reasons, philosophy must be on its guard against the
extra-scientific pretensions of science. Sinee science is
onc of the chief shibboleths of the present age this is
bound to make the philosopher unpopular; he is likely
to meet a similar reaction to that met by someone who
criticizes the monarchy. But the day when philosophy
becomes a popular subject is the day for the
philosopher to consider where he took the wrong
turning.

I said that my aim was to attack a current concep-
tion of the relations between philosophy and the
social studies. Since that coneception involves two
terms, what may appear to some a disproportionately
large portion of this book must be devoted to dis-
cussing matters whose bearing on the nature of the
social studies is not immediately evident. The view I
wish to commend presupposes a certain conception of
philosophy, a conception which many will think as
hereticul as my conception of social science itsell. So,
however irrelevant it may at first appear, & discussion
of the nature of philosophy is an essential part of the
argument of this book. This opening chapter, then,

o
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annot safely be skipped as a tiresome and time-
Cl * L
astinge preliminary. L . .
"’ e%EmmH%m% be more convineing if I briefly outline the
rategy of the book. 1t will consist of a war on
first, a criticism of some prevalent con-

tempoTary ideas about the nature oﬁ.wwzomowr%n
P a f some prevalent contemporary

nd, a criticism O : . .
bout the nature of the social studies. The mamn
] be a pincer movement: the same point will

he reached by arguing from oppostte .&nmof.obm. .HAM.
complete the military E:L.om% before 1t m.m? n.,ﬂM:o.ﬂ
hand, my main war aim will be to Q@E.osmqmer p
the two apparently diverse fronts vn which the war .o?
heing waged are not in reality diverse at all; that &m e
nrﬂ:.. about the nature of ﬁFHOmoEQ and to be ¢ nm.u
sbout the nature of the moﬁm._ studies E,:o:.ﬁw tot .m
same thing. For any worthwhile study of socicty Bc.w.n
be 1::80@?3- in character m:@ any worth ai:m.
philosophy must be concerned with the nature o

human society.

um:mn& st
two fronts:

seco
ideas a
tactics wil

v The Underlabourer Conception of Philosophy

1 will call the conception of m.r:cmmcﬁ.r% i.Ecr I want
to criticize the ‘underlabourer conception’, in honour of
one of its presiding geniuscs, John Locke. ,E.xw mo=o§=m.
passage from the Epistle to the Reader which ?..n?omm
Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 15
often quoted with approval by supporters of the under-
jabourer conception.

The commonweslth of learning is not at this an.wm

without master-builders, whose mighty designs, 1D
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4 THE IDEA OF A SOCIAL SCIENCE

advancing the sciences, will leave lasting monuments to
the admiration of posterity: but everyone must not hope
to be a Boyle or a Sydenham; and in an age that proeduces
such masters as the great Huygenius and the incomparable
Mr. Newton, with some others of that strain, it is ambition
enough to be employed as an under-labourer in clearing
the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that
lies in the way to knowledge.

Locke’s view is echoed in A. J. Ayer’s distinction
between the ‘pontiffs’ and the ‘journeymen’ of
philosophy; it is translated into the idiem of much
modern philesophical discussion by A. G. N. Flew, in
his introduction to Logic and Language (First Series);
and it has many points of contact with Gilbert Ryle’s
conception of philosophy as ‘informal logic’ (Cf.
Gilbert Ryle: Dilemmas, Cambridge).

I will try toisolate some of the outstanding features
of this view which are most relevant for my present
purpose. First, there is the idea that ‘it is by its meth-
ods rather than its subject-matter that philosophy is
to be distinguished from other arts or sciences’ (3).
That obviously follows from the wunderlabourer
conception; for according to it philosophy cannot
contribute any positive understanding of the world on
its own account: it has the purely negative role of
removing impediments to the advance of our under-
standing. The motive force for that advance must be
sought in methods quite different from anything to be
found in philosophy; it must be found, that is, in
science. On this view philosophy is parasitic on other
disciplines; it has no problems of its own but is a
technique for solving problems thrown up in the
course of non-philosophieal investigations.

PHILOSOPHICAL BEARINGS 5

The modern conception of what constitutes the
‘rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge’ is very
similar to Locke’s own: philosophy is concerned with
eliminating linguistic confusions. So the picture we
are presented with is something like this. Genuine new
knowledge is acquired by scientists by experimental
and observational methods. Language is a tool which
is indispensible to this process; like any other tool
language can develop defects, and those which are
peculiar to it are logical contradictions, often conceived
on the analogy of mechanical faults in material tools,
Just as other sorts of tool need a specialist mechanic
to maintain them in good order, so with language.
Whereas a garage mechanic is concerned with re-
moving such things as blockages in carburettors, a
philosopher removes contradictions from realms of
discourse,

1 turn now to a further, connected, implication of
the underlabourer conception. If the problems of
phitosophy come to it from without, it becomes
necessary to give some special account of the role of
metaphysics and epistemology within philosophy. For
though it may be plausible to say that the problems of
the philosophy of science, the philosophy of religion,
ihe philosophy of art, and so on, are set for philosophy
bv science, religion, art, ete., it is not at all obvious
what sets the problems for metaphysics and epis-
temelogy. If we say that these disciplines are autono-
mous with regard to their problems, then of course the
underfabourer conception collapses as an exhaustive
account of the nature of philosophy. Some writers
have suggested that metaphysics and epistemology
are just the philosophies of science and of psychology
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respectively in disguise, but I have never scen thig
view defended in any detail and it is certainly not
prima facie plausible to anyone who is at all familiar
with the history of these subjects. Others again have
said that metaphysical and epistemological discus-
sions are an entirely spurious form of activity and do
not helong to any respectable discipline at all, But
they treat of questions which have a habit of recurring
and such a cavalier attitude soon begins to ring
somewhat hollow. It is in fact a good deal less popular
than once it was.

Another widely held view is that championed, for
instance, by Peter Laslett in his editorial introduetion
to Philosophy, Politics and Society (13). According to
this view, the preoccupation with epistemologica!
questions, which has for some time characterized
philosophical discussion in this country, is to be
construed as a temporary phase, as a period of exam-
ining and improving the tools of philosophy, rather
than as the very stufl of philosophy itself. The idea is
that, when this work of re-tooling has been done, it is
the duty of the philosopher to return to his more
important task—that of clarifying the concepts which
belong to other, non-philosophical disciplines.

In the first place this interpretation is unhistorical,
since epistemological questions have always bceen
central to serious philosophical work, and it is
difficult to see how this could be otherwise. More
importantly, Laslett’s view involves a reversal of the
true order of priority within philosophy: epistemologi-
cal discussion is represented as important only in so far
as it serves a further end, namely to advance the
treatment of questions in the philosophies of scicnce,

PHILOSOFPHICAL BEARINGS 7

art ﬁo:iom_ ete. I want to argue, on the nn.,:.ﬁ:pJ\_ that
ﬁwo, vrzcmomrmmm of science, ml; ﬁ.ors.am. mﬁo..ni
subjects which I will call S.Ho pﬁma_hrmwm_ E:_Omowr_nm_
disciplines —lose their philosophical m:mamoﬁma if un-
related to epistemology and Em.ﬁmwg‘mpom. But Ummow.m I
can show this in detail, I must first attempt to examine

the trzcmocrmﬁ: foundations of the underlabourer

conception of philosophy..

3. Philosophy and Science

That conception is in large part a reaction against
the ‘master-scientist’ view of the wrzomovrn._._. mnnomi-
ing to which philosophy is n direct ooawmgzo.s S.;.r
science and alms at constructing or am?:.:m. mn_m:.fro
theories by purely a priori reasomng. ‘.E:m is an ao.m
which is justly ridiculed; the m_owran._nm mo which it
may lead are amply illustrated :~.ﬁom& s amateur
psendo-scientific speculations. Its philosophical refuta-
tion was provided by Hume:

If we would satis{y ourselves . . . concerning the nature of
that evidence, which assures us of matters of fact, we must
enquire how we arrive at the knowledge of cause n.w:m
efiect. 1 shall venture to affirm, as a general proposition,
which admits of no exception, that the knowledge of this
relstion is no%, in any instance, attained by -.om.moism.m a
priori; but atises entirely from experience, s&mm_ we b.Ew
that any particular objects are constantly conjoined with
cach other. Let an object be presented to a man oﬂ never
so strong natural reason and abilities; if that object be
entirely new to him, he will not be able, by the most accur-
ate examination of its sensible qualities, to discover any of
its causes or effects. (12: Section IV, Part 1)
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Now this is admirable as a eritique of a priori pseudo.
science. But the argument has also frequently beep
misapplied in order to attack a priori philosophizing
of a sort which is quite legitimate. The argument rung
as follows : new discoveries about real matters of fact
can only be established by experimental methods; ng
purely a priori process of thinking is sufficient for this,
But since it is science which uses experiments)
methods, while philosophy is purely a priori, it follows
that the investigation of reality must be left to science,
On the other hand, philosophy has traditionally
claimed, at least in large part, to consist in the
investigation of the nature of reality; either, therefore,
traditional philosophy was attempting to do some-
thing which its methods of investigation could never
possibly achieve, and must be abandoned; or else it
was mistaken about its own nature, and the purport
of its investigalions must be drastically reinterpreted.
Now the argument on which this dilemma is based
is fallacious: it contains an undistributed middle term.
The phrase ‘the investigation of the nature of reality’
is ambiguous, and whercas Hume’s argument applies
perfectly well to what that phrase conveys when
applied to seientific investigation, it is a mere sgnoratio
elenchi as applied to philosophy. The difference
between the respective aims of the scientist and the
philosopher might be expressed as follows. Whereas
the seientist investigates the nature, causes and effects
of particular real things and processes, the philosopher
is concerncd with the nature of reality as such and in
general. Burnet puts the point very well in his book on
Greek Philosophy when he points out (on pages 11 and
12) that the sense in which the philosopher asks

e

L

O
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. peal?’ involves the problem of ::E%m ao_m,SO:
“What 15 ¥¢ i.an: takes us beyond pure science. ‘We
to Rer&m whether the mind of man can rmdm. any
have ' % h reality at all, and, if it can, what 9342..-
poﬁ. .,ﬁn.w_a ,i@ to his life’. Now to think that this
.Em «M_Hwﬂwoﬁ.m could be settled by mx@maam:.wm_
@ﬁnm:o:, 0 rolves Just as serious a mistake as to :H.:..w
Em:.:iw :Hw Ly, with its @ priors methods of reasoning,
that pht wma,%«.mc:%oﬁo with experimental scicnce on
could por "d. For it is not an empirical question at
its own BT [ one. It has to do with the force of

onceptud g
2l #.:an.@m of Mﬁ:ﬁ%. An appeal to the H.ow.z:v of an
fhe nMBm:n would necessarily beg the important
e

tion, since the philosopher would be bound to ask
e e no morns those results themselves are accepted
oY Eru: ' Of course, this simply exasperates the
o H.o.m:“owﬁﬁ seientist—rightly so, from the point of
S.%Mﬂ& his own aims and interests. But the .woﬁno of the
w”:cmovan& @:mmzc: om.::.o_U be mnmm.mmm EHMEM_”MAMM
the ?.ono:anvzosm of nwmmzaogm_ mo_.osom. . mn ot
be answered by generalizing from wwaﬁo&mn ins m:Mo
since a particular answer to the wr:owo@r_om_.mcmm :M_M
is already implied in the acceptance of those instanc

cont
ence t

exp

Mmﬁw—w ﬁ%o_n issuc was symbolically mSEsSNm&JoE a
celebrated oceasion in 1939 Ji.ﬁs Professor f.. _MM
Moore gave a lecture to the British >nm,@m~.5% o:mzu e

“Proof of an External World’. Moore's .Eoom. .H.m..s
roughly as follows. He roE up cach of his hands in
succession, saying ‘Here is one hand .,:E roum. is
another; therefore at least two external ov._mnwm exist;
therefore an external world exists’. In arguing thus
Moore seemed to be treating the question ‘Does an
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external world exist?’ as similar in form to the question
‘Do animals with a single horn growing out of their
snout exist?” This of course would be conclusively
settled by the production of two rhinoceri. But the
bearing of Moore’s argument on the philosophical
question of the existence of an external world is not as
simple as the bearing of the production of two
rhinoceri on the other question. For, of course,
philosophical doubt about the existence of an external
world covers the two hands which Moore produced in
the same way as it covers everything else. The whole
question is: Do objects like Moore’s two hands quahfy
as inhabitants of an external world? This is not to say
that Moore’s argument is completely beside the vomsm“
what is wrong is to regard it as an experimental
‘proof’, for it is not like anything one finds in an
experimental discipline. Moore was not making an
experiment; he was reminding his audience of some-
thing, reminding them of the way in which the
expression ‘external object’ is in fact used. And his
reminder indicated that the issuc in philosophy is not
to prove or disprove the existence of a world of
external objects but rather to elucidate the concept of
externality. That there is a connecction between this
issue and the central philosophical problem ahout the
general nature of reality is, I think, ohvious.

4. The Philosopher’s Concern with Language

mc much, at present, for the relation between
v:;om..u@r% and science. But I have yet to show why
the rejection of the master-seientist conception of the

PHILOSOPHICAL BEARINGS il

philosopher need not, and should not, lead to the
underlabourer conception. I have spoken of Moore
reminding us how certain expressions are in fact used;
and I have emphasized how iaportant in philosophy
is the notion of elucidating a congept. These are ways
of speaking which prima facie fit the underlabourer
conception very well. And in fact what is wrong with
that conception in general is to be looked for not so
much in any downright false doetrine as in a systen-
atically mistaken emphasis.

Philosophical issues do, to a large extent, turn on
the correct use of certain linguistic expressions; the
clucidation of a concept is, to a large extent, the clear-
ing up of linguistic confusions.  Nevertheless, the
philosopher’s concern is not with correct usage as such
and not all linguistic confusions are equally relevant
to philosophy. They arc relevant only in so far as the
discussion of them is designed to throw light on the
question how far reality is intelligible! and what
difference would the fact that he could have a grasp of
reality make to the life of man. So we have to ask how
questions of language, and what kinds of question
about language, are likely to bear upon these
issues.

To ask whether reality is intelligible is to ask about
the relation between thought and reality. In consider-
ing the nature of thought one is led also to consider
the nature of language. Inseparably bound up with

11 am aware that this is o somewhat old-fashioned sounding way to
talk. I do so in order to nark the difference between the philosopher’s
convern with reality and that of, c.g., the scientiat. I take this oppertunity
of saying that T owe the statement of the philosopher’s kind of interest

in language, in the next paragraph, to an unpublished talk by Mr. Rush
Rhecs on ' Philosophy and Art”.

O N [ e D emmmm ey b e e
. et g 1 PR 4T A
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mrn question whether reality is intelligible, therefore
is nvo question of how language is connected 41:“
_.om.:ﬁw. of what it is to say something. In fact the
philosopher’s interest in language lies not so much in
the solution of particular linguistic confusions for their
own sakes, as in the solution of confusions about the
nature of language in general.

I will elaborate this point polemically, referring to
T. D. Weldon’s Vocabulary of Politics. 1 choose this
book because in it Weldon uses his interpretation of
the concern which philosophy has with language to
support a conception of the relations between
philosophy and the study of society, which is funda-
mentally at variance with the conception to be
83305@»& in this monograph. Weldon’s view is based
on an interpretation of recent developments in
@r:oﬁ.%r% in this country. What has occurred, he
says, is that ‘philosophers have become mwﬁnm:wm_v,
mm:..no:momo:m about language. They have come to
realise that many of the problems which their pre-
Qmommm.owm have found insuperable arose not from
anything mysterious or inexplicable in the world but
from the eccentricities of the language in which we
try to describe the world’ (85: Chapter 1). The
wH..oEmam of social and political philosophy ﬁrmmm?wm
arise from the eccentricities of the _m:m:mm,m in irm&“
we try to deseribe social and political institutions
w.mg.ﬁ. than from anything mysterious in Eomm
institutions themselves. In accordance with the under-
_m._uoE.m«. conception of philosophy, which Weldon is
rﬁ.m faithfully following, he regards philosophy as
having a purely negative role to play in advancing our
understanding of social life. Any positive advances in

PHILOSOPHICAL BEARINGS 18

this understanding must be contributed by the
methods of empirical science rather than by those of
philosophy. There is no hint that diseussion of the
central questions of metaphysics and epistemology
themselves may (as I shall later argue) have light to
throw on the nature of human societies.

In fact those questions are cavalierly brushed aside
in the very statement of Weldon’s position. To assume
at the outset that one can make a sharp distinction
between ‘the world’ and ‘the Janguage in which we try
to describe the world’, to the extent of saying that the
problems of philosophy do not arise at all out of the
former but only out of the latter, is to beg the whole
question of philosophy.

Weldon would no doubt reply that this question
has already been settled in a sense favourable to his
position by those philosophers who contributed to the
developments of which he is speaking. But even if we
overlook the important fact that philosophical issues
can never be settled in that way, that the results of
other men’s philosophizing cannot be assumed in one’s
own philosophical work as can scientific theories
established by other men—even, I say, if we overlook
this, the work of Wittgenstein, the most outstanding
contributor to the philosophical development in
question, is just misinterpreted if it is taken to support
Weldon’s way of speaking. This is obvious enough in
relation to Wittgenstein’s Traciatus Logico-Philo-
sophicus, as can be seen from two representative
quotations. ‘To give the essence of proposition means
to give the essence of all description, therefore the
essence of the world’ (86: 5.4711). ‘That the world is
my world shows itself in the fact that the limits of my
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language (of the only language I can understand)
mean the limits of my world’ (Ibid.: 5.62).

It is truc that these ideas in the Traclatus are
connected with a theory of language which Witt-
genstein afterwards rejected and which Weldon would
also reject. But Wittgenstein’s methods of argument
in the later Philosophical Investigations are equally
incompatible with any easy distinetion between the
world and language. This comes out clearly in his
treatment of the concept of seeing an object as some-
thing: for example, secing the picture of an arrow as in
flight. The following passage is characteristic of Witt-
genstein’s whole approach:

In the triangle I can see now this as apex, that as base—
now this as apex, {hat as base.—Clearly the words “Now |
am sceing this as the apex’ cannot so far mean anything
to a learner who has only just met the concepts of apex,
bage, and so on.—But I do not mean this as an empirical
proposition.

‘Now he’s seeing it like this’, ‘now like that’ would only
be said of someone capable of making certain applications
of the figure quite frecly.

The substratum of this experience is the mastery of a
technique.

But how queer for this to be the logical condition of
someone’s having such and such an erperience! After all,
you don’t say that one only ‘has toothache’ if one is eapable
of deing such-and-such,—From this it follows that we
cannot be dealing with the same coneept of experience
here. It is a different though related concept.

It is only if someone can do, has leamnt, is master of,
such-and-such, that it makes sense to say he has had this
experience.

And if this sounds crazy, you need to refleet that the

PHILOSOPIICAL BEARINGS 15

comeept of seelng is mudified here. (A similar ao:.ma.mamnﬂu
is often necessary to et rid of a fecling of dizziness 1n
mathematics.)

We talk, we utter words, and only lafer get a picture of
their life. (37: 11, xi.)

We cannot say then, with Weldon, that the
problems of philosophy arise out of language rather
than out of the world, because in discussing language
philosophically we are in faet discussing what counts as
belonging to the world. Our idea of what belongs to the
realm of reality is given for us in the language that we
use. The concepts we have settle for us the form of
the experience we have of the world. It may be worth
reminding ourselves of the truism that when we speak
of the world we are speaking of what we in fact mean
by the expression ‘the world’: there is no way of
vetting outside the concepts in terms Om. s.r_n..r we
think of the world, which is what Weldon 1s trying to
do in his statements about the nature of philosophical
problems. The world s for us what is presented
through those concepts. That is not to say that our
concepts may nol change; but when they do, that
means that our concept of the world has changed too.

5. Conceptual and Empirical Enquanes

This misunderstanding of the way in which phile-
sophical treatments of linguistic confusions are also
elucidations of the nature of reality leads to inade-
quacies in the actual methods used for S.mmi:m.mznr
questions. Empiricists like Weldon m%mﬁmamgn”m:%
underemphasize the extent of what may be said a

R e
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priori: for them all statements about reality must be
empirical or they are unfounded, and a priori state-
ments are ‘about linguistic usage’ as opposed to being
‘about reality’. But if the integrity ol science is
endangered by the over-estimation of the a priors,
against which Hume legitimately fought, it is no less
true that philosophy is crippled by its underestimation:
by mistaking conceptual enquiries into what it makes
sense to say for empirical enquiries which must wait
upon cxperienece for their solution.

The misunderstanding is well illustrated in the
following passage from Hume himself. Ile is discussing
the extent and nature of our knowledge of what will
happen in the future and arguing that nothing in the
future can be logically guaranteed for us by our
knowledge of what has been ohserved to happen in the
past.

In vain do you pretend to have learned the nature of
bodies from past expericnce. Their secret nature, and
consequently all their effects and influence may change,
without any change in their sensible gqualities. This
happens sometimes, and with regard to some objects:
Why may it not happen always and with regard to all
objects? What logic, what process of argument secures you
against this supposition? {12: Section 1V, Part 11}

Hume assumes here that since a statement about the
uniform behaviour of seme objects is a straightforward
empirical matter which may at any time be upset by
future experience, the same must be true of a state-
ment about the uniform behaviour of all objects. This
assumption is very compelling. Its compellingness
derives from a healthy unwillingness to admit that
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anyonc can legislate @ priori concerning the course of
futurc experience on the hasis of purely logical
considerations. And of course we cannot thus legislate
against a breakdown in the regular order of nature,
such as would make scientific work impossible and
destroy specch, thought, and even life. But we can and
must legislate @ priori against the possibility of
describing such a situation in the terms which Hume
attempts to use: in terms, that is, of the properties of
objects, their causes and effects. For were the order of
nature to break down in that way these terms would
be no longer applicable. Because there may be minor,
or even major, variations within such an order without
our whole conceptual apparatus being upset, it does
not follow that we can use our existing apparatus {(and
what other are we to use?) to describe a breakdown in
the order of nature as a whole.

This is not merely verbal quibbling. For the whole
philosophical purport of enquiries like Hume’s. is to
clarify those concepts which are fundamental to our
conception of reality, like object, property of an object,
cause and effect. To point out that the use of such
notions necessarily presupposes the continuing truth
of most of our generalizations about the hehaviour
of the world we live in is of central importance to such
an undertaking.

The importance of this issue for the philosophy of
the social sciences will become more apparent later
on. T shall argue, for instance, that many of the more
important theoretical issues which have been raised in
those studies belong to philosophy rather than to
seience and are, therefore, to be settled by a priort
conceptual analysis rather than by empirical research,
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For example, the question of what constitutes social
behaviour is a demand for an clucidation of the
concept of social behaviour. In dealing with questions
of this sort there should be no question of “waiting to
see’ what empirical research will show us; it is & matter
of tracing the implications of the concepts we use.

6. The Pivotal Role of Epistemology within Philosophy

I can now offer an alternative view of the way in
which the problems of epistemology and metaphysics
are related to those in what I have called the peri-
pheral philosophical disciplines. Everything I have so
far said has been based on the assumption that what
is really fundamental to philosophy is the question
regarding the nature and intelligibility of reality. It is
easy to sce that this question must lead on to a
consideration of what we mean by ‘intelligibility’ in
the first place. What is it to understand something, to
grasp the scnse of something? Now if we look at the
contexts in which the notions of understanding, of
making something intelligible, are used we find that
these differ widely amongst themselves. Morcover, if
those contexts are examined and compared, it soon
becomes apparent that the notion of intelligibility 1s
systematically ambiguous {in Professor Ryle’s sense of
the phrase) in its use in those contexts: that is, its
sensc varies systematically according to the particular
context in whieh it Is being used.

The scientist, for instatce, tries to make the world
more intelligible; but so do the historian, ihe religious
prophet and the artist; so does the philosopher. And
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although we may describe the activities of all these
kinds of thinker in terms of the concepts of under-
standing and intelligibility, it is clear that in very
many important ways, the objectives of each of them
differ from the objectives of any of the others, For
instance, I have already tried, in Section 3, to give
some account of the differences between the kinds of
‘understanding of reality’ sought by the philosopher
and the scientist respectively.

1t does not follow from this that we are just punning
when we speak of the activities of all these enquirers
in terms of the notion of making things intelligible.
That no more follows than does a similar conclusion
with regard to the word ‘game’ when Wittgenstein
shows us that there is no set of propertics common
and peculiar to all the activities correctly so called {Cf.
37: 1, 66-71). There is just as much point in saying
that science, art, religion and philosophy are all
concerned with making things intelligible as there is in
saying that football, chess, patience and skipping are
all games. But just as it would be foolish to say that
all these activities are part of one supergame, if only
we were clever enough to learn how to play it, so is it
foolish to suppose that the results of all those other
activities should all add up to one grand theory of
reality (as some philosophers have imagined: with the
corollary that it was their job to discover it).

On my view then, the philosophy of science will be
concerned with the kind of understanding sought and
conveyed by the scientist; the philosophy of religion
will be concerned with the way in which religion
attempts to present an intelligible picture of the
world; and so on. And of course these activities and
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their aims will be mutually compared and contrasted.
The purpose of such philosophical enquiries will be to
contribute to our understanding of what is involved in
the concept of intelligibility, so that we may better
understand what it means to call reality intelligible.
It is important for my purposes to note how different
is this from the underlabourer conception. In particu-
lar, the philosophy of science (or of whatever enquiry
may be in question) is presented here as autonomous,
and not parasitic on science itself, as far as the
provenance of its problems is concerned. The motive
force for the philosophy of science comes from within
philosophy rather than from within science. And its
aim is not merely the negative one of removing
obstacles from the path to the acquisition of further
scientific knowledge, but the positive onc of an
increased philosophical understanding of what is
involved in the concept of intelligibility. The difference
between these conceptions is more than a verbal
one.

It might appear at first sight as if no room had been
left for metaphysics and epistemology. For if the
concept of intelligibility (and, I should add, the
concept of reality equally) are systematically ambigu-
ous as between different intellectual disciplines, does
not the philosophical task of giving an account of those
notions disintegrate into the philosophies of the various
disciplines in question? Does not the idea of a special
study of epistemology rest on the false idea that all
varietics of the notion of intelligibility can be reduced
to a single set of criteria?

That is a false conclusion to draw, though it does
provide a salutary warning against expecting from
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epistemology the formulation of a set of criteria of
intelligibility. Its task will rather be to describe the
conditions which must be satisfied if there are to be any
criteria of understanding at all,

7. Epistemology and the Understanding of Society

I should like here to give a preliminary indication of
how this epistemological undertaking may be expected
to bear upon our understanding of social life. Let us
consider again Burnet’s formulation of the main
question of philosophy. He asks what difference it will
make to the life of man if his mind can have contact
with reality. Let us first interpret this question in the
most superficially obvious way: it is clear that men do
decide how they shall behave on the basis of their
view of what is the case in the world around them. For
instance, a man who has to catch an carly morning
train will set his alarm clock in accordance with his
belief about the time at which the train is due to leave.
If anyone is inclined to object to this example on the
grounds of its triviality, let him reflect on the differ-
ence that is made to human life by the fact that there
are such things as alarm clocks and trains running to
schedule, and methods of determining the truth of
statements about the times of trains, and so on. The
concern of philosophy here is with the question: What
is involved in ‘having knowledge’ of facts like these,
and what is the general nature of behaviour which is
decided on in accordance with such knowledge?

The nature of this question will perhaps be clearer if
it is compared with another question concerning the

A
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importance in human life of knowing the world as it
rcally is. I am thinking of the moral question which so
exercised Ibsen in such plays as The Wild Duck and
Ghosts: How far is it important to a man’s life that he
should live it in clear awareness of the facts of his
situation and of his relations to those around him? In
Ghosts this question is presented by considering a man
whose life is being ruined by his ignorance of the truth
about his heredity. The Wild Duck starts from the
opposite direction: here is a man who is living a
perfectly contented life which is, however, based on a
complete misunderstanding of the attitude to him of
those he knows; should he be disillusioned and have
his happiness disrupted in the interests of truth? It is
necessary to notice that our understanding of both
these issues depends on our recognition of the prima
faeie importance of understanding the situation in
which one lives one’s life. The question in The Wild
Duck is not whether that is important, but whether or
not it is more important than being happy.

Now the interest of the epistemologist in such
situations will be to throw light on why such an
understanding should have this importance in a man’s
life by showing what is involved in having it. To use a
Kantian phrase, his interest will be in the question:
How is such an understanding (or indeed any under-
standing) possible? To answer this question it Is
necessary to show the central role which the concept
of understanding plays in the activities which are
characteristic of human societies. In this way the
discussion of what an understanding of reality consists
in merges into the discussion of the difference the
possession of such an understanding may be expected
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to make to the life of man; and this again involves a
consideration of the general nature of 2 human society,
an analysis, that is, of the concept of a human
society.

A man’s social relations with his fellows are per-
meated with his ideas about reality. Indeed, ‘per-
meated’ is hardly a strong enough word: social
relations are expressions of ideas about reality. In the
Ibsen situations which I just referred to, for example,
it would be impossible to delineate the character’s
attitudes to the people surrounding him except in
terms of his ideas about what they think of him, what
they have done in the past, what they are likely to do
in the future, and so on; and, in Ghosts, his ideas about
how he is biologically related to them. Again, a monk
has certain characteristic social relations with his
fellow monks and with people outside the monastery;
but it would be impossible to give more than a
superficial account of those relations without taking
into account the religious ideas around which the
monk’s life revolves. :

At this point it becomes clearer how the line of
approach which I am commending conflicts with
widely held conceptions of sociology and of the social
studies generally. It conflicts, for instance, with the
view of Emile Durkheim:

1 consider extremely fruitful this idea that social life
should be explained, not by the notions of those who
participate in it, but by more profound causes which are
unperceived by consciousness, and I think also that these
causes are 1o be sought mainly in the manner according to
which the associated individuals are grouped, Only in this
way, it scems, can history become a science, and soctology
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itself exist. [See Durkheim’s review of A Labriola:

‘Essais sur la conception materialiste de Thisteire’ in
Revue Philosophique, December, 1897]

Tt conflicts too with von Wiese’s conception of the task
of sociology as being to give an account of social life
‘disregarding the cultural aims of individuals in
socicty in order to study the influences which they
exert on each other as a result of community life’. (Sec
2: p. 8.)

The crucial question here, of course, is how far any
sense can be given to Durkheim’s idea of ‘the manner
according to which associated individuals are grouped’
apart from the ‘notions’ of such individuals; or how far
it makes sense to speak of individuals excrting
influence on each other {in von Wiese's conception) in
abstraction from such individuals’ ‘cultural aims’. I
shall try to deal explicitly with these central questions
at a later stage in the argument. At present 1 simply
wish to point out that positions like these do in fact
come into conflict with philosophy, conceived as an
enquiry into the nature of man’s knowledge of reality
and into the difference which the possibility of such
knowledge makes to human hife.

8.  Rules: Wittgenstein’s Analysis

I must now attempt » more detailed picture of the
way in which the epistemological discussion of man'’s
understanding of reality throws light on the nature of
human society and of social relations between men. To
that end I propose to give some account of the light
which has bheen shed on the epistemological issue by
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Wittrenstein's discussion of the concept of jollowing «
rule in the Philosophical Investigations.

Burnct spoke of the mind’s ‘contact’ with reality.
Let us take an obvious prima facie case of such contact
and consider what is involved in it. Suppose that I am
wondering in what year Evercst was first climbed; I
think to myself: ‘Mount Everest was climbed in 1958,
What I want to ask here is what is meant by saying
that I am ‘thinking about Mount Everest?’ Tlow is my
thought refated to the thing, namely Mount Everest,
about which T am thinking? Let us make the issue
somewhat sharper yet. In order to remove complica-
tions about the function of mental images in such
situations I will suppose that I express my thought
explicitly in words. The appropriate question then
becomes: what is it about my utterance of the words
“Mount Everest’ which makes it possible to say I mean
by those words a certain peak in the Himalayas. 1
have introduced the subject in this somewhat round-
about way in order to bring out the connection between
the question about the nature of the ‘contact’ which
the mind has with reality and the question about the
nature of meaning. I have chosen as an example of a
word being used to mean something a case where the
word in question is being used to refer to something,
not because I assign any special logical or metaphysical
priority to this type of meaning, but solely because in
this case the connection between the question about
the nature of meaning and that about the relation
hetween thought and reality is particularly striking.

A natural first answer to give is that I am able to
mean what I do by the words ‘Mount Everest’ because
they have been defined to me, There are all sorts of

i g e e, gl ke SRS
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ways in which this may have been done: I may have
been shown Mount Everest on a map, I may have been
told that it is the highest peak in the world; or I may
have been flown over the Himalayas in an aeroplane
and had the actual Everest pointed out to me. To
eliminate further complications let us make the last
supposition; that is, to use the technieal terminology of
logic, let us concentrate on the case of ostensive
definition.

The position then is this. T have had Everest
pointed out to me; T have been told that its name is
‘Fverest’: and in virtue of those actions in the past I
am now able to mean by the words “Mount Toverest’
that peak in the Himalayas. So far so good. But now
we have to ask a further question: What is the connec-
tion between those acts in the past and my utterance
of the words ‘Mount Everest’ now which now gives
this utterance of mine the meaning it has? How, in
general, is a definition connected with the subsequent
use of the expression defined? What is it to ‘follow” a
definition? Again there is a superficially abvious
answer to this: the definition lays down the meaning
and to use a word in its correct nieaning is to use it in
the same way as that Jaid down in the definition. And
in a sense, of course, that answer is perfectly correct
and unexceptionable; its only defeet is that it does not
remove the philosophical puzzlement. For what is it
to use the word in the same way as that laid down in
the definition? How do T decide whether a given pro-
posed use is the same as or different from that laid
down in the definition?

That is nat a merely idle question, as can be seen
from the following consideration. As far as immediate
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external appearances go, the ostensive defimition
simply consisted in a gesture and a sound uttered as
we were flying over the Ilimalayas. But suppose that,
with that gesture, my teacher had been dcfining the
word ‘mountain’ for me, rather than ‘Everest’, as
might have been the case, say, had I been in the process
of learning English? In that case too my grasp of the
correet meaning of the word ‘mountain’ would be
manifested in my continuing to use it in the same way
as that laid down in the definition. Yet the correct
use of the word ‘mountain’ is certainly not the same
as the correct use of the word “Everest’! So apparently
the word ‘same’ presents us with another example of
systematic ambiguity: we do not know whether two
things are to be regarded as the same or not unless we
are told the context in which the question . arises.
Ilowever much we may be tempted to think otherwise,
there is no absolute unchanging sensc to the words
‘the same’.

But isn’t the samie at least the same?

We seem to have an infallible paradigm of identity in the
identity of a thing with itself. T feel like saying: ‘Here at
any rate therc can’t be any variety of interpretations. If
you are seeing a thing you are secing identity too’.

Then are two things the same when they are what one
thing is? And how am I to apply what the one thing shows
me to the case of two things? (37 I, 215.)

I said that the particular interpretation which is to
be put upon the words ‘the same’ depends on the
context in which the question arises. That may be
expressed more precisely. Ttis only in terms of a given
rule that we can attach a specific sense to the words
‘the same’. In terms of the rule governing the use of

v R
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the word ‘mountain’, a man who uses it to refer to
Mount Everest on one oceasion and to Mont Blanc on
another occasion is using it in the same way each
time; but somecone who refers to Mont Blanc as
‘Everest’ would not be said to be using this word in
the same way as someone who used it to refer to
Mount Evercst. So the question: What is it for a word
to have a meaning? leads on to the question: What is

it for someone to follow a rule?
“” Let us once again start by considering the ohvious
answer. We should like to say: someone is following a
rule if he always acts in the same way on the same kind
of oceasion. But this again, though correct, does not
advance matters since, as we have seen, it is only 1
terms of a given rule that the word ‘same’ acquires a
u definite sense. “The use of the word “rule’ and the use
,. of the word “‘same’ are interwoven. (As are the use of
_, “proposition” and the use of “rprue™.) (37: 1, 225.) So
: the problem becomes: How is the word ‘same’ to
i be given a sense?; or: In what circumstances does it
make sense to say of somebody that he is following a

rule in what he does?

Suppose that the word ‘Everest’ has just been
ostensively defined to me. It might be thought that 1
could settle at the outset what is to count as the
correct use of this word in the future by making a
. nldg - conscious decision to the effeet: ‘1 will use this word
, %s_w to refer to this mountain’. And that of course, in
: the context of the language which we all speak and
understand, is perfectly intelligible. But, just because
it presupposes the settled institution of the language
we all speak and understand, this does not throw any
light on the philosophical difficulty. Obviously we are
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not permitted to presuppose that whose very possibility
we are investigating. Tt is just as difficult to give any
qecount of what is meant by ‘acting in accordance
with my decision’ as it is to give an account of what it
was to ‘act in accordance with the ostensive definition’
in the first place. However emphatically I point at this
mountain here before me and however emphatically 1
utter the words ‘this mountain’, my decision still has
to be applied in the future, and it is precisely what is
involved in such an application that is here in question.
Heunce no formula will help to solve this problem; we
must always come to a point at which we have to give
an wecount of the application of the formula.

What is the differcnce between someone who is
really applying a rule in what fie does and someone who
s not? A difficulty herc is that any series of actions
which a man may perform can be brought within the
scope of some formula or other if we are prepared to
make it sufficiently complicated. Yet, that a man’s
actions might be interpreted as an application of a
given formula, is in itself no guarantee that he is in
fact applying that formula. What is the difference
between those cases?

Imagine a man—let us eall him A4—writing down
the following figures on a blackboard: 1 8 5 7. 4 now
asks his friend, B, how the series is to be continued.
Almost everybody in this situation, short of having
special reasons to be suspicious, would answer: 9 11
18 15. Let us suppose that 4 refuses to accept this as
a continuation of his series, saying it runs as follows:
135713579111315911 13 15. He then asks B
to continue from there. At this point B has a variety
of alternatives to choose from. Let us suppose that he
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makes a choice and that A4 again refuses to accept it,
but substitutes another continuation of his own. And
let us suppose that this continues for some time. There
would undoubtedly come a point at which B, with
perfect justification, would say that A was not really
following a mathematical rule at all, even though all
the continuations he had made to date could be
brought within the secope of some formula. Certainly
A was following a rule; but his rule was: Always to
substitute a continuation different from the one
suggested by B at every stage. And though this is a
perfectly good rute of its kind, it does not belong to
arithmetic.

Now B’s eventual reaction, and the fact that it
would be quite justified, particularly if several other
individuals were brought into the game and if 4
always refused to allow their suggested continuations
as correct—all this suggests a very important feature
of the concept of following a rule. It suggests that one
has to take account not only of the actions of the
person whose behaviour is in question as a candidate
for the category of rule-following, but also the
reactions of other people to what he does. More specifi-
cally, it is only in a situation in which it makes sense
to suppose that somebody else could in principle
m_mnofu. the rule which I am following that I can
intelligibly be said to follow a rule at all.

Let us consider this more closely. It is important to
remember that when A4 wrotc down: 1 8 57, B
(representing anyone who has learnt elementary
arithmetic) continued the series by writing: 9 11 13 15,
ete., as a matter of course. The very fact that I have
heen able to write ‘ete.’ after those figures and that I

for someon
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can be confident of being taken in one way rather
than another by virtually all my readers, is itself a
demonstration of the same point. ‘The rule can only
ceemn to me to produce all its consequences in advanee
if 1 draw them as a matler of course. As much as it is a
matter of course for me to call this colour “‘blue”.’
(37:1,288.) 1t should be understood that these remarks
are not confined to the case of mathematical formulae
but apply to all cases of rule-following. They apply,
for instance, to the use of words like ‘Everest’ and
‘mountain’: given a certain sort of training everybody
does, as a matter of course, continue to use these

words in the same way as would everybody

else.
It is this that makes it tommEF for us to attach a

sense to the expression ‘the same’ in a given context.
It is extremely important to notice liere that going on
in one way rather than another as a matter of course
must not be just a peculiarity of the person whose
behaviour claims to be a casc of rule-following. His_
hebaviour belongs to that category only if it is possible
s¢_to grasp what he is doing, by being

i ' himself going on in that way

Limagine sorncone using a line as a rule in the following
way: he holds & pair of compasses, and carries one of its
points along the line that is the ‘rule’, while the other one
draws the line that follows the rule. And while he moves
along the ruling line he alters the opening of the compasses,
apparently with great precision, looking at the tule the
whole time as if it determined what he did. And watching
i we see no kind of regularity m this opening and
shutting of the compasses, We cannot leamn his way ol
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following the line from it, Here perhaps one really would
say: “The original scenis to infimate to hitn which way he is
to go. But it is not a rule’. {37: 1,237)

Why is it not a rule? Because the notion of following
a rule is logically inseparable from the notion of
making a mistake, If it is poss] ay of som
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Janguage and institutions. for an individual to adhere
to a private rule of cppduct. What Wiltgenstei
insists on. however, is,irst) that it must be in 11:210
yossible for other people to gras at ¢ udgee
when it is being correctly followed; Gecondid, that it
makes o seise Lo suppose alyone «apable of estab-
lishing a purely personal standard of beliaviour if he

that he is following a rule that means that one can ask. had never had any expericnee of human soglety with

whether } : - : does ¢ 3
Otherwise thore is no foothold in his behaviour in
which the notion of a rule can take a grip; there is then
no senge in deseribing his behaviour in that way, sinee
everything he does is as good as anything else he might
do, whereas the point of the concept of a rule is that it
should enable us to cvaluate what is being done.

Let us consider what is involved in muking a
mistake {which includes, of course, a consideration
of what is involved in doing something correctly) A

mistake is a_contravention of why 2 chod.as
: i_such, it must be recognisable as such g

contravention. That is, if T make a mistake in, say, my
use of a word, other people must be able to point it
out to me. If this is not so, T can do what T Like and
there is no external check on what I do; that 1s, nothing
is established. Establishing a standard is not an
activity which it makes sense to ascribe to any
individual in complete isolation from other individuals.
For it is contact with other individuals which alone
makes possible the external cheek on one’s actions
which is inseparable from an establ hed standard.

A qualification must be made here toaverta possible
misunderstanding. Tt is, of course, possible, within a
human society as we know it. with its established

e e e e e TR

its socially established rules. In this part of philosophy
one 15 concerned with the general concept of followin
A rule; that heing so, one 1s not at liberty, in explaining
what 1s involved in that concept, to take for granted a
situation in which that concept is already presupposed.

0. Some Miswiderstandings of Witldenstein

The neeessily for rules to have a social setting is
particularly important in conncetion with the philo-
sophical problem about the nature of sensations. For
it jmplies that the language it which we speak ahout
our sensations must he governed hy eriterin which are
publicly accessible those eriteria cannol rest i some-
{hing cssentially private toa given individual, us many
philosophers have supposed. Wittgenstein's discussion
in the Philusophical Investigations 1s intituately bound
up with this special problem. But, as P, F. Strawson
points out, Wittgenstein’s arguments apply equally
against the idea of any Jangunee which is not, at some
point, Lased on a common life in which many indi-
viduals participate. Strawson regards this fact as an
objection to Wittgenstein's position Jor, he alleges, 1t
mles put as imeoneeivable something we can i fact

R e 1 .
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perfectly well conceive. He argues that we can quite the concepts of meaning, language, use, ete. From the
well imagine, ag a logical possibility, a descrt-islander fact that we can observe him going through certain

who has never been brought up in a human society
devising a language for his own use. We can also, he
says, imagine the introduction of an observer (B) of
the user of this language who

observes a correlation between the use of its words and
sentences and the speaker's actions and environment,
... Observer B is thus able to form hypotheses about the
meanings (the regular use) of the words of his subject’s
tanguage. He might in time come to be able to speak it:
then the practice of each serves as a check on the practice
of the other. But shail we say that, before this fortunate
result was achieved (before the use of the language becomes
a shared ‘form of life”), the words of the language had no
meaning, no use? (32: p, 83.)

To Strawson it seems self-evidently absurd to say
such a thing. The persuasivencss of his position lies in
the fact that he appears to have succeeded in giving
a coherent deseription of a situation whieh, on
Wittgenstein’s principles, ought to be indescribable
beeause inconceivable, But this is only appearance;
in fact Strawson has begped the whole question. His
description is vitiated at the outset as a contribution
to the problem under discussion by containing terms
the applicability of which is precisely what is in
question: terms like ‘language’, ‘use’, ‘words’, ‘sen-
tences’, ‘meaning’-and all without henefit of quota-
tion marks. To say that observer B may ‘form
hypotheses about the meanings (the regular use) of
the words in his subject’s language’ is senseless unless
one can speak of what his subject is doing in terms of

motions and making certain scunds—which, were
they to be performed by somebody else in m:oEmw
context, that of a human society, it would be quite
legitimate to describe in those terms, it by no means
follows that his activities are legitimately so des-
oribable. And the fact that B might correlate his
subject’s practices with his own does not mmﬁmg.,mr
Strawson’s point; for the whole substance of a<._$-
genstein’s argument 1s that it ig not those practices
considered on their own which justify the application
of eategories like language and meaning, but the social
confext in which those practices are performed.
Strawson says nothing to controvert those arguments.

This is well brought out by Norman Maleolm. As he
says, Strawson’s ‘language-user’ might utter a mo::.m
cach time a cow appeared; but what we need to ask 1s
what makes that sound a word and what makes it the
word for a cow. A parrot might go through just the
same motions and we should still not say he was
talking (with understanding). ‘It is as if mﬁmémo:
thought: There is no difficulty about it; the man just
makes the mark refer to a sensation’ (or, in this
instance, just makes the sound refer to a cow). i.an
p. 554). But this at once raises all the difficulties
discussed in the last.section; it is precisely the nature
of the connection between an initial definition and the
subsequent use of a sound that is in question.

A. J. Ayer makes very similar objections to Witt-
genstein’s position. Like Strawson he is prone to
describe the activities of his hypothetical ‘unsocial-
ized’ Crusoe in terms which derive their sense from a
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social context. Consider, for instance, the following
passage:

He (that is, ‘Crusoe’) may think that a bird which he sees
flying past is & bird of the same type as one which
he has previously named, when in fact it is of a
very different type, sufficiently different for him te
have given it a different name if he had observed it
more closely. (4).

This of course presupposes that it makes sense to
speak of ‘naming’ in such a context; and all the
difficulties about the sense we are to attach to the
notion of sameness are raised in a particularly acute
form by the phrase ‘sufficiently different for him to
have given it a different name’. For a ‘sufficient
difference’ is certainly not something that is given for
one absolutely in the object onc is observing; it gets
its sense only from the particular rile one happens to
be following, But it is essential for Ayer’s argument
that this should have a sense independent of any
particular rule, for he is trying to use it as a foundation
on which to build the possibility of a rule independent
of any social context.

Ayer also argues that ‘some human being must have
been the first to use a symbol’. He wishes to imply by
this that socially established rules clearly cannot have
been presupposed by this use; ard if that were so, of
course, established rules cannot be a togically necessary
prerequisite of the use of symbols in general. The
argument is attractive, but fallactous. From the fact
that there must have been a transition from a state of
affairs where there was no language to a state of
affairs in which there was language, it by no means
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follows that there must have been some individual
who was the first to use language. This is just as
absurd as the argument that there must have been
some individual who was the first to take part in a
tug-of-war; more so, in fact. The supposition that
language was invented by any individual is quite
nonsensical, as ts well shown by Rush Rhees in his
reply to Ayer. (28: p. 85 87.) We can imagine practices
gradually growing up amongst early men none of
which could count as the invention of langnage; and
yet once these practices had reached a certain degree
of sophistication - it would be a misunderstanding to
ask what degree preciscly - one can say of such
people that they have a language, This whole issue
involves an application of something like the Hegelian
principle of a change in quantity teading to a differ-
ence In quality, which T will discuss more fully at a
later stage. )
There is one counter-argument to Wittgenstein’s
position to which Ayer seems 1o attach peculiar
importance, since he uses it not only in the paper to
which I have been referring but also in his later hook,
The Problem of Knowledge, One of Wiltgenstein's most
important arguinents runs as follows

Lot us imagine a table (something like a dictionary) that
exists only in our imagination. & dictionary can be used to
justify the translation of a wozd X into a word Y, Dut are
we also to call it a justification if such a table is to be
locked up only in the imagination?  “Well, ves: then it js
a subjective justification.” ‘But justification consists in
appealing to something independent — “But surely I can
appeal from one wemory to another. For exanple, I don’t
know if I have remembered the time of departure of a train
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right and to check it I call to mind how a page of the time-
table looked. Tsn't it the same here?—No; for this process
has got to produce & memory which is actually correct. Tf
the mental image of the time-table could not itself be
tested for correctness, how could it confirm the correctness
of the first memory? (As if someone were to buy several
copies of the morning paper to assure himself that what it
said was true.)

Iooking up a table in the imagination is no more looking
up & table than the image of the result of an imagined
experiment s the result of an experiment. (37: 1, 263.)

Ayer’s counter-argument is that any use of language,
no matter how publicly established, is open to the
same difficulty; for, he says, even if one’s use of a word
on a particular occasion is ratified by other language-
users, one still has to identify what they say. ‘No
doubt mistakes can always occur; but if one never
accepted any identification without a further check,
one would never identify anything at all. And then no
descriptive use of language would be possible.” (8:
Chapter 2, Section V.) Strawson also scems to think
that Wittgenstein is open to such an objection for he
asks, pointedly, in connection with Wittgenstein’s
arguments: ‘Do we ever in fact find ourselves mis-
remembering the use of very simple words of our
common language, and having to correct ourselves by
attention to others’ use?’ (82: p. 85.)

But this objection is misconceived; Wittgenstein
does not say that every act of identification in fact
needs a further check in the sense that we can never
rest contented with our judgments. That so obviously
leads to an infinite regress that it is difficult to imagine
anyone maintaining it who did not want to establish a
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system of ecomplete Pyrrhonean scepticism such as is
very far indecd from Wittgenstein’s intention. In fact
Wittgenstein himself is very insistent that ‘Justifica-
tions have to come to an end somewhere’; and this is a
foundation stone of many of his most characteristic
doctrines: as for instance his treatinent of the ‘matter
of course’ way in which rules are, in general, followed.
Ayer and Strawson have misunderstood Wittgenstein's
insistence that it must be possible for the judgment of
a single individual to be checked by independent
eriteria (criteria that are established independently of
that individual’s will); it is only in special cireum-
stances that such a check acfually has to be made. But
the fact that it can be done if necessary makes a
difference to what can be said ahout those cases in
which it needs not to be done. A single use of language
does not stand alone; it is intelligible only within the
general context in which language is used; and an
important part of that context is the procedure of
correcting mistakes when they occur and checking
when a mistake is suspected.



