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Introduction

MARK C. MURPHY

In a 1991 interview, Alasdair MacIntyre summarized the history of his own
philosophical work as follows:

My life as an academic philosopher falls into three parts. The twenty-
two years from 1949, when I became a graduate student of philosophy
at Manchester University, until 1971 were a period, as it now appears
retrospectively, of heterogeneous, badly organized, sometimes fragmented
and often frustrating and messy enquiries, from which nonetheless in the
end I learned a lot. From 1971, shortly after I emigrated to the United
States, until 1977 was an interim period of sometimes painfully self-critical
reflection. . .. From 1977 onwards I have been engaged in a single project
to which After Virtue [1981], Whose Justice? Which Rationality? [1988], and
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry [1990] are central. (MacIntyre 1991a,
pp. 268-269)

The seven chapters that follow deal, for the most part,! with aspects of
Maclntyre’s mature position, the theses that have emerged from the “single
project” — I will call this, for shorthand, the “After Virtue project” — to
which After Virtue, Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?, Three Rival Versions
of Moral Enquiry, and (since that interview) Dependent Rational Animals
(1999) have contributed. My aim in this Introduction is to provide, albeit
sketchily, some context for the emergence of Maclntyre’s mature view. 1
want to say something, that is, about the pre-1971 inquiries that he labels
“fragmented.” It is true that Maclntyre’s writings during this period are
remarkably diverse in the topics treated, in the styles employed, and in the
fora in which they appeared. One does not find the singleness of purpose
and the coherence of thought that mark his later work. But there is nonethe-
less a set of concerns and commitments exhibited in these writings that
makes intelligible the trajectory of Maclntyre’s work to and beyond After
Virtue.
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1. SOCIAL CRITICISM, IDEOLOGY, AND PHILOSOPHY

The direction of Maclntyre’s early work is made intelligible by his search
for an adequate standpoint from which to engage in large-scale social crit-
icism, his conviction that Marxism was the most promising standpoint on
offer, and his view that available formulations of Marxist doctrine were
nonetheless ultimately inadequate to this task.

Maclntyre’s intellectual work has always been at the service of social
criticism. (This is true not only of his early writings, but also of the work
belonging to the After Virtue project. The notion that the Maclntyre of
the After Virtue project is some sort of social and political conservative is
given the lie by the extent to which his later work emphasizes the ways in
which virtue theory and natural law ethics are countercultural and indeed
revolutionary: see, e.g., “Sophrosune: How a Virtue Can Become Socially
Disruptive” [Maclntyre 1988c] and “Natural Law as Subversive: The Case
of Aquinas” [1996a]. See also Knight 1996.) The social criticism to which
Maclntyre aspired, though, was not a piecemeal affair but rather a system-
atic inquiry into the defectiveness of modern social, cultural, economic,
and political institutions. To engage in such systematic critique requires a
standpoint from which to carry out such criticism. MacIntyre shows him-
self in his early work to be preoccupied with major ideologies — Marxism,
psychoanalysis, and Christianity are at the center of his focus — that claim
to be able to diagnose the ills of modernity and to point the way to a cure.

“Ideology” is employed by many writers in a merely pejorative fash-
ion. (This is no doubt in part a manifestation of the conviction that
we have moved beyond the need for ideology — a conviction which, as
Maclntyre has argued, seems all too clearly to be itself an ideology; see
Maclntyre 1971b, p. 5.) But ideologies as Maclntyre understood them of-
fer the promise of affording a standpoint for large-scale social criticism.
Ideologies, MacIntyre wrote, have three central features. First, they ascribe
properties to the world beyond simply those knowable by empirical in-
vestigation. Second, they concern both fact and value, offering an account
both of the way the world is and how it ought to be; they offer a particular
picture of the relationship between these factual and evaluative domains.
And third, ideologies make themselves manifest in such a way that they
define the social lives of their adherents (MacIntyre 1971a, pp. 5-7).2 It is
true that ideologies can isolate themselves from philosophical and socio-
logical challenge so that they become barren, contentless. But in offering
a systematic picture of the world, one that can unite the factual and eval-
uative realms and can be entrenched in the social lives of its adherents, an
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adequate ideology is in the vicinity of what one who seeks to engage in
wholesale social criticism should be looking for.

The standpoint in terms of which MacIntyre’s early work is articulated
is a Marxist one. He was at one time a member of the Communist Party
(though he left the Party prior to Khruschev’s revelations about the moral
horrors of the Stalinist regime) and continued to be active in socialist causes
(Knight 1998, p. 2). But MacIntyre’s commitment to Marxism coexisted
with deep uneasiness about its ultimate adequacy. Marxism, Maclntyre
wrote, has been refuted a number of times; its staying power can be due only
to its capacity to articulate truths that are not articulable in other ideological
trameworks (Marxism and Christianity, pp. 117-118). What MacIntyre had
in mind, I take it, was Marxism’s account of the distorting effects on hu-
man life and human relationships produced by the economic and political
institutions of modern capitalism:

When man as a worker becomes himself a commodity, he is fundamentally
alienated, estranged from himself. Under the form of labour, man sees him-
selfas a commodity, as an object. Hence as labour he objectifies, externalises
his own existence. A consequence of this is that life becomes not something
which he enjoys as part of his essential humanity. . ..

[T]o be human is to be estranged. But when man is a being divided
against himself, able to envision himself as a commodity, he breaks the
community of man with man. (Marxism: An Interpretation, p. 50)

It is because Maclntyre took Marxism to be fundamentally right on these
points that he had an allegiance to that viewpoint. In fact, Maclntyre’s
allegiance to this view of the destructive character of the institutions of
capitalism, including the modern bureaucratic state, has remained entirely
unaltered to the present day; it is, MacIntyre has acknowledged, one of
the few points on which he has not held different views at different points
in his academic career (see Maclntyre 1994b, pp. 35, 44). Still, MacIntyre
was unable to ally himself with any of the formulations of Marxist thought
available to him: neither Stalinist “scientific socialism” nor the humanist al-
ternatives to Stalinism popular within the British New Left were ultimately
sustainable.’

The facing of a choice between these understandings of Marxism was
not, by any means, an unfamiliar experience for Marxists. Marxists had faced
such a stark choice at least since the formulations of scientific Marxism by
Karl Kautsky and of revisionist, humanistic Marxism by Eduard Bernstein
(see Kautsky 1906 [1914] and Bernstein 1899 [1993]; for a helpful dis-
cussion of these views, see Hudelson 1990, pp. 3-28). Scientific Marxism
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emphasizes the notion of Marxism as social science, as articulating laws
of social, political, and economic development and transformation that in-
dicate the inevitable path through capitalism and eventually to socialism.
Humanistic Marxism, on the other hand, emphasizes the moral element
of Marxism, offering a critical account of the moral failures of capitalist
society, of the morally imperative character of socialism, and of the morally
appropriate means to transform capitalist modes of life into socialist modes
of life. Scientific Marxism, one might say, is the Marxism of ‘is’; humanistic
Marxism is the Marxism of ‘ought’.

Maclntyre’s early writings take both of these modes of Marxist theoriz-
ing as targets. Understood as an inevitabilist account of the development
of social forms, scientific Marxism faces, on Maclntyre’s view, two insu-
perable difficulties. First, to take the content of Marxism to be simply a
set of social scientific laws is to make Marxism into no more than a tool
for those in power to manipulate social change, an instruction manual for
how the masses can be manipulated by those in power. It is precisely this
understanding of Marxism that is central to Stalinist socialism, in which
the state’s role was one of adjusting the levers and pushing the buttons that
could ultimately bring about universal socialism. Because that perspective
was entirely value-free, there were no ways of adjusting the levers and push-
ing the buttons that could be morally called into question. If there were no
more to Marxism than an account of correlations between historical, social,
economic, and political states of affairs, then purges, mass killings, and show
trials — if employed as a part of those conditions that ultimately bring about
universal socialism — could not be criticized from a Marxist standpoint.
Thus one fundamental criticism leveled by Maclntyre against the scientific
Marxist standpoint was that it was morally empty (Maclntyre 1958, p. 32).
The other criticism leveled by Maclntyre against this standpoint was that
it was, to put it bluntly, false: there are no social scientific laws available to
be discovered that would enable the would-be central planner to adjust the
levers to bring about the downfall of capitalism and the rise of socialism.
Features of human agency preclude the possibility of adequately formulat-
ing any such laws (see Marxism and Christianity, pp. 82-86; After Virtue,
pp- 88-102). Scientific Marxism is not only morally empty, it is scientifically
empty.

It is not surprising, then, that MacIntyre would express admiration for
those Marxists who rejected Stalinist socialism on moral grounds. One
might also expect Maclntyre to side with the humanistic Marxists; indeed,
one recent chronicler of the development of Maclntyre’s views has asserted
that Maclntyre is clearly in this camp (McMylor 1994, p. 12). But while it
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is true that MacIntyre’s commitment to Marxism came on account of its
capacity to bring into the open the deformities in social relations prevalent
in capitalist societies, even early on Maclntyre expressed little confidence
that a standpoint could be found from which Stalinist horrors could be
criticized and the moral content of Marxism vindicated. Bernstein, writing
at the end of the nineteenth century, shows no signs of worry concerning
the vindication of the moral content of Marxism; perhaps this is because
of his confidence in a generally Kantian philosophical view that persons
are never to be treated as mere means but always as ends-in-themselves.
Maclntyre, writing in the mid-twentieth century, has no such confidence.

It is not at all surprising that Maclntyre would lack confidence on
this score. In the 1950%, the dominant theoretical viewpoints in Anglo-
American moral philosophy were versions of emotivism and prescriptivism,
according to which moral judgment consists simply in (respectively) ex-
pression of emotion (e.g., “rigged trials are wrong” means something like
“rigged trials — boo!”) or articulation of preference (e.g., “rigged trials are
wrong” means something like “let rigged trials not take place”). What
Maclntyre cannot see is how, given these understandings of moral judg-
ment, we are to account for the authority purported in moral approval and
condemnation. When the humanist Marxist condemns the techniques of
Stalinist socialism, what is the authority wielded in that condemnation? If
all that is going on in such criticism is the critic’s reaffirmation of his or
her disapproval of the Stalinist’s techniques, why on earth should anyone
listen to him or her? (Marxism and Christianity, pp. 124-127; see also After
Virtue, p. 68.) The moral critic of Stalinism, wrote Maclntyre, is “often a
figure of genuine pathos” (Maclntyre 1958, p. 31). Maclntyre in his early
work is just such a figure.

2. IS THERE A PATH OUT OF THE “MORAL WILDERNESS”?

Maclntyre confronted the Stalinist and the Stalinist’s moral critic, the
humanist, in a two-part essay written for the New Reasoner* in 1958 entitled
“Notes from the Moral Wilderness.” In it he diagnoses the difficulties in the
humanist’s position as rooted in the humanist’s acceptance of the autonomy
of moral principle, that is, that the province of the moral stands indepen-
dently of and in contrast to the province of natural, social, and historical
facts. By cutting the domain of moral judgment off from the domains of his-
tory, sociology, economics, and anthropology, the moral critic of Stalinism
cuts him- or herself off from any argumentative route to his or her moral
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conclusions (see also Marxism and Christianity, p. 124). All that remains is
arbitrary choice — I approve of these values, I prefer this way of life to that
one. But this isolation renders moral criticism ineffective and moral evalu-
ation unintelligible. Such an understanding of morality allows the Stalinist
to play the choice game as well: “If [the moral critic of Stalinism] chooses
his values in the spirit of Hier steh’ ich, ich kann nicht anders, is it not equally
open to [the Stalinist] to do the same?” (Maclntyre 1958, p. 35) Morality
thus cut off from other realms of judgment and inquiry becomes “like prim-
itive taboos, imperatives which we just happen to utter. It is to turn ‘ought’
into a kind of nervous cough with which we accompany what we hope
will be the more impressive of our pronouncements” (Maclntyre 1959b,
p-42).°

Both the scientific socialist and the humanist, in their own ways, sever
the connection between the factual and the evaluative, and thus preclude the
possibility of social criticism from an authoritative moral standpoint. The
scientific socialist does so by treating the realm of moral judgment as
illusory or merely epiphenomenal; the humanist does so by stripping it of its
authority. Whatis needed is a middle way —a way to connect morality tightly
enough to history, sociology, psychology, and other domains to preclude it
from being a matter of mere preference or choice, but not so tightly that
what ought to be becomes simply what is guaranteed to be. MacIntyre suggests
that this middle way can be achieved by connecting ethics with what we
might call authentic human desire, desire that is not warped or distorted
(Maclntyre 1959b, pp. 46-47). Thus morality is grounded in the ‘is’ of de-
sire, but is not subsumed by it, for he allows that it is authentic desire, not
desire that is deformed, that is the standard for moral judgment. The trick
is to explain what the Marxist critique of capitalist society presupposes: that
we can explain in a non-question-begging way why it is that certain forms
of social life distort desire, and precisely how they do so. What is needed,
Maclntyre writes, is a “concept of human nature, a concept which has to be
the centre of any discussion of moral theory” (Maclntyre 1959b, p. 45). In
providing such an account, we will have to be mindful of the extent to which
human nature is historically conditioned, and we will have to be mindful
that the ethics that we endorse can be institutionalized. As Maclntyre re-
minds us from his very early work onward, there is no morality for rational
beings as such; there is only morality for human beings, as practiced at some
time, in some social setting.

Any adequate ethic, then, would have to be historically situated. But
MaclIntyre realized — in part as a result of an early attempt to write an
adequate history of ethics, his 1966 A Short History of Ethics (Maclntyre
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1991d, p. 260) — that to make the historical condition of human beings a
part of the substance of an ethical view is inadequate. It would be, to say
the least, paradoxical to hold that the norms of conduct, the virtues and
rules that govern the life of a good person, are historically conditioned
and exist only as concretely realized in social life, but also to hold that the
criteria of rational justification by which we show that this is the correct
view of morality are entirely ahistorical and exist apart from the practices
of any community of inquiry. History, if it is to enter ethics at the level
of substantive moral theory, must also enter at the metalevel, the level at
which substantive theories of morality are justified. Such appeals to history
characteristically bring with them worries that such a view will fall into a
soggy relativism. It would hardly be a victory for MacIntyre’s alternative
route in moral theory if that route were justified only according to a theory
of rational inquiry that is itself not superior to any of the various theories
of rational inquiry that might reject that route.

"The path out of the moral wilderness is the formulation of an ethics of
human nature — where human nature is not merely a biological nature but
also an historical and social nature — and the formulation of an historical,
but not relativistic, account of rationality in inquiry. Only accounts such
as these would make possible authoritative political and social criticism.
The vindication of such a substantive moral outlook, and of a theory of
rationality in inquiry that would sustain that outlook, are the central tasks
of the After Virtue project.®

3. THE AFTER VIRTUE PROJECT

"The conclusions tentatively reached by MaclIntyre in his early writings con-
cern both what the substance of an adequate morality would be like and
what a conception of rationality needed to show the superiority of this sub-
stantial morality would have to be like. The chapters in this volume explain
how these tentative conclusions reached in Maclntyre’s early work have
been developed and connected to each other in Maclntyre’s mature posi-
tion. Gordon Graham (“Maclntyre on History and Philosophy”) consid-
ers Maclntyre’s views on the relationship between history and philosophy,
views that culminate in Maclntyre’s notion of a tradition of inquiry. Jean
Porter (“Iradition in the Recent Work of Alasdair MacIntyre”) takes up
this notion of tradition in greater detail, analyzing its development over
the various works that constitute the After Virtue project. Stephen Turner
writes on Maclntyre’s contributions to the philosophy of social science
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(“Maclntyre in the Province of the Philosophy of the Social Sciences”),
contributions that inform (and are informed by) MacIntyre’s views on ra-
tionality, morality, and politics. J. L. A. Garcia and David Solomon present a
picture of the negative and positive (respectively) sides of MacIntyre’s sub-
stantive moral theory: Garcia’s chapter (“Modern(ist) Moral Philosophy
and Maclntyrean Critique”) lays out Maclntyre’s criticisms of modern
moral philosophy, while Solomon’s (“MacIntyre and Contemporary Moral
Philosophy”) shows how that critique developed into Maclntyre’s own dis-
tinctive version of Aristotelian ethics. I (“Maclntyre’s Political Philosophy™)
discuss Maclntyre’s views on political philosophy, focusing on Maclntyre’s
preoccupation with the modern state. Terry Pinkard (“Maclntyre’s Critique
of Modernity”) concludes the collection by considering MacIntyre’s crit-
icisms of the assumptions and institutions of modernity, trying to make
clear the ways in which Maclntyre is, and is not, himself a modern. A
selected bibliography of Maclntyre’s books and most important papers
follows.

Notes

1. The exception is Chapter 3, which deals with MacIntyre’s views on the philosophy
of social science. While Maclntyre has continued to write in this area, his main
positions were developed along the way to, and play a central role in, After
Virtue.

2. It seems to me that the notion of “tradition,” which plays such a central role in
the After Virtue project (see Chapter 2), is a recognizable successor concept to
“ideology.”

3. For a discussion of the extent to which the British New Left had its origins in
Khruschev’s revelations concerning the horrors of the Stalin regime, see Chun
1993, pp. 1-4.

4. The New Reasoner was an independent journal of socialist thought, founded
by E. P. Thompson — an ex-Communist party member — in order to provide
a forum in which more adequate debate and criticism of socialist principles and
policy could take place. It was published from 1957 to 1959, at which point it
merged with another journal, Universities and Left Review, to form the New Left
Review.

5. The comparison of the institutions of morality to the institutions of taboo is a
theme to which MacIntyre has returned over and over again in his career: see, for
examples, the 1981 After Virtue, pp. 110-113, and the 1990 Three Rival Versions,
pp. 182-186.

6. Itis worth reemphasizing thatin carrying this inquiry forward, Maclntyre did not
take himself to be introducing elements into Marxism that were entirely foreign to
it, but rather to be working through the problematic internal to Marxism. In criti-
cizing contemporary Marxist philosophy on account of its intellectual stagnation,
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Maclntyre lays out what he takes to be the central tasks facing philosophers who
have allegiance to a Marxist viewpoint:
Marx was intimately concerned with two problems that necessarily arise
for everyone who engages seriously in philosophy. He was concerned
with the perspective of ultimate belief, with the problems which engage
the philosophy of religion; and he was concerned with the question of how
the philosopher should relate himself to his philosophy and the sense in
which philosophy can or cannot affect one’s ultimate views and commit-
ments. (MacIntyre 1956, p. 370)
While the bulk of MacIntyre’s work early in his career is concerned with rival ide-
ologies, and in particular their relevance for social criticism, he also did a fair bit
of work squarely in the philosophy of religion: he co-edited (with Antony Flew)
New Essays in Philosophical Theology and wrote papers on immortality (1955¢),
visions (1955d), the logical status of religious belief (1957b), atheism (Atheism,
pp- 1-55), and other topics in the philosophy of religion. This book does not
contain a chapter on Maclntyre’s philosophical theology because it has not been
a focus of much of his work during the After Virtue project. (But see 1986¢ and
1994a.)



1 MacIntyre on History and Philosophy

GORDON GRAHAM

In An Autobiography, R. G. Collingwood writes:

The Oxford philosophical tradition insisted upon a fine training in philo-
sophical scholarship. Under the reign of ‘realism’ this tradition certainly
survived but it weakened year by year. When I myself examined in the mid-
dle 1920’ I found that very few candidates showed any first hand knowledge
of any authors about whom they wrote. ... This decline in philosophical
history was openly encouraged by the ‘realists’; it was one of their most
respected leaders who, expressly on the ground that the ‘history’ of phi-
losophy was a subject without philosophical interest, procured the abo-
lition of the paper so entitled in the school of Philosophy, Politics and
Economics.

During the war ... I set myself to reconsider this ‘realist’ attitude
towards the history of philosophy. Was it really true, I asked myself, that the
problems of philosophy were, even in the loosest sense of that word, eter-
nal? Was it really true that different philosophies were different attempts
to answer the same questions? I soon discovered that it was not true; it was
merely a vulgar error, consequent on a kind of historical myopia which,
deceived by superficial resemblances, failed to detect profound differences.
(Collingwood 1938, pp. 60-61)

For Collingwood to convince those locked in this historical myopia other-
wise, however, was not an easy matter, because of the readiness with which
they argued in a circle.

It was like having a nightmare about a man who got it into his head that
trireme was the Greek for ‘steamer’, and when it was pointed out to him
that descriptions of triremes in Greek writers were at any rate not very good
descriptions of steamers, replied triumphantly, “Thatis just what I say. These
Greek philosophers (or, ‘these modern philosophers’, according to which
side he was on in the good old controversy between the Ancients and the
Moderns) ‘were terribly muddle-headed, and their theory of steamers is all
wrong’. (Collingwood 1938, p. 64)

10



MacIntyre on History and Philosophy 11

Almost exactly the same charge that Collingwood here levels against
the Oxford realists of the 1920s and 1930s was repeated forty years later
by Alasdair Maclntyre, and also against Oxford philosophy, this time in its
linguistic rather than its realist incarnation. The opening of Maclntyre’s
A Short History of Ethics (1966) is strikingly similar in sentiment to
Collingwood.

Moral philosophy is often written as though the history of the subject were
only of secondary and incidental importance. This attitude seems to be the
outcome of a belief that moral concepts can be examined and understood
apart from their history. Some philosophers have even written as if moral
concepts were a timeless, limited, unchanging, determinate species of con-
cept, necessarily having the same features throughout their history, so that
there is a part of language waiting to be philosophically investigated which
deserves the title “the language of morals” (with a definite article and a sin-
gular noun). ... In fact, of course, moral concepts change ... and it would
be a fatal mistake to write as if, in the history of moral philosophy, there
had been one single task of analyzing the concept of, for example, justice, to
the performance of which Plato, Hobbes, and Bentham all set themselves.
(Short History, pp. 1-2)

Maclntyre himself notes (in After Virtue) that the relation between
history and philosophy informed his approach to the subject from the
start.

A central theme of much of [my] earlier work (Secularization and Moral
Change, 1967; Against the Self-Images of the Age, 1971) was that we have
to learn from history and anthropology of the variety of moral practices,
beliefs and conceptual schemes. The notion that the moral philosopher
can study the concepts of morality merely by reflecting, Oxford armchair
style, on what he or she and those around him or her say or do is barren.

(After Virtue, p. ix)

Onmitted from the first of these quotations is an intervening passage of
equal importance:

In fact moral concepts change as social life changes. I deliberately do not
write “because social life changes” for this might suggest that social life is
one thing, morality another, and that there is merely an external, contingent
causal relation between them. This is obviously false. Moral concepts are
embodied in and are partially constitutive of forms of social life. (Short
History, p. 1)
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No less important, for my purposes, is a subsequent remark:

The complexity [of the relationship between social life and moral concepts]
is increased because philosophical inquiry itself plays a part in changing
moral concepts. It is not that we have a straightforward history of moral
concepts and then a separate and secondary history of philosophical com-
ment. For to analyze a concept philosophically may often be to assist in its
transformation. . .. The moral concepts which are available for analysis to
the philosophers of one age may sometimes be what they are partly because
of the discussions by philosophers of a previous age. [Moreover,] A history
which takes this point seriously, which is concerned with the role of philos-
ophy in relation to actual conduct, cannot be philosophically neutral. (Short
History, pp. 2-3)

These quotations make plain that, as one commentator remarks,
“[o]vercoming the double barrenness of detached philosophy and mind-
less history has been an ... aim promoted by Maclntyre throughout his
career” (Wokler 1994, p. 168). Yet, as it seems to me, it is not altogether
clear how the historical and the philosophical are interconnected. There
are at least three important, and importantly different, contentions about
the relation between history and philosophy embedded in these remarks.
The first is that moral philosophy cannot ignore the course of social history
if it is to pursue its own ends satisfactorily. The second is that philosophical
inquiry and the exploration of ideas can affect the way social history goes.
And the third, a rather deeper contention to my mind, is that the adequacy
of philosophical thought is itself a product of history.

There is no doubt that together these three contentions provide both the
foundation and the distinguishing mark of a philosophical program pursued
with remarkable consistency over four decades or more. The question is
how, and whether, they can be made to cohere. In this essay I propose to
explore each of these three contentions as they are elaborated by Maclntyre
in his major works, concluding with a brief discussion of the new turn his
thought has taken in his most recent book, Dependent Rational Animals.

At the outset, though, it is important to add two caveats. First, such
a relatively simple scheme of analysis is unlikely to do full justice to the
rich complexity of his thought and writing; second, my concern is not to
pass judgment on the success or failure of Maclntyre’s whole project, but
merely to examine the conceptual relations between the historical and the
philosophical that it may be taken to imply.

An important illustration of the first of these contentions — that moral
philosophy cannot ignore the course of social history if it is to pursue its
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own ends satisfactorily — is to be found in the “disquieting suggestion” with
which After Virtue opens. The second — that philosophical inquiry and the
exploration of ideas can affect the trajectory of social history — makes one
of its most striking appearances in Maclntyre’s account, in Whose Fustice?
Which Rationality?, of the place of philosophy in the social order of eigh-
teenth century Scotland. And the third — that the adequacy of philosoph-
ical thought is itself a product of history — comes to prominence, as one
might expect, in exploring the relative merits of Three Rival Versions of Moral
Enquiry, and in the defense of the concept of an intellectual tradition that
is to be found there.

1. SOCIAL HISTORY AND THE LANGUAGE OF MORALS

After Virtue famously begins with an analogy:

Imagine that the natural sciences were to suffer the effects of a catastrophe.
A series of environmental disasters are blamed by the general public on the
scientists. Widespread riots occur, laboratories are burnt down, physicists
are lynched, books and instruments are destroyed. Finally a Know-Nothing
political movement takes power and successfully abolishes science teach-
ing in schools and universities, imprisoning and executing the remaining
scientists. Later still there is a reaction against this destructive movement
and enlightened people seek to revive science, although they have largely
forgotten what it was. But all that they possess are fragments: a knowledge
of the experiments detached from any knowledge of the theoretical context
which gave them significance. . .. None the less all these fragments are re-
embodied in a set of practices which go under the revived names of physics,
chemistry and biology. Adults argue with each other about the respective
merits of relativity theory and phlogiston theory, although they possess only
avery partial knowledge of each. Children learn by heart the surviving por-
tions of the periodic table and recite as incantations some of the theorems
of Euclid. Nobody, or almost nobody, realizes that what they are doing is
not natural science in any proper sense at all. For everything that they do
and say conforms to certain canons of consistency and coherence and those
contexts which would be needed to make sense of what they are doing have
been lost, perhaps irretrievably.

In such a culture men would use expressions such as ‘neutrino’, ‘mass’,
‘specific gravity’, ‘atomic weight’ in systematic and often interrelated ways
which would resemble in lesser or greater degrees the ways in which such
expressions had been used in earlier times before scientific knowledge had
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been so largely lost. But many of the beliefs presupposed by the use of these
expressions would have been lost and there would appear to be an element
of arbitrariness and even of choice in their application which would appear
very surprising to us. . . . Subjectivist theories of science would abound and
would be criticized by those who held that the notion of truth embodied in
what they took to be science was incompatible with subjectivism.

This imaginary world [w]e may describe ... as a world in which the
language of natural science ... continues to be used but is in a grave state
of disorder. We may notice that if in this imaginary world analytical phi-
losophy were to flourish, it would never reveal the fact of this disorder. For
the techniques of analytical philosophy are essentially descriptive of the
language of the present. ...

Nor again would phenomenology or existentialism be able to discern
anything wrong. . .. A Husserl or a Merleau-Ponty would be as deceived as
a Strawson or a Quine.

What is the point of constructing this imaginary world inhabited by
fictitious pseudo-scientists and real, genuine philosophy? The hypothesis I
wish to advance is that in the actual world which we inhabit the language of
morality is in the same state of grave disorder. ... What we possess, if this
view is true, are the fragments of a conceptual scheme. . . . We possess indeed
the simulacra of morality, we continue to use many of the key expressions.
But we have — very largely, if not entirely — lost our comprehension, both
theoretical and practical, of morality. (After Virtue, pp. 1-2)

Science, of course, is not in this condition; there has been no catastro-
phe of this sort in its history. But morality is. What we think of as ‘morality’
today is no more than the dislocated remains of a once coherent and so-
cially embedded set of practices. According to Maclntyre, the resulting
character rather than the originating cause of this moral fragmentation is
moral individualism — the ascription of complete moral autonomy to the
mind and/or conscience of the individual, and the relegation of the prop-
erly political to the social coordination of felt desires (what economists call
“preferences”) and the conflicting opinions of self-contained individuals.

So deep is its impoverishment that liberal individualism goes as far
as to make a positive virtue out of this conception of moral and political
life. In other words, it represents individual autonomy and the politics of
public choice as the consummation of humankind’s search for freedom and
enlightenment. Butin fact, or so MacIntyre contends, the reality is that such
autonomy amounts to a moral vacuum, a condition in which the legislative
sovereignty of individual moral agents means that the crucial distinction
between “good” and “believed to be good” disappears. In this way modern
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“morality” is deprived of any rational foundation, as knowledge would be
if there were no distinction between “true” and “believed to be true.” In
short, there is nothing upon which our beliefs about “the good” can be
based. The whole system of ideas rests upon a radical distinction between
“fact” and “value” whose implication is that, in contrast to the realm of
real “facts” and rational “means,” there is nothing to temper the wildest
flights of the moral imagination. Indeed, precisely because this is so, the
“democratized self has no necessary social content and no necessary social
identity, [and] can then be anything, can assume any role or take any point
of view, because it is in and for itself nothing” (After Virtue, p. 32).

However, and more important yet for present purposes, despite its
vacuity modern “morality” is not without its articulation, its accompanying
philosophy. One version of this is to be found in the existentialism of Sartre,
another in the sociology of Erving Goffman. But both are, upon analysis,
essentially varieties of emotivism. It is in the widespread contemporary
subscription to emotivism — “the doctrine that all evaluative judgments
are nothing but expressions of preferences, expressions of attitude or
feeling, insofar as they are moral or evaluative in character” (After Virtue,
pp- 11-12) — that we find the distillation of our modern malaise. According
to emotivism the function of moral terms is not to describe the things and
people they are employed to evaluate, but rather to express and evince
the subjective feelings of approval and disapproval that are prompted by
those things. On this account moral judgments are criterionless; any one
is as good (or as bad) as any other. But if so, then the much vaunted moral
freedom of the individual is not so much freedom as emptiness; in the
language of John Locke, license has replaced liberty. Since we can assert
and affirm what we will, there is no point in asserting this rather than that,
and hence no point in asserting anything at all.

One further feature of emotivism must be recorded before its peculiar,
and defective, character is properly understood.

A moral philosophy — and emotivism is no exception — characteristically
presupposes a sociology. For every moral philosophy offers explicitly or
implicitly at least a partial conceptual analysis of the relationship of an
agent to his or her reasons, motives, intentions and actions, and in so doing
generally presupposes some claim that these concepts are embodied or at
least can be in the real social world. . .. Thus it would generally be a decisive
refutation of a moral philosophy to show that moral agency on its own
account of the matter could never be socially embodied; and it also follows
that we have not yet fully understood the claims of any moral philosophy
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until we have spelled out what its social embodiment would be. ... [BJut
at least since Moore the dominant narrow conception of moral philosophy
has ensured that the moral philosophers could ignore this task; as notably
do the philosophical proponents of emotivism. (After Virtue, p. 23)

In brief, modern morality is a fragmentary residue of the moral world
that preceded it, and if itappears to accord with, even be endorsed by, philo-
sophical emotivism, this is only because emotivism has singularly failed to
seek, let alone engage with, the historical-cum-sociological understanding
that any adequate moral philosophy requires.

This is, I think, a reasonably accurate account of the picture MacIntyre
paints in the first three chapters of After Virtue. Yet, as I shall suggest, it is
one not wholly in accord with what follows in the remainder of the book.
Understanding the element of dissonance, in fact, gives us an important
insight into the real relation that MacIntyre sees between history and phi-
losophy, and reveals the internal dialectic that continues to work itself out
in subsequent volumes.

Let us return to the analogy with science. The imaginary hypothesis
is that at some point in the past a social and political catastrophe befell
the activity of science, such that those who later attempted to recover the
elements of scientific understanding were destined to fail, and at the same
time were unable to know of their failure. The new generation of would-
be scientists is in “a world in which the language of natural science ...
continues to be used but is in a grave state of disorder.” Furthermore, “if in
this imaginary world analytical philosophy were to flourish, it would never
reveal the fact of this disorder. For the techniques of analytical philosophy
are essentially descriptive of the language of the present.”

This imaginary story of the state of science is unquestionably com-
pelling, but it is not altogether easy to see how the analogy is to be applied
to contemporary morality. Nor is it easy to see quite how it fits with what
Maclntyre says about emotivism. To begin with we may reasonably ask:
What are the moral equivalents of widespread riots, factories being burned
down, books destroyed, physicists lynched? What is the counterpart to the
Know-Nothing political movement? And when did all this happen? And
where?

If MaclIntyre is right, the present state of morality and the present state
of moral philosophy can only be understood by an appeal to history. He
has much more to say about this history, a topic to be returned to shortly.
But in subsequent pages he records no social and political episodes of the
type that mark his imaginary history of science and that have hitherto gone
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unnoticed. Of course, it is only an analogy, but the observation of this
dissimilarity, as it seems to me, is not altogether idle. Are we to suppose
that there has been a moral catastrophe of equally striking proportions, or
not? And if there has been, by what events has it been marked? However, for
present purposes the importance of making this observation lies rather in
its highlighting of this fact: Maclntyre’s general conception is one in which
historical investigation uncovers philosophical inadequacy; the scientific
analogy for its part suggests that the history in question is, so to speak,
a material one, one of riots, lynchings, political movements and so on.
Indeed, on the strength of this analogy, it would not be wholly mistaken, but
indeed quite understandable, to construe Maclntyre’s account of emotivism
and (following the last quotation) analytical philosophy more broadly as
something like the Marxist account of ideology: Such philosophy reflects
and confirms the self-images of the age, but cannot reveal their deficiencies,
however critical its own self-image may be.

The derivation of political, juridical and ideological notions ... . is a process
accomplished by the so-called thinker consciously indeed, but with a false
consciousness. The real motive forces impelling him remain unknown to
him, otherwise it simply would not be an ideological process. (Marx and
Engels 1968, p. 690)

So writes Marx’s collaborator Friedrich Engels, and underlying his ac-
count of ideology is an unquestionably materialist conception of history.
The Communist Manifesto (authored by both Marx and Engels), commenting
on the idea that the intellectual activities of the philosophes were an important
contributory factor in the French revolution of 1789, says:

German philosophers, would-be philosophers, and beaux esprit, eagerly
seized on this literature, only forgetting that when these writings immi-
grated from France into Germany, French social conditions had not im-
migrated along with them. In contact with German social conditions, this
French literature lost all its immediate practical significance, and assumed
a purely literary aspect. (Marx and Engels 1968, p. 56)

An alternative to this materialist explanation is to be found in the ide-
alist one, which explains social and political conditions, their rise and fall,
success and failure, in terms of the ideas that they embody. One expo-
nent of such a contention is Michael Oakeshott, a philosopher who shares
many of Collingwood’s sympathies and is generally regarded as perhaps the
last of the British Idealists. Oakeshott, in sharp contrast to Marx and Engels’
materialism, explains our contemporary moral and political culture as the
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outcome of an erroneous, and hence destructive, philosophy, a philosophy
he calls rationalism.

Moral ideals are a sediment; they have the significance they do only so
long as they are suspended in a religious or social tradition, so long as they
belong to a religious or social life. The predicament of our time is that the
Rationalists have been at work so long on their project of drawing off the
liquid in which our moral ideals were suspended (and pouring it away as
worthless) that we are left only with the dry and gritty residue which chokes
us as we try to take it down. (Oakeshott 1962, p. 36)

The first of these sentences expresses a view strikingly like Maclntyre’s,
but the explanation of our “predicament” that follows clearly lays the blame
at the feet of a philosophy, the philosophy of rationalism. So too we might
think Maclntyre’s thesis idealist. In support of this interpretation it can
be noted, first, that several remarks in After Virtue seem to suggest that
it is the widespread belief in emotivism which has generated much of the
difficulty. This is because the “characters” that populate our modern drama,
and which together make up the social possibilities around which our lives
are structured, are the moral representatives of our culture. More than that,
they are said to be the social embodiment of “moral and metaphysical ideas
and theories” (After Virtue, p. 28), of which emotivism is chief. Secondly,
what follows the “disquieting suggestion” and the analysis of emotivism
is not material history so much as the history of ideas, and the history of
philosophy in particular.

How can this be? Why is it noz, as the analogy would suggest, a history of
riots and lynchings? In large part the answer is that the materialist/idealist
distinction is just the sort of dichotomy that Maclntyre aims to overcome
with his fusion of history and philosophy. Chapter 4 of Afier Virtue begins:
“What I am going to suggest is that the key episodes in the social history
which transformed, fragmented and, if my extreme view is correct, largely
displaced morality ... were episodes in the history of philosophy” (After
Virtue, p. 37).

Immediately a question arises: are we to suppose that philosophy has
determined the course of social history? MacIntyre is alive to, and addresses,
the problem at once. Chapter 4 continues:

[H]ow can this be so? In our own culture academic philosophy is a highly
marginalized and specialized activity. . . . Professors of philosophy . . . would
find it surprising, and the larger public even more surprising, if it were
suggested, as I am now suggesting, that the roots of some of the problems
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which now engage the specialized attention of academic philosophers and
the roots of some of the problems central to our everyday social and practical
lives are one and the same. . .. Yet this might become less implausible if the
thesis were cast in historical form. For the claim is that both our general
culture and our academic philosophy are in central part the offspring of a
culture in which philosophy did constitute a central form of social activity.

(After Virtue, p. 37)

The need to show this is evident, to my mind. Anyone who wishes to
establish that the history of philosophy is also a history of social events
must give an account of how the two are interconnected, and the most ob-
vious way of doing so is to show that the activity of philosophizing has at
some point had the sort of social significance that politics and commerce
are thought to have in the contemporary world. Can this be done? This
brings us to the second of the three contentions I identified at the start, that
philosophical inquiry and the exploration of ideas can affect the way social
history goes. In the subsequent chapters of After Virtue we are given ac-
counts of a broad sweep of societies from ancient Athens, through medieval
Christendom, to Enlightenment Europe. But the most focused example of
a society formed and driven by philosophy — namely eighteenth-century
Scotland — is to be found in the next book in Maclntyre’s trilogy. It is to
this “test case” that I now turn.

2. PHILOSOPHICAL INQUIRY AND SOCIAL ORDER

Wias philosophy as an activity ever as important within Western European
culture as Maclntyre claims and as his interrelation of history and philos-
ophy requires? If it was, how widespread was this phenomenon? Despite
their evident importance for his thesis, I shall eschew these more general
questions and ask only whether he makes out the case with respect to just
one context and example.

This example, of course, is Scotland in the eighteenth century, the pe-
riod of the Scottish Enlightenment. Robert Wokler has criticized Maclntyre
for ignoring almost completely what appears to be a far more obvious ex-
ample than Scotland, namely the influence on public affairs exercised by
the French philosophes. “How is it possible,” he asks, “that Voltaire — the
godfather of the Enlightenment Project on any plausible interpretation of
its meaning — is altogether missing from Maclntyre’s cast?” (Wokler 1994,
p- 116). This rhetorical question can be answered, however. For Maclntyre’s
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story to work, it is essential not merely that philosophical ideas be in the
social air, so to speak, but also that, in some way or other, philosophical
thought and reflection be institutionalized. On this point too, Wokler is
critical:

Maclntyre appears to subscribe to the view that only holders of public
positions, with socially rooted responsibilities, can exercise any real im-
pact on their followers. But this is surely absurd. To the extent that the
Enlightenment was a critically subversive movement, as MacIntyre por-
trays it, its estrangement from the settled institutions of its day, in France
and elsewhere, enhanced its power. By deliberately excluding a French focus
from his study, MacIntyre offers his readers an account of peripheries with-
out a core. His Enlightenment Project has been shorn of its projectionism.

(Wokler 1994, p. 117)

I shall not explore this objection further, partly because I lack the his-
torical expertise necessary to do so. Suffice it to say, whatever the truth of
Wokler’s contention about philosophy as a socially subversive force, it is
evidently important for MacIntyre’s thesis that there be at least some con-
texts in which philosophy and philosophers enjoyed an established social
role of a certain sort. And it is arguable that with respect to the role of
philosophy within its social institutions, Scotland was striking among the
European nations. An impressive case can be made for asserting that in
the time of Francis Hutcheson, David Hume, Adam Smith, and Thomas
Reid —in short the period of the Enlightenment — philosophical inquiry and
education played a distinctive and highly influential part in the cultural life
of Scotland. The evidence for this case, evidence by which others besides
Maclntyre have been impressed, is worth rehearsing briefly.

In the eighteenth century Scotland had five universities (in contrast to
England’s two), one each in Glasgow, Edinburgh, and St. Andrews, and
two in Aberdeen. All of these followed a common curriculum, thus giv-
ing the country a standard ‘university system’ that was relatively rare else-
where. Broadly, this common curriculum preserved the old medieval course
structure, once common to Europe, in accordance with which the univer-
sities were divided into a “lower” Faculty of Arts and “higher” Faculties
of Divinity, Law, and Medicine. All students first took a four-year course
in the Faculty of Arts comprising the seven traditional subjects, including
courses in logic and in moral philosophy. After completing the arts course,
some then proceeded to a training in law, medicine, or divinity.

In reality the picture was not homogenous. The arts curriculum seems
to have been fairly uniform, but medical education in Aberdeen and
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St. Andrews, in contrast to Edinburgh for example, was erratic. While
Edinburgh led the world in anatomy, such that students flocked to it from
across Europe, elsewhere in Scotland medical degrees could simply be
purchased. The French revolutionary Marat, for example, who had never
been to Scotland, possessed a degree in medicine from St. Andrews, and
the English public was regularly warned to be on its guard against the
medical graduates of Aberdeen, where, it is relevant to note, one Regius
Professor of Medicine lectured only once in his twenty-two year tenure of
the office. Something of the same may be said of law: the “higher” Fac-
ulty of Law in Aberdeen did not come into its own until the nineteenth
century.

Nevertheless, by and large it was true of the professional classes, espe-
cially the clergy of the national church, both that they comprised the heart
of the social order and that they had a philosophical education. This was
especially important after the Act of Union of 1707. Thereafter Scotland
had no Parliament, but it continued to have its own distinctive ecclesias-
tical, legal, and educational systems, all of them acting for the most part
in independence of the Parliament in London, and all of them staffed by
university-trained men. In particular, the General Assembly of the Church
of Scotland was a forum for discussion and decision on social, intellectual,
and political matters pertaining to “the Church and Nation of Scotland,”
as the constitutional phrase had it. As a result, it is not implausible to claim,
as Maclntyre does, that this was a society in which philosophy played a
strikingly important role.

What was that role exactly? Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? devotes
three chapters to this question, the central one expressly entitled “Philoso-
phy in the Scottish Social Order.” The general picture Maclntyre paints is
this. The academies of Scotland inherited elements of both Aristotelianism
and Augustinianism (in its Calvinist form). Moreover, the legal and social
order had been hugely influenced by Viscount Stair’s Institutions (a sub-
ject to be returned to). This background is instructive when we consider
the conflicts that beset not merely the world of ideas, but the ecclesias-
tical and moral world in which Hutcheson (and others) had to teach and
operate. This was a world where the Evangelical party, persuaded of the
preeminence of revealed truth and the corrupted nature of human reason,
was ranged against the Moderates. The task of the Moderates was to show,
not that revealed truth was irrational or irrelevant (as atheism alleged), but
that the important business of sifting truth from error amongst competing
claims to revelation was the proper business of philosophy. And philosophy,
here, should be broadly understood, since the expertise of the philosophers
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frequently incorporated a wide sweep of learning from biblical Hebrew to
Newtonian mathematics. Maclntyre quotes with approval the remark of
Colin MacLaurin, one of the premier mathematicians of the day:

[N]atural philosophy may become a sure basis to natural religion, but it is
very preposterous to deduce natural philosophy from any hypothesis, *tho
invented to make us imagine ourselves possest of a more compleate system
of metaphysics, or contrived perhaps with a view to obviate more easily
some difficulties in natural theology. (Quoted in Whose Fustice?, p. 250)

In other words, the task of philosophy so conceived is not to displace
or eradicate revealed truth, but to provide its intellectual grounding. The
point is that philosophy, and especially moral philosophy, has to be the
arbiter between competing theological interpretations of Scripture, and
that, given the importance of these questions in the society of the time, this
arbitration assumes an important social role. Thus it was that the Scottish
professors of moral philosophy became principal agents in the outcome of
social events. This also explains how, at least in this case, “key episodes in
the social history ... were episodes in the history of philosophy.”

There are those who would raise doubts about the historical accuracy
of this story, a very important question if MacIntyre’s fusion of history and
philosophy is to succeed. However, there is an anterior question about the
conceptual relations that such a history, even if accurate, can be taken to
sustain. The point to be stressed is that for this conception to work it is not
enough that philosophers should be shown to have a social role. This in
itself is compatible with a much more contingent relation than that which
Maclntyre’s account requires. The most profoundly materialist philosophy
of history can concede that there have been periods when those designated
philosophers have exercised considerable influence, just as there have been
periods when theologians had a marked degree of social pre-eminence, and
as, in our own time perhaps, scientists do. What needs to be shown, rather,
is that philosophy, (or theology, or science), in itself has been socially influ-
ential. And this means, with respect to any of the three, that some demon-
stration is required that intellectual adequacy is directly correlated with the
continuing success of the social institutions which it underwrites. Corre-
spondingly, we need to be able to demonstrate that intellectual inadequacy
to the condition of the times is the ultimate explanation of social failure.

It seems to me that Maclntyre is stronger on the former relation than on
the latter. He aims to demonstrate, for instance, that Hutcheson’s accounts
of justice and practical reason had strengths that served their time well.
They also had internal, inherent weaknesses that explain the eventual failure
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of certain social institutions and cultural trends. Perhaps. But there is a
less elevated idea to consider. However elegant and intellectually sophis-
ticated such accounts may have been, it is quite possible that the temper
of the times first endorsed them with relatively little understanding, and
then cast them aside in prejudice and ignorance. To do so was irrational
of course, if they really did have the intellectual strengths he alleges, but
would have been no less effective for this irrationality. It is, in my view, an
intellectualist prejudice to suppose that only coherent ideas can work, or
endure, in the end. Unreason may be as powerful, sometimes more so, than
rationality.

Interestingly, much of Maclntyre’s own account of our past both con-
tends for and sustains just this suggestion. In Three Rival Versions he tells us
that his account of

Aquinas’s work as the culmination and integration of the Augustinian and
Aristotelian traditions is not at all how Aquinas was understood by much the
greater part of both his contemporaries and his immediate successors . ..
What defeated Aquinas was the power of the institutionalized curriculum.
Neither theology nor the subordinate artes liberales could in the middle or
late thirteenth century find room for the Aristotelian system. (Three Rival
Versions, p. 51)

The same sort of “defeat of reason” is instanced in his claim that the failure
of the Enlightenment Project ushered in an era of liberal individualism that,
by his own telling, is both intellectually impoverished #nd enduring. The
central contention of After Virtue, in fact, is that we have a fragmented and
incoherent conception of morality, which we have nonetheless succeeded
in living with for a considerable period of time. MacIntyre’s own analysis
of the modern malaise, after all, is that the now dominant language of
human rights and individual freedom, which together comprise the most
evident product of this conception, are omnipresent, and form the staple
of contemporary political language.

To acknowledge their dominance and durability, of course, is not to
assert their intellectual adequacy. On the contrary, the most compelling
(if not in the end convincing) aspect of MacIntyre’s analysis is precisely
its implication that we live in an intellectually fractured world. But we do
live in it. If this were not so, his account of post-Enlightenment modernity
would lose most of its interest; if the errors of modernity were idle, their
analysis would not take the powerful form of social criticism.

Now if all this is true, what it implies is that intellectual failure does not,
in and of itself, spell social disintegration; and this in its turn implies that the
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explanation of social forms — their emergence o7 their continuance — is not
always to be explained in terms of the philosophical adequacy and inad-
equacy of the ideas that underwrite them. Pace Hegel (and several com-
mentators have found a strongly, if unexplicitly, Hegelian element perme-
ating Maclntyre’s philosophical history) the real is #or always rational. Why
should it not have been the case that the intellectually better side was de-
feated by social tendencies of an irrational kind, or even by political force
majeure? We know from the experience of both tyrannies and democra-
cies that reason does not always prevail. Indeed, this seems to be precisely
Maclntyre’s story. Modern liberalism is intellectually flawed. Yet it persists,
and itis precisely its persistence that generates the modern perplexities with
which he is concerned.

Applying this general thought to the particular case of the Scottish
Enlightenment seems a simple matter. Even if Hutcheson’s account of jus-
tice had been intellectually still more robust than Maclntyre alleges, it might
yet have been swept aside. And so, it seems, he says it was. Hutcheson’s ar-
ticulation and heroic defense of Scottish philosophy, and its role in the
explication of law and theology, could not in the end withstand the acids
of “Hume’s Anglicizing Subversion” (the title of a third important chap-
ter in Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?). MacIntyre represents the contest
between the Evangelical and Moderate parties in a way which suggests
(though it does not actually demonstrate) that the former lost because of
its intellectual inadequacy. But in the next part of his story he alleges that
the victory of the Moderates was itself short-lived.

The explanation of both its temporary success and subsequent fail-
ure, however, is an interesting and important topic in its own right. The
Evangelicals were deeply suspicious of human reason; therein lay their
weakness. Hutcheson by contrast was a proponent of reason; therein lay
his strength. But he was not a Rationalist of Platonic stripe. That is to say,
Hutcheson’s thinking, at least on Maclntyre’s interpretation, did not appeal
to an abstract conception of universal Reason, but drew upon a theological
and philosophical tradition of inquiry whose strength lay in its ability to
recognize challenges both from within and from beyond its own concep-
tions. It could thus seek, not merely to address them, but to answer them
by drawing upon its own resources. This gave it a certain resilience. But
more significantly, it allowed it to deploy reason in the service of personal
and social formation.

It is this notion of a tradition that comes to be of central importance,
not only to this particular episode in the history of ideas, but to MacIntyre’s
whole project. Tradition is a subject that figures ever more prominently in
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the succeeding volumes of MacIntyre’s work, and especially in Three Rival
Versions of Moral Enquiry.

Once again, there are reasons to doubt the historical accuracy of this
portrayal of Hutcheson. Wokler, for one, questions its veracity.

Hutcheson was to take up his appointment not as a conservative adherent
of a Scottish tradition of higher education but as a critically vigorously
critical reformer. His widely attested popularity as a lecturer in Glasgow,
partly due to his casual style of delivery in English rather than by way of
Latin readings, was even more attributable to the zealotry of his preaching
a joyously uplifting moral philosophy in accordance with benign nature
and providence, that contrasted with the gloomy precepts around original
sin of Augustinian Scholasticism. The Scottish theological tradition which
Maclntyre claims Hutcheson affirmed was actually rejected by him. (Wokler
1994, p. 119)

Perhaps, though, there is a deeper story to be told than Wokler here
allows, and certainly the context MacIntyre supplies for his interpreta-
tion of Hutcheson suggests one. We should not single out Augustinian
Scholasticism as the sole or even dominant element in the Scottish intellec-
tual tradition. There were other influential strands. It is at this point that
there is occasion to return to Stair’s Institutions of the Law of Scotland (1681).
Maclntyre draws a contrast between the Institutions and the Commentaries
on the Laws of England (1765) by William Blackstone. Though the second
appeared considerably later than the first, the comparison provides the vital
clue to understanding the later conflict between Hutcheson and Hume.

What Stair’s Instirutions provided was a comprehensive statement of the na-
ture of justice, of law, and of rational and right conduct, which articulated
the presuppositions of what were to be distinctively Scottish attitudes. No
one in the Scottish eighteenth century could engage with these topics with-
out in one way or another confronting Stair’s theoretical and conceptual
scheme, a scheme which expressed in terms of the law of Scotland not only
the legal but the key theological and philosophical doctrines concerning
justice, law, and rational and right conduct. (Whose Fustice?, pp. 226-227)

Itis instructive to contrast Stair’s method of argument with that which was to
be followed a good deal later in England by Sir William Blackstone. . .. [I]n
in the early sections of the Commentaries . . . Blackstone begins by writing as
if he too is going to deduce the first principles of the law from theological or
metaphysical doctrine. But he at once declares such an appeal redundant by
declaring of God that “he has been pleased so to contrive the constitution
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and frame of humanity, that should we want no other prompter to inquire
after and pursue the rule of right, but only our own self-love, that universal
principle of action . . . he has not perplexed the law of nature with a multitude
of abstracted rules and precepts ... but has graciously reduced the rule of
obedience to this one paternal precept ‘that man should pursue his own true
and substantial happiness.”” (Whose Fustice?, pp. 228-229)

The contrast is plain. Whereas Stair seeks a metaphysical basis to law,
rooted in the apprehension of fundamental principles, Blackstone finds a
basis for law in the need to coordinate the pursuit of individual desires
(the same sort of picture we find in Hobbes, of course). As a result, these
alternative conceptions of law both reflect and to a degree strengthen the
well-known differences between English and Scots law. While the former
is in a sense empirical, since everything turns on case law and precedent, the
latter is a descendent of Roman or civilian law, in which cases are decided
according to principle and precept.

"This difference exists beyond the level of legal theory: it reflects a wider
philosophical difference about the relation between reason and passion
with respect to action and deliberation. Moreover, it is one that receives
explicit expression in the philosophical debates of the Scottish Enlight-
enment. Whereas Hume, of the Blackstone Anglicizing tendency, asserts
that “morality is more properly felt than judged of” (Tieatise 111, Pt.1, §ii),
Thomas Reid, the true inheritor of Hutcheson and the Scottish tradition of
philosophy, argues precisely the opposite, that “the excercise of my moral
faculty . .. are acts of judgement, and not feeling” (Essays on the Active Powers
V, VID).

In short, Hutcheson, in the spirit of Stair, retains a sense that the role
of moral philosophy (and hence social theory) is to discover, or perhaps
disclose, rational principles that will form and guide desire. Hume, in the
spirit of Blackstone, sees the task of moral philosophy as that of recording
the operation of the passions, and correspondingly, his political and social
thought is of an instrumental (ultimately utilitarian) kind that accommo-
dates rather than influences the passions.

By Maclntyre’s account the difference is of huge significance, and ush-
ers in, eventually, the emotivist impoverishment of moral language and
thought. If this is indeed an impoverishment, how are we to recover the
ground we have lost? The answer cannot lie with the Enlightenment Project
of universal reason, a project which had to fail. Rather we must articulate,
recapture, and revitalize the idea of an intellectual tradition that Hutcheson
deployed. And here we find a third version of the integration of history and
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philosophy that is a recurrent theme in Maclntyre’s work with which this
chapter is concerned.

3. THE IDEA OF AN INTELLECTUAL TRADITION

Itis in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry that the idea of an intellectual
tradition comes to greatest prominence. The rival versions of inquiry con-
trasted are those of the encyclopaedist, the genealogist, and the traditional-
ist. The first of these is that of the Enlightenment project, still alive and (so
to speak) well in the nineteenth century. This conception of rational inquiry
understands the pursuit of truth and the acquisition of knowledge according
to the model of compiling an encyclopaedia. It is the conception — embod-
ied, in fact, in the Encyclopaedia Britannica — that the pursuit of understanding
consists in the timeless, yet progressive accumulation of information. By the
consistent application of methods of a sort that must commend themselves
to any rational inquirer, humankind has gradually amassed more and more
of the truth. Science is unified; its aim and purpose is the steady expansion
of knowledge. The picture is something like the regular amassing of coins
in a treasury. We are better off the more we have.

The dysanalogy, of course, is that we are not told what to spend them
on. What is the point of knowledge acquisition? In this encyclopaedist con-
ception, science and understanding are on a par with the filling of the train
spotter’s notebook. What is missing is context, a context of aim and purpose.
In short, the encyclopaedist’s conception is ahistorical.

By contrast, the genealogical conception (Maclntyre takes Nietzsche
as its representative protagonist) is acutely aware of historical context, and
sees the timeless accumulation of truth as an impossible ideal. Truth and
understanding are relative to historical period and social purpose. But pre-
cisely because he sets scientific endeavor so firmly in the sphere of social
life, the genealogist comes to see intellectual endeavor as an exercise of
power in defense of interests; its self-professed character as the impartial
pursuit of knowledge is a mask, nothing better, in fact, than an amalgam of
distortion and illusion that moral thinkers, such as Nietzsche, can at best
work to dispel. The genealogist, in other words, subordinates philosophy in
history. Because he sees, rightly, that total historical detachment, or radical
universalism, is impossible, he swings violently in the opposite direction
and concludes that every thought and idea is the creature, and hence the
instrument, of its time, to be used or abused in the power struggles of social
and political history.
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Whereas the encyclopaedist is unrealistically ahistorical, the genealo-
gist is an historical relativist. In contrast to both positions there is a third
possibility to be described — that of the traditionalist. Traditionalists — those
who self-consciously work within an historical tradition of inquiry — see the
pursuit of understanding as a matter not merely of acquiring items of knowl-
edge but of pursuing intellectual questions and problems that they have not
invented but inherited. This notion of intellectual inheritance raises the in-
dividual inquirer above the peculiarities of his or her own time, but without
removing the whole enterprise into the impossible realm of the timeless. It
thus implies that “science,” broadly conceived, requires membership in a
tradition — a movement of thought from and through history. Accordingly,
acceptance of this inheritance implies that a large part of the pursuit of
understanding is exploration of coherent self-understanding, discovering
what we know by grasping who we are.

For the genealogist there is no truth as traditional epistemology under-
stands it; for the encyclopaedist truth is external to the method of inquiry.
On both conceptions itis possible to specify the end of intellectual endeavor
independently of its methods, and possible therefore to ask, irrespective
of the content of those ends, whether the methods are effective. Hume’s
Anglicizing tendency, following the generalized model of Blackstone’s ap-
proach to the law, understands the end to be set by passion and desire, and
accordingly the efficacy of the method to be determined by preference sat-
isfaction. Hence the resultant emotivism, and the subservience of reason
to desire; what point could reason have other than to be the slave of the
passions?

Maclntyre has, let us agree, made the inadequacy of this position plain.
But in addition there is something positive to be said for the traditionalist
account that he wishes to endorse in its place: it simply is more accurate
with respect to the realities of intellectual endeavour. In doing philosophy
or science we do not, as a matter of fact, invent the problems or questions we
address. On the contrary, we learn what they are, just as we learn proposed
solutions to them. Those who fail to do so, who simply open the encyclopae-
dia, have neither point nor purpose to guide them, and thus no guard against
the wild and fanciful use of the facts they come to possess. They are deluded
into supposing that they, uniquely and for the first time, might uncover the
“key to all mythologies” (the fruitless pursuit of Mr. Casaubon in George
Eliot’s Middlemarch). On the other hand, it seems perverse to insist, as the
genealogist does, that there is really no such thing as inquiry at all, and
that those who think there is are the perpetual victims of self-deception



MacIntyre on History and Philosophy 29

and/or manipulation by others. A more accurate description seems to be
that, though inquiry cannot “leap over Rhodes” (to quote Hegel), nor is it
irrevocably at the mercy of contemporaneous powers and passions.

But if for these reasons we do adopt the traditionalist point of view,
then ends and means cannot be specified independently in the way the
Humean encyclopaedist required because those things we might identify as
the means of achieving the ends at which the tradition aims are necessarily
embedded in states of character which are themselves constitutive of the
ends — states of character that a large part of education exists to create.
Whereas the Humean deliberator, believing that reason is the slave of the
passions, asks of the educator “tell me what I want to know,” the proper
request is “improve my understanding,” tell me, in other words, what 1
ought to want to know.

Accordingly, intelligent inquirers seek, pace the genealogist, to pass be-
yond the immediate and the ephemeral, but they do not expect thereby to
be offered (as the encyclopaedist offers them) an accumulation of “facts”
with which to fill up the vacuity of their minds, or a set of algorithms by
which they may generate more mind-filling facts for themselves. Rather,
they seek guidance on how to think, and what to think about. What this
implies is that the central source of legitimation and justification in a tradi-
tion of inquiry is neither the end result — truth — nor principles of inquiry —
Cartesian-type rules for the direction of the mind — but the authoritative
practitioner, the one who has mastered the tradition.

So far we have been concerned with intellectual inquiry and with rival
conceptions of it. The central point to grasp, however, is that intellectual
inquiry is a practice, and the same possibilities of conception, and the same
points for and against them, can be made with respect to all human practices.
In Three Rival Versions MacIntyre describes the character of the authoritative
practitioner in a way that includes, but is not restricted to, the person who
is a master of philosophy or science.

The authority of a master is both more and other than a matter of exem-
plifying the best standards so far. It is also and most importantly a matter
of knowing how to go further and especially how to direct others towards
going further, using what can be learned from the tradition afforded by the
past to move towards the zeos of fully perfected work. It is thus in knowing
how to link past and future that those with authority are able to draw upon
tradition, to interpret and reinterpret it, so that its directedness towards the
telos of that particular craft becomes apparent in new and characteristically
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unexpected ways. And it is the ability to teach others how to learn this type
of knowing how that the power of the master within the community of a
craft is legitimated as rational authority. (Three Rival Versions, pp. 65-66)

History is concerned with what has been. Philosophy is a normative inquiry,
concerned with what, rationally, we ought to think and believe. It is now
possible to see how, on this third account of the connection, tradition fuses
historical understanding and normative judgment.

Because at any particular moment the rationality of a craft is justified by
its history so far, which has made it what it is in that specific time, place,
and set of historical circumstances, such rationality is inseparable from the
tradition through which it was achieved. To share in the rationality of a craft
requires sharing in the contingencies of its history, understanding its story
as one’s own, and finding a place for oneself as a character in the enacted
dramatic narrative which is that story so far. (Three Rival Versions, p. 65)

If we apply this line of thought to moral reasoning, we can readily
see how different it looks once we begin to think in terms of tradition.
Determining the right course of action will not now be a matter of applying
abstract principles of practical rationality (Descartes or Kant), or estimating
likely consequences for happiness (Bentham or Mill), or exposing the forces
which, while masquerading as deliverances of truth and rationality, are really
devices to suppress the exercise of individual will (Nietzsche or Foucault).
Rather, practical reason will be a matter of relying upon the judgments of
those well versed in the moral traditions of specific times and places, and
by emulation coming to be able to make judgments in our turn. We are
accustomed to defining the morally good agent as one who performs right
actions; on this way of thinking, the morally right act is to be defined as
that which would be performed by the good agent.

The Aristotelian character of this line of thought is evident. Yet
Maclntyre has expressly denied that his aim is to restore a “morality of
the virtues” in preference to a “morality of rules.” The difference is to be
found in the last sentence of the passage just quoted, for his account goes
beyond Aristotelianism precisely in its appeal to history. The master of a
tradition, including a tradition of rational moral inquiry, must find a place
“as a character in the enacted dramatic narrative which is that story so far.”
"To do so, obviously, requires a knowledge of what that story is, in short a
knowledge of history.

If this third account of the fusion of history and philosophy is to succeed
two conditions need to be met. First, understanding must be essentially
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historical. Second, with respect to philosophy (and moral philosophy in
particular), this historicity must not jeopardize its normative character. Can
these conditions be secured?

Satisfying the first of them would appear problematic. It seems to be
the case that participation in a tradition could be wholly lacking in his-
torical consciousness. Future craftsmen must be inducted into the craft by
a master, and thereby have their judgments informed by previous (which
is to say historical) experience reflected upon. But why must the form of
this reflection be itself expressly historical? The origins of the craft, or of
a specific project, the names and contribution of predecessors, and indeed
the historical development of the craft itself could be quite unknown to a
contemporary master. He or she is required only to be imbued with the
tradition, not to be able to articulate its history. Arguably, this was precisely
the case with the engineers, architects, and stonemasons who contributed to
the building of the great Gothic cathedrals of Europe. They were masters
of a craft engaged in an inherited project with its special zelos, one which
they in their turn sought to bring to fulfillment and perfection. But it seems
reasonable to suppose that they did so without any formulable knowledge
or understanding of the past. In a few cases their originating predecessors
are identifiable (Canterbury), but not necessarily known to them. If not,
were their endeavors any the less consequential?

It is open to Maclntyre to reply, I think, that whatever may be true
of other practices, such ahistorical understanding of a moral tradition or
a tradition of inquiry is impossible, since these crucially employ concepts,
and the use of concepts implies conscious reflection upon a cultural reality
and historical legacy, chiefly that of one’s language.

Every tradition is embodied in some particular set of utterances and actions
and thereby in all the particularities of some specific language and culture.
The invention, elaboration, and modification of the concepts through which
both those who found and those who inherit a tradition understand it are
inescapably concepts which have been framed in one language rather than
another. . ..

The conception of language presupposed in saying this is that of a
language as it is used in and by a particular community living at a particular
time and place with particular shared beliefs, institutions and practices.
(Whose fustice?, pp. 371-373)

It is this view of language that lies at the heart of Maclntyre’s criti-
cism not only of emotivist theories of ethics but of the ahistorical semantics
that has dominated philosophy in general, and philosophy of language in
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particular, over the last few decades. To understand language is to under-
stand # language in a sociohistorical context. Each tradition of inquiry must
employ such a language and hence this context is a condition of the tra-
dition’s existence. For this reason the understanding of that tradition, by
practitioners themselves as much as by inquirers from other traditions, has
to be reflectively historical.

I still think there is a difficulty here. It is true that some practices
can be inarticulate in a way that others cannot. Nevertheless, while the
understanding of language that ordinary language speakers have is indeed
an understanding of a specific language, socially embedded and with its
own history, this does not mean that that understanding is itself historical.
I should say, in fact, that it only very rarely is. In other words, speakers of a
language successfully use concepts with a history, but they do not generally,
and do not need to, know that history. In the absence of such knowledge,
their mastery of the concepts seems largely unaffected.

Of course, itis plausible to hold that the position is different with respect
to the philosophical use of that language, which must be reflective in ways
that other uses are not. However, to respond in this way to the difficulty
that I think I detect is simply to raise another. It seems that there can be a
philosophical use of language that is not historically informed. Indeed that
is the very point upon which Maclntyre criticizes emotivism, and contem-
porary analytical philosophy of language more broadly; these are engage-
ments in philosophy, after all, whatever else is to be said about (or against)
them.

Now someone persuaded of the story so far is unlikely to be persuaded
to the contrary by this reference to the mere possibility of an ahistorical
philosophical use of and reflection upon language. Such a reference does
not seem persuasive precisely because the whole point is that it is inadequate.
"This removes the discussion to another level. I remarked that philosophy is
essentially normative, and that any fusion with history (of the sort at which
Maclntyre aims) must preserve this normativity. To declare emotivism in-
adequate is to make a normative philosophical judgment. How does the
appeal to history sustain or underwrite it?

The answer given by this third strand in Maclntyre’s project is plain:
normative philosophical judgments must themselves be rooted in, and de-
rived from, a tradition of inquiry that has its own history. The question then
becomes: which tradition of inquiry are we to draw upon in making these
judgments?

Can there be more than one tradition of inquiry? The answer seems
evident, of course there can. Moreover, the liberal/emotivist conception,
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and with it the encyclopaedist, is just one such tradition. To appeal to it,
therefore, would seem to endorse the position Maclntyre declares to be
inadequate. If its inadequacy is to be revealed, accordingly it must be some
other tradition that is appealed to, and evidently Maclntyre means this to
be the neo-Thomist one. But the attempt to do so raises an even more
important difficulty. Can a different, more subtle form of relativism be
avoided, one in which emotivism is inadequate relative only to one tradition
of inquiry?

This is a question John Haldane expressly raised in his essay
“Maclntyre’s Thomist Revival: What Next?” In a section of the essay signif-
icantly entitled “Suspicions of Relativism,” Haldane quotes the following
passage from Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?.

[W]e must first return to the situation of the person to whom, after all, this
book is primarily addressed, someone who, not as yet having given their
allegiance to some coherent tradition of enquiry, is besieged by disputes
over what is just and about how it is reasonable to act, both at the level
of particular immediate issues . .. and at the level at which rival systematic
tradition-informed conceptions contend. (Whose Fustice?, p. 393)

Haldane then comments:

[I]t is worth dwelling on the situation envisaged in the quoted passage.
Here we are to imagine someone who has not yet subscribed to ‘a coherent
tradition of enquiry’. That immediately raises the question of how such
a person can choose between rival suitors for his or her mind and con-
science. It would seem that his or her choice must be rooted in reason or
else be non-rational. But the former is excluded if rational norms are only
available to a participant within a coherent tradition, for, ex hypothesi, the
addressee is a complete outsider.... We are prohibited from saying that
the rootless addressee can choose on the basis of transcendent norms of
practical reason, so that excludes a realist resolution. This returns us to the
thought that all choosing is from within a tradition, but if so there is noth-
ing that is to be said by or to such a person, and  fortiori he cannot make a
rational choice. (Haldane 1994, pp. 96-97)

In Three Rival Versions MacIntyre expounds and defends the superiority
of the Thomist tradition of inquiry, but if Haldane is right this will not
help. To those within it, of course, it comes up with the right answers.
To those whose allegiance lies with some other tradition, its answers will
be deemed to be mistaken. But to anyone who stands outside these, and
outside any such tradition, the answers will be rationally unassessable, even
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unintelligible perhaps. Haldane is unduly modest in entitling this section
of his essay “Suspicions of Relativism”; it seems, rather, that he has shown
Maclntyre to be a relativist.

Now it needs to be observed that MacIntyre anticipates this criticism
in Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?, where he writes as follows:

Itis not... that competing traditions do not share some standards. All the
traditions with which we have been concerned agree in according a certain
authority to logic both in their theory and in their practice. Were it not so
their adherents would be unable to disagree in the way that they do. But
that upon which they agree is insufficient to resolve those disagreements. It
may therefore seem to be the case that we are confronted with the rival and
competing claims of a number of traditions to our allegiance in respect of our
understanding of practical rationality and justice, among which we can have
no good reason to decide in favor of any one rather than of the others. . ..

Argument along these lines has been adduced in support of a conclusion
that if the only available standards of rationality are those made available
by and within traditions, then no issue between contending traditions is
rationally decidable. To assert or to conclude this rather than that can be
rational relative to the standards of some particular tradition, but not ra-
tional as such. There can be no rationality as such. ... Let us call this the
relativist challenge. (Whose Fustice?, pp. 351-352)

In the same place Maclntyre outlines a response to this challenge, one
which he elaborates at greater length elsewhere (Maclntyre 1994c). Its
basic thrust is that inter-traditional conflicts can in a sense be transcended.
"This transcendence is not Hegelian — one that, instead of seeing traditions
of inquiry as having distinct and distinguishing histories regards them
as moments in the unfolding of human understanding across time, such
that earlier ones are aufgeboben or taken up in those that succeed them,
only to be aufgehoben by others in their turn. Though this picture fits
Maclntyre’s account of the emergence of Thomism rather well (for by
his account Thomism takes up the rival traditions of Augustinianism and
Aristotelianism in a way that produces a new synthesis), here, it seems,
the process stops. The resultant Thomism not only stands in opposition
to the tradition generated by the Enlightenment Project, as it should in
accordance with the Hegelian dialectic, but it does so in perpetuity. In
any case, Maclntyre has expressly said (in a reply to critics) that he is
“irremediably anti-Hegelian in rejecting the notion of an absolute stand-
point, independent of the particularity of all traditions” (MacIntyre 1994,
p. 295).
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If we cannot transcend differences between traditions by employing an
Hegelian-type absolute standpoint, an alternative would be to find some
hitherto undiscovered common ground. Arguably this is what Rawls at-
tempts with his concept of an “overlapping consensus” (Rawls 1993, p. 39).
Itis also the strategy invoked by ethologists and sociobiologists, whose the-
orizing may reasonably be interpreted as modern versions of Aristotelian
naturalism. The conflict between traditions, and the place of the inquirer
innocent of traditional loyalties (around whose possibility Haldane raises
his objection), is to be explained in terms of an underlying common nature
that all human beings share in virtue of their evolved animality and the
condition in which they find themselves.

Once again, though, this appears not to be the line Maclntyre wishes
to take. In a 1994 essay (Maclntyre 1994c) he argues that all traditions
of inquiry are committed to an assertion-transcendent concept of truth,
committed to holding that “the account of morality which they give does
not itself, at least in its central contentions, suffer from the limitations,
partialities and one-sidedness of a merely local point of view” (MaclIntyre
1994c¢, p. 12) and that this shared commitment implies further that

if the scheme and mode of justification to which ... appeal [is made] to
support [an] account of the moral life were to turn out to be . .. incapable
of providing the resources for exhibiting its argumentative superiority . ..
then it must be capable of being replaced by some scheme and mode of
justification which does possess the resources both for providing adequate
rational support for [its] account and for exhibiting its rational superiority
to any scheme and mode of justification which supports conclusions incom-
patible with central theses of that account. For otherwise no claim to truth
could be sustained. (Maclntyre 1994c, p. 12; emphasis in original)

In other words, rational superiority is to be found in the circumstances
in which one tradition explains the persistent difficulties encountered by
another better than the other can itself, and in ways that the adherents
of the less successful tradition can recognize. Applied to moral thinking,
this means that if natural law theory (for example) can explain why social
contract theory encounters the problems it does better than social contract
theory does, but in terms intelligible to social contract theorists, then it can
be declared rationally superior.

The example of natural law versus social contract is mine, since
Maclntyre replies to the relativist challenge in exclusively general terms.
Yet to make good the abstract claim and produce some result with respect
to the real clash of actual traditions, specific cases have to be explored.
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Somewhat curiously, it seems to me, when Maclntyre turns (in his most
recent book) to address substantial moral issues, he appears to adopt the
second — naturalistic — strategy rather than the third I have just been de-
scribing. Though, as I observed, Maclntyre earlier expressly denied that his
aim was to restore a “morality of the virtues” in preference to a “morality
of rules,” this appears to be precisely the line he takes in Dependent Rational
Animals, in which he revives an Aristotelian conception that s entirely silent
on any historical dimension and that takes its cue from the vulnerability and
dependence that is the mark of human existence per se.

What s very striking about this new work is the difference in orientation
from the three books with which this chapter has been concerned up to this
point. Even earlier than After Virtue, in fact, in A Short History of Etbics, the
book with which I began, Maclntyre stressed not merely the important, but
the crucial role of history to any adequate moral philosophy. In this new
book, by contrast, there is no discernible historical dimension. The account
he gives us of human nature and the human condition aims to undergird
moral philosophy. Indeed his main question is precisely this:

[W]hat difference to moral philosophy would it make, if we were to treat
the facts of vulnerability and affliction and the related facts of dependence
as central to the human condition? (Dependent Rational Animals, p. 4)

The resulting picture, which, we might usefully observe, derives not from
historical but from ethological investigation, seems remarkably static, and
in fact wholly lacking in the spirit that declared history to be essential to
moral understanding. For my own part I concur with the suggestion (in
Dependent Rational Animals) that human beings should be regarded as hav-
ing a (broadly speaking) biological nature, and that the human condition is
one of vulnerability. So much we share with other animals. But an impor-
tant point of difference, which is stressed in the trilogy with which I have
been chiefly concerned, seems to be this: Human beings have a history;
other animals do not. How does the conception of an adequate basis for
moral philosophy advanced in this book cohere with the strongly historical
conception advanced in After Virtue, Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?, and
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry?
Maclntyre has replied to this question (in correspondence) by saying:

We need to distinguish philosophical work within a tradition that takes
the context supplied by that tradition more or less for granted from work
that appeals explicitly to the narrative history in which it is embedded or
work that defends one tradition and argues for its rational superiority to
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some rival. It is just the same in the natural sciences. Someone at work in
quantum mechanics now is able to work ahistorically, presupposing but not
making explicit the historical background in Bohr’s model of the atom and
the stages through which that came to be rejected.

In short, the historical dimension is in some sense metaethical, just as the
history of science is meta-scientific. It is not easy to say, though, whether
this distinction can really be maintained consistently with at least one of the
important assertions with which the historical exploration of philosophical
issues began — that “moral concepts change as social life changes.” As it
seems to me, it is much more plausible to make this claim with respect to
the concepts of justice and honor (for instance) than with the concepts of
vulnerability and dependence that are invoked in Dependent Rational An-
imals. No doubt these concepts have a history, but their moral relevance
derives not from this history but from a biological nature that human beings
share. And insofar as disputed ethical questions can be resolved by the care-
ful delineation and deployment of such concepts, to this extent, it seems,
we may disregard the interconnection of philosophy and history that has
been so central a part of Maclntyre’s enterprise.



2 Tradition in the Recent Work of
Alasdair MacIntyre

JEAN PORTER

In After Virtue, Alasdair Maclntyre develops a narrative of late modernity in
which Enlightenment liberalism, attempting to construct a philosophy and
a society on the basis of nonteleological reason, falls into intellectual and
especially moral incoherence. The unhappy fate of the modern liberal, left
with only therapists for comfort and bureaucrats for security, is contrasted
with the happier situation of someone who aspires to a life of virtue in the
Aristotelian sense.! Yet it is not clear that this is an option today, given
that classical and medieval versions of Aristotelian virtue ethics rest on a
“metaphysical biology” which is no longer tenable (Afier Virtue, p. 162).
Maclntyre accordingly offers a reformulation of Aristotelian virtue ethics
in which participation in a tradition plays a role analogous to that played
by Aristotle’s metaphysical biology — that is to say, it gives a wider purpose
and meaning to the narrative that unifies the individual life.

The idea of a tradition continues to play a central role in MacIntyre’s
works. In Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? he develops a theory of ra-
tionality as tradition-guided inquiry, which he offers as an alternative to
the untenable options of Enlightenment foundationalism on the one hand,
and postmodern versions of perspectivism and relativism on the other
hand. The project of Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? is further devel-
oped in MacIntyre’s Gifford Lectures, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry:
Encyclopaedia, Genealogy and Tradition, in which tradition, as exemplified by
the work of Augustine and Aquinas, is defended over and against its other
two rivals.

Clearly, any study of Maclntyre’s thought must take account of the
central place that he gives to the concept of tradition. Yet this task is com-
plicated by the fact that, even though Maclntyre discusses tradition exten-
sively, he never defines the term (so far as I have been able to determine),
nor does he situate his account of tradition in the context of other recent
discussions.” Moreover, as we would expect, MacIntyre’s understanding of
tradition evolves over the near decade that elapses between the first edi-
tion of After Virtue and the publication of his Gifford lectures. In each of
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the three major books that have defined Maclntyre’s mature philosophi-
cal program, we find a somewhat different account of what a tradition is.
Especially in his later works, MacIntyre moves between a wider concept
of tradition as an overall social and moral orientation, and a more limited
concept of a tradition as a focused scientific or moral inquiry. Nonetheless,
we can arrive at an understanding of MaclIntyre’s account of tradition by
attending to the ways in which he uses this idea in developing his overall
account of rationality and morality, and that is the strategy that I will follow
in this chapter.

1. AFTER VIRTUE: TRADITION AS THE CONTEXT FOR VIRTUE

After Virtue is essentially a critical book. Maclntyre’s aim is first to develop a
diagnosis of what he sees as the malaise of contemporary modern thought,
and second to provide a sketch of what a suitably reformulated Aristotelian
alternative might look like. This point should be emphasized at the outset,
because it reminds us that After Virtue is meant to set out a program for
future works. As such, it provides a key to understanding what comes after it,
even though, as we will see, MacIntyre modifies his program in significant
ways as he develops it. Even more important, it reminds us of a point
on which Maclntyre himself insists, namely, the tentative character and
incompleteness of the account of virtue that he develops in the last third of
the book (After Virtue, p. 271).

Maclntyre’s analysis of the failures of modernity is perhaps the best-
known aspect of his work, and only a brief summary is necessary here.’ In
his view we are in the midst of a catastrophic situation, and all the more
catastrophic because only a few persons are even aware of it. We have lost
the unifying frameworks that are necessary for any coherent moral dis-
course; what we have instead are fragments from earlier discourses, which
no longer make sense now that they have been wrenched out of their con-
texts, and which can serve only as vehicles for the expression of emotions or
as obscuring ideologies for the assertion of power. (That is why, in his view,
moral philosophers earlier in the century were so prone to emotivist theo-
ries of ethics, and why our contemporaries are so given to the assertion of
autonomy through the language of rights (After Virtue, pp. 6-22, 66-70.))
In this respect, our situation contrasts unfavorably with that of antiquity
or the middle ages, when moral discourse was given coherence through
ideals of virtue, which were complemented through reflection on the rules
necessary to sustain a moral community. At this point, MacIntyre considers
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Aristotle to be the moral thinker par excellence; yet (as noted above) he also
claims that Aristotle’s account of virtue cannot be appropriated as it stands,
because it depends on a kind of metaphysical biology that is no longer
tenable. Nonetheless, Aristotle speaks from within a wider tradition of re-
flection on the virtues held together by a core conception of what a virtue
is, and Maclntyre does believe that this core conception can be cogently
reformulated for our own time (After Virtue, p. 186). These convictions
set the agenda for the last part of After Virtue: Maclntyre attempts to set
forth the key elements of this concept of virtue, and to sketch out what a
contemporary reformulation of that concept might look like.

As Maclntyre understands it, the core conception of the virtues that
unifies the tradition of virtue ethics with which he is concerned is built up
in three stages:

For there are no less than three stages in the logical development of the
concept which have to be identified in order, if the core conception of a
virtue is to be understood, and each of these stages has its own conceptual
background. The first stage requires a background of what I shall call a
practice, the second an account of what I have already characterized as the
narrative order of a single human life and the third an account a good deal
fuller than I have given up to now of what constitutes a moral tradition. Each
later stage presupposes the earlier, but not vice versa. Each earlier stage is
both modified by and reinterpreted in the light of, but also provides an
essential constituent of each later stage. The progress in the development
of the concept is closely related to, although it does not recapitulate in any
straightforward way, the history of the tradition of which it forms the core.
(After Virtue, pp. 186-187)*

Maclntyre goes on to define a practice as follows:

By a ‘practice’  am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially
established cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that
form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve those stan-
dards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that
form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence,
and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically
extended. (After Virtue, p. 87)

Hence, what characterizes a practice, in contrast to a skill or technique,
is its orientation toward intrinsic goods that can be attained only through
the practice itself, and that require both skill and sensitivity to the aims of
the practice in order to be realized. Practices may be found across a wide
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range of human activities, including skilled games such as football or chess,
complex skills such as architecture or farming, intellectual and scientific in-
quiries, and artistic activities such as painting or music (all these examples
are Maclntyre’s own; see After Virtue, pp. 187-188). MacIntyre does not
claim that practices necessarily have intrinsic moral value, or that the attain-
ment of proficiency in any of them is tantamount to moral virtue. Nonethe-
less, practices are significant because they exemplify forms of activity that
are good in themselves, without reference to any further aims toward which
they might be directed. In order to attain proficiency in a practice, some-
one must value, and progressively attain, two kinds of qualities, namely,
the goods internal to the practice itself (understood with reference to the
individual as a kind of proficiency in, or a sympathetic understanding of,
the internal goods in question), and qualities that are essential to any sort
of cooperative activity.

Nonetheless, the practices are not themselves virtues, nor are the quali-
ties that they generate in their practitioners necessarily virtues. In respond-
ing to misunderstandings on this point generated by the first edition of the
book, Maclntyre carefully notes that a quality cannot be considered to be
a virtue unless it meets the conditions specified in two further stages (After
Virtue, p. 275). Practices provide a conception of a kind of good which is
intrinsic and not merely instrumental, but the qualities intrinsic to one prac-
tice may be useless or even harmful in other contexts (although Maclntyre
hesitates to admit that a practice might be evil in itself), and as such, they
cannot be considered to be virtues.

In order to move toward a conception of virtue, we must move to the
next stage of development, namely, a conception of a human life as a unified
whole (After Virtue, p. 205). Maclntyre develops this conception through
a reflection on the intelligibility of human actions, which on his view pre-
suppose that actions are embedded in an ongoing narrative that gives them
meaning and point (After Virtue, pp. 207-15). This in turn implies that our
lives as a whole are held together by a narrative unity, which is central to the
identity of the subject and forms the precondition for responsibility for one’s
pastactions (After Virtue, pp. 216-218). At the same time, the narrative unity
of an individual life is teleological; it presupposes the possibility of evaluat-
ing a human life, in terms of its success or failure, as a life well lived or a life
perverted, frustrated, or wasted. This, in turn, presupposes that human lives
are oriented toward a good that transcends the individual, and at this point
we move to the last stage in the development of the concept of a virtue.

For Aristotle, the ideal of human flourishing provides the orienting
good toward which we strive, and provides unity to our individual lives.
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At this stage in the development of his thought, however, Maclntyre does
not consider this to be a defensible solution today. Nonetheless, he believes
that in order for a human life to find the purpose necessary for its successful
unification, the individual must be oriented toward a good transcending
the individual. For us, this will take the form of a “narrative quest” for
the good rather than a predetermined aim to be achieved (After Virtue,
p- 219). This will necessarily be a communal quest, and as such it will
require both devotion to a certain kind of good, and the attainment of
qualities necessary to sustain life in community (After Virtue, pp. 219-221).
The communal nature of the quest for the good, in turn, implies that it
has a history extending beyond the life of the individual. It is the historical
character of the quest for the good that situates it within a tradition: “I
find myself part of a history and that is generally to say, whether I like it or
not, whether I recognize it or not, one of the bearers of a tradition” (After
Virtue, p. 221). It would be misleading to assume that this tradition will
necessarily be fixed, or even clearly definable. On the contrary, MacIntyre
insists on the open-ended character of traditions and on the fact that they
derive their unity from an orientation toward goods which are contested
within the tradition itself. He insists that debate is necessary to the life of
an ongoing tradition: “A living tradition then is an historically extended,
socially embodied argument, and an argument precisely in part about the
goods which constitute that tradition” (After Virtue, p. 222).° Correlatively,
“when a tradition becomes Burkean [that is to say, fixed and static], it is
always dying or dead” (After Virtue, p. 222).

Hence, traditions provide the necessary final stage for developing the
concept of a virtue because they comprise communities of inquiry that
require virtues for their continued existence:

The virtues find their point and purpose not only in sustaining those re-
lationships necessary if the variety of goods internal to practices are to be
achieved and not only in sustaining the form of an individual life in which
that individual may seek out his or her good as the good of his or her whole
life, but also in sustaining those traditions which provide both practices and
individual lives with their necessary historical context. (After Virtue, p. 223)

These virtues will include (but will not be limited to) qualities of judg-
ment and practical reason that enable the individual to discern how the
insights and commitments of a tradition might best be extended into the
future: “It is rather the case that an adequate sense of tradition manifests
itselfin a grasp of those future possibilities which the past has made available
to the present” (After Virtue, p. 223).
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It is not necessary for our purposes to review the criticisms of
Maclntyre’s account of virtue and tradition in After Virtue in greater detail
because, as he himself notes, this account is only a preliminary to a more
developed defense of a particular conception of moral rationality, which he
subsequently goes on to develop in his later works.® Any assessment of his
overall account of tradition must take his latter two books into account, es-
pecially since these latter works modify the account of tradition developed
in After Virtue in significant ways. At the same time, elements of this account
continue to inform Maclntyre’s later discussions of tradition. Although he
drops the claim that a tradition should be seen as a quest, he does retain
the sense that a tradition is centrally a kind of open-ended inquiry, rather
than offering something fixed and static. And even though he focuses in
Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? on the epistemic functions of traditions,
his development of the idea is still clearly governed by moral concerns,
which come to the fore once again in Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry.
Finally, and most importantly, he continues to draw on the idea of tradition
as a way of reformulating insights drawn from premodern authors into a
contemporary idiom.

Before moving on, we should also note that in one of his most recent
works Maclntyre repudiates one of the claims on which his development
of the idea of tradition in After Virtue rests. In Dependent Rational Animals,
he claims that he was mistaken to reject Aristotle’s “metaphysical biology”
as a basis for virtue (Dependent Rational Animals, p. x). Although he does
not want to endorse all the elements of Aristotle’s own view, he now asserts
that an adequate account of virtue must include some account of human
flourishing: “What it is for human beings to flourish does of course vary
from context to context, but in every context it is as someone exercises in a
relevant way the capacities of an independent practical reasoner that her or
his potentialities for flourishing in a specifically human way are developed”
(Dependent Rational Animals, p. 77). Itis perhaps significant that in this book,
the concept of tradition plays almost no role, in contrast to each of his other
major works following After Virtue.

2. WHOSE JUSTICE? WHICH RATIONALITY? RATIONALITY
AS TRADITION-GUIDED INQUIRY

Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? develops the critique of Enlightenment
liberalism first set forth in After Virtue, but unlike the earlier work, this
book is intended to set forth a constructive theory as well as a critique. As
its title suggests, the critique in this book takes its starting point from the
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claim that it is possible to establish universally valid standards of justice,
which can be recognized as such by any rational person (Whose Fustice?,
pp. 1-4; cf. the discussion of different conceptions of justice near the end
of After Virtue, pp. 244-55). Maclntyre attempts to show that this claim
is false through a close examination of conflicting ideals of justice that
emerged in three societies: ancient and classical Greece, medieval Europe,
and eighteenth-century Scotland and England. His argument in each case
is that the ideals dividing these societies were not such as could have been
resolved through rational argument within a neutral framework of shared
beliefs or principles, since in each case the conflicts were at least partly
grounded in incommensurable claims that shaped the ways in which the
interlocutors evaluated the relevantarguments and evidence (Whose Justice?,
p. 351; cf. pp. 4-7).

These conflicts among ideals of justice might seem to lead to an impasse,
and so long as we stay within the parameters of an Enlightenment ideal
of rationality, we will indeed find that they cannot be resolved. It should
be noted that Maclntyre does not deny that there are some standards of
rationality that can be applied in any social or cultural context— for example,
the fundamental laws of logic — but on his view these are not sufficient by
themselves to resolve the kinds of substantive conflicts that have emerged
in debates over competing ideals of justice. (On the universal validity of
the laws of logic and other similar rational principles, and their inadequacy,
see Whose Fustice?, pp. 4, 351.) As Maclntyre argues in more detail later in
the book, this situation has led to the emergence of contemporary forms
of skepticism about the possibility of establishing genuine truth claims or
developing rational arguments at all. But there is another alternative:

What the Enlightenment made us for the most part blind to and what we
now need to recover is, so I shall argue, a conception of rational enquiry
as embodied in a tradition, a conception according to which the standards
of rational justification themselves emerge from and are part of a history in
which they are vindicated by the way in which they transcend the limitations
of and provide remedies for the defects of their predecessors within the
history of that same tradition. (Whose Fustice?, p. 7)

The bulk of Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? is devoted to a remark-
ably rich and detailed history of three of the four traditions that Maclntyre
mentions (liberalism receives a less extended consideration). With respect
to the Aristotelian tradition of justice, he shows how it emerged out of the
limitations and inadequacies of the Homeric and Platonic views to emerge
as one of the strongest traditions available in the medieval period. The
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Augustinian tradition is similarly traced up to the point at which it comes
into conflict with the Aristotelian tradition in the Middle Ages. This con-
flict is successfully resolved through Aquinas’s synthesis of Augustinian and
Aristotelian commitments through a reinterpretation of each in the light
of the other. Finally, MacIntyre traces the development of another kind of
synthesis, namely, the distinctively Scottish synthesis of Calvinist and En-
lightenment perspectives that provided a genuine alternative to European
versions of the Enlightenment until it was undermined through David
Hume’s “Anglicizing subversion.” (This narrative comprises the bulk of
Whose Fustice?, pp. 12-348; the phrase “Anglicizing subversion” occurs on
p. 281

In the closing chapters of his book, Maclntyre turns to the development
of his constructive theory of rationality as tradition-guided inquiry. (The
basic theory is developed in chapter 18, “The Rationality of "Iraditions,”
Whose Fustice?, pp. 349-369.) Drawing on the narratives of traditions in
conflict developed in the first part of the book, he begins by rejecting what
he sees as the central claims of Enlightenment philosophy — the claim that
it is possible to arrive at a set of rational standards both universal in scope
and substantive enough to provide a basis for judging the beliefs and com-
mitments of particular intellectual traditions. On the contrary, he argues,
we are in the same situation as the ancient Greeks, medieval Europeans, or
eighteenth-century Scots and Englishmen in that we must deal with social
and intellectual traditions that are to some significant degree incommensu-
rable with one another. He does not claim that there can be no meaningful
communication at all between those who stand in incommensurable tradi-
tions. Rather, he claims that for those in such a situation there will be at
least some disagreements that cannot be resolved by appeals to mutually
agreeable standards of reasonableness and excellence because the disagree-
ments have to do, at least in part, with those very standards themselves
(Whose Fustice?, pp. 4, 351). Hence, Maclntyre contends, since we cannot
escape the necessity of arguing from within some tradition or other, we
must necessarily turn to the notion of a tradition to provide an alternative
framework for speculative as well as practical reasoning.

At the same time, however, Maclntyre also rejects two positions that
are so often presented as the inevitable consequences of Enlightenment
foundationalism:

[It might be said that] if the only available standards of rationality are those
made available by and within traditions, then no issue between contending
traditions is rationally decidable. ... There can be no rationality as such.
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Every set of standards, every tradition incorporating a set of standards,
has as much and as little claim to our allegiance as any other. Let us call
this the relativist challenge, as contrasted with a second type of challenge,
that which we may call the perspectivist. ... [TThe perspectivist challenge
puts in question the possibility of making truth claims from within any one

tradition. (Whose Fustice?, p.352)

In contrast, MacIntyre proposes a third alternative, which will allow for
strong realist claims for the rationality and truth of specific claims without
falling into some version of Enlightenment foundationalism. The plausi-
bility of both relativism and perspectivism derives from the fact that both
reflect the inversion of the Enlightenment ideal of a universally valid stan-
dard of rationality and truth. Since this cannot be attained (and Maclntyre
agrees that it cannot), the only alternative, it is said, is some form of rel-
ativism or perspectivism. On the contrary, MacIntyre responds, there is a
third alternative, the possibility that the development of traditions, both
internally and in relation to one another, can itself be considered to be a
genuinely rational process that, if it goes well, moves in the direction of an
ever-fuller grasp of reality (Whose Fustice?, pp. 353-354). He goes on to de-
velop this third alternative through an account of the rationality embedded
in the development of traditions.

The rationality of a tradition-constituted and tradition-constitutive enquiry
is in key and essential part a matter of the kind of progress which it makes
through a number of well-defined types of stage. Every such form of enquiry
begins in and from some condition of pure historical contingency, from
the beliefs, institutions and practices of some particular community which
constitute a given. (Whose Justice?, p. 354)’

Initially, these starting points are taken to be authoritative in such a way
as to be placed beyond question, or at least beyond systematic questioning.
Butmatters cannot rest there. As the bearers of this tradition continue to re-
flect on these canonical starting points, internal contradictions will become
apparent, divergences of interpretation will emerge, and new circumstances
will call into question the significance or the practicality of earlier norma-
tive commitments. If the tradition is to survive at all, these tensions must
be resolved and the tradition must be reformulated, to some degree at least,
in order to retain its relevance and application in changing circumstances.

At this point, a tradition has the resources to generate a concept of truth
as the adequation of mind to reality. If the bearers of a tradition succeed in
resolving its internal tensions and carrying it forward successfully, they will
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atsome point be in a position to compare the earlier stages of that tradition
with its later, more successful stages. But by what criterion will they judge
that these later stages are in fact more successful? Whatever the specifics
of the answer for a particular tradition, it will imply that the later stage of
an ongoing tradition is more adequate because it is in better accord with
the realities toward which it is directed. To be more exact, the tradition in
its later stages will provide a more adequate framework within which to
attain that adequation of the mind with its objects that MacIntyre takes to
be the authentic meaning of a correspondence theory of truth — not that
the inhabitants of a tradition will necessarily express its greater adequacy
in such terms.® Once this possibility emerges, however, it implies that the
present stage of any tradition (including the inquirer’s own) may similarly
be inadequate in some yet to be discovered way. And the emergence of
this further possibility marks an important intellectual advance because, at
this point, one can no longer equate the truth of a given judgment with its
adequacy by the best standards of one’s tradition. In other words, at this
point truth can no longer be equated with warranted assertability.

Maclntyre notes that the development of a tradition is neither Cartesian
nor Hegelian: just as a tradition begins from contingent rather than neces-
sary starting points, so its best conclusions are always provisional:

Implicit in the rationality of such enquiry there is indeed a conception of
a final truth, that is to say, a relationship of the mind to its objects which
would be wholly adequate in respect of the capacities of that mind. But any
conception of that state as one in which the mind could by its own powers
know itself as thus adequately informed is ruled out; the Absolute Knowl-
edge of the Hegelian system is from this tradition-constituted standpoint a
chimaera. (Whose Fustice?, pp. 360-361)

Maclntyre goes on to observe that this fact, that tradition-constituted
inquiry does not provide for certainty in either its starting points or its
conclusions, gives credence to the perspectivist and relativist challenges.
In order fully to address these challenges, it is necessary to turn to a fur-
ther stage in the development of a tradition, which is occasioned by what
Maclntyre describes as an “epistemological crisis” (Whose Fustice?, p. 361).

Atevery stage in its development, a tradition in good order is constituted
by a dynamic process of development and adaptation. An epistemological
crisis occurs when this process is in some way stymied: “At any point, it may
happen to any tradition-constituted enquiry that by its own standards of
progress it ceases to make progress” (Whose Fustice?, p. 361). At this point,
the certitudes of the tradition are called into question and, in order to move
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forward, its exponents must engage in genuine conceptual innovation. That
is to say, they must somehow arrive at new concepts or theories that are
not derived from the earlier stages of their tradition, which has so far been
inadequate to address the problems at hand; correlatively, these innovations
can only be justified in terms of their ability to resolve what had previously
been insurmountable difficulties. At this point, any retrospective history of
the tradition would incorporate some account of the crisis and its resolution.
Because it is (by hypothesis) an account of a successful resolution, this
account will include (or imply) a claim to offer a more adequate way of
understanding the issues at hand. Correlatively, it will include (or imply) a
better understanding of the structures of justification than was previously
available, in terms of which the earlier inadequacies of the tradition and their
subsequent resolution can be understood. Not only do these claims imply
the possibility of making truth claims that go beyond warranted assertability,
they actually amount to such truth claims, since they are themselves implicit
or explicit claims for truth (both about the subject matter at hand, and about
the tradition itself) that go beyond a defense of assertability in terms of the
tradition as it exists at any one point.” In this way, MacIntyre answers the
relativist challenge that truth is equivalent to warranted assertability within
the terms of a particular tradition. However, the perspectivist challenge
remains to be fully addressed.

In order to do so, Maclntyre considers a further (possible) stage in the
development of a tradition in epistemological crisis. That is, a crisis of this
kind creates a situation in which a fruitful encounter with a rival tradition
can take place and, as a result of such an encounter, proponents of the first
tradition may be forced to acknowledge that the rival offers a better account
of difficulties which they themselves could not have resolved — better, thatis,
by their own best standards of judgment. As a result, the proponents of these
two traditions are able to make a comparative judgment about the relative
rational superiority of one tradition over another — precisely the kind of
judgment that the perspectivist claims to be impossible. That, at least, is
Maclntyre’s argument; in order to sustain it, he must offer a convincing
analysis of what is involved in the encounter between two traditions and
the relative vindication of one over and against the other.

In order for an encounter between two rival traditions to take place, it is
first of all necessary that two rival traditions be brought into genuine con-
tact. This requires more than an awareness of each tradition on the part of
the bearers of the alternative tradition; it requires that some representatives
of each tradition be in sustained contact with the other, and that they re-
main sufficiently open to consider the claims of the rival tradition seriously.
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Furthermore, it presupposes that bearers of each tradition are able to rec-
ognize that the alternative represents a genuine rival, that the alternative
offers a distinct account of the same realities with which they themselves are
concerned. Thus, the conceptual incommensurability between them cannot
be so great that proponents of each are unable to agree on at least a partially
shared description of the world; otherwise, communication and translation
of rival claims between them would be impossible. Before a physician and
a shaman can recognize that they have incommensurable views of medi-
cal practice, they must at least agree roughly on what counts as sickness.
(Otherwise, they would not be able to recognize that they represent two rival
traditions, which offer two incommensurable approaches to the same reality
or practical task.) At the same time Maclntyre insists, contrary to Donald
Davidson and others, that this level of agreement does not rule out genuine
logical incommensurability between the two traditions. (Maclntyre argues
for this claim in detail in the chapter of Whose Fustice? called “ITradition and
"Translation,” pp. 370-388; for Davidson’s argument, see Davidson 1974).
The shared agreements are not sufficient by themselves to resolve the dif-
ferences between the two traditions because, in addition, their proponents
bring radically different beliefs and standards of judgment to their evalua-
tion of whatever it is that they recognize in common.

At any rate, some degree of communication comprises only a neces-
sary condition for an encounter between rival traditions. In order for such
an encounter to take place, there must in addition be some members of
each tradition who are able to enter imaginatively into the central beliefs
and commitments of the other, at least provisionally. This process involves
assimilating the worldview of the rival tradition so that one can consider
its claims, at least provisionally, as one’s own. Someone who is able in this
way to move between two ways of viewing the world is thereby enabled
to recognize that the rival tradition offers conceptual possibilities that his
or her native tradition does not offer. From this vantage point, it becomes
possible to see that problems which arise and appear to be insoluble within
one tradition may be resolvable from within the second tradition. And if
this is indeed the case, then it makes sense for the proponents of the first
tradition to acknowledge that, by their own criteria of judgment, the second
tradition offers the possibility of a more adequate grasp of reality in at least
some respects. In that case, if the proponents of the first tradition are to
be rational by their own best standards of judgment, they will acknowledge the
superiority of the second tradition, at least in some respects, and will move
toward adopting its criteria for judgment, at least partially. Of course, the
encounter may go in the other direction. But if an advocate of one tradition
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is to justify a claim to rational superiority over another tradition, he or she
must argue the case on the terms set by that rival tradition, initially at least,
showing that by the standards set by the latter, his or her own tradition can
better resolve what its proponents themselves feel to be serious difficulties.

This is clearly a more developed and sophisticated account of traditions
than that offered in After Virtue. It cashes in the promise of the earlier book
to offer an account of rationality that does not reject, but on the contrary
presupposes, the socially and historically situated character of all practical
and speculative reason. Yet Maclntyre’s account of rationality as tradition-
constituted inquiry also raises questions, both with respect to the relation
between the concepts of tradition in After Virtue and in Whose Fustice? Which
Rationality?, and more generally with respect to the meaning of “tradition”
as Maclntyre understands it.

In comparing the earlier and later treatments, one difference immedi-
ately becomes apparent: what had initially been suggested as a moral con-
cept, a part of the necessary framework for developing the idea of virtue, has
now been transformed into an epistemic and linguistic concept, which plays
a central role in explicating the meaning of truth and rationality. On this
latter view, a tradition in good order provides a framework within which the
mind approaches, perhaps even attains, that adequacy to its objects that for
Maclntyre is the authentic meaning of a correspondence theory of truth.
This view, in turn, implies that a tradition is itself referential, at least in a
broad sense; it has a subject matter, it is “about” something that it mediates
to the intellects of those participating in it. This implication is not neces-
sarily at odds with the view that a tradition is constituted by debates over
the good, but at the very least we see a significant change of emphasis here.

In fact, these two different uses of tradition suggest two different un-
derstandings of what a tradition is. It is difficult it see how the account of
tradition developed in Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? could apply to all
of the examples of traditions that were suggested by After Virtue: what is
monasticism “about,” and what kind of encounter with a rival could lead
proponents of such a tradition to conclude that they have an inadequate
account of the subject matter of their tradition?!° This brings us to a more
fundamental question: What does it mean to say thatany tradition is “about”
something in the necessary sense? To put it another way, in what way can
a tradition be considered to be referential, to be incommensurable with
another tradition, to be revised in light of a more adequate understanding
of reality, and the like?

Maclntyre does have an answer to this question, although to my
knowledge he does not develop it in these terms. The main lines of that
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answer are suggested by one of his lesser-known recent works, a mono-
graph based on his 1990 Marquette University Aquinas lecture, First Prin-
ciples, Final Ends and Contemporary Philosophical Issues.!! On first glance, this
monograph would seem to have little relevance to the topic of tradition.
Maclntyre’s aim is to explain and defend Aquinas’ account of per se nota
principles, arguing that while they are in some sense the starting points
for all reflection, they nonetheless do not function as foundational first
principles in a Cartesian sense.!? The key to understanding Aquinas’ ac-
count, he argues, is found in the Aristotelian conception of a perfect science,
which Aquinas takes over and extends (First Principles, pp. 25, 28-29). On
the Aristotelian/Thomistic understanding of it, a perfected science would
consist of a series of propositions perspicuously derived from a set of first
principles, which are primary in the sense of being unjustified in terms of
the science themselves, although they may be justified in terms of some
higher science. This in turn presupposes a hierarchy of sciences in which
the highest sciences do rest on principles that are per se nota, which cor-
relatively display the implications of these first principles (First Principles,
pp. 36-37).

So far, this seems to suggest an account of truth and rationality that is
not only irrelevant to MacIntyre’s account of rationality as tradition-guided
inquiry, but actually antithetical to it. However, at this point we need to
recall a critical qualification that MacIntyre has already made, namely that
the role played by the first principles in a completed science is logical or
conceptual, but not epistemic. The claims of the science do in fact follow
from its first principles, but this may not be apparent until the science
actually is completed, and the relation of its various claims is rendered
perspicuous.!® Matters are very different when we are dealing with a science
that is still in the process of development — a condition that would apply to
nearly every actual form of inquiry with which we have to deal.!*

When we examine what MacIntyre has to say about the forms of in-
quiry appropriate to a science under development, the relevance to his
discussion of tradition in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? becomes appar-
ent. Even though Maclntyre does not describe a developing science as a
tradition in First Principles, his description of a science in the process of for-
mation in this book is strikingly similar in several key respects to a tradition
as described in the earlier book. It begins from contingent starting points, it
develops through a process of self-correction and expansion until it reaches
a level of complexity at which encounters with alternative explanations of
the same set of phenomena can be fruitful, and it vindicates itself through
an ongoing series of encounters with its rivals, showing how its explanations
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are more successful in terms that proponents of the rival tradition can them-
selves acknowledge (see, respectively, First Principles, pp. 31; 34-35; 37-38;
and 32). Finally, to turn to a point not yet remarked, a science in the pro-
cess of development must be understood teleologically. That is to say, if an
incipient science is fundamentally sound, it will develop in a more or less or-
derly way toward greater comprehensiveness and clarity, although of course
MaclIntyre does not claim that this will necessarily be a smooth, unbroken
progression. Correlatively, a retrospective history of the development of
the science will evaluate its various stages in terms of their contributions
to, or inadequacies in the light of, the best possible grasp of the aims of the
science attained so far (First Principles, pp. 47-51). This is at least congruent
with MacIntyre’s claim, first asserted in After Virtue and repeated in Whose
Fustice? Which Rationality?, that the history of intellectual inquiry needs to
be written teleologically, in terms of some assessment of its successes and
failures.

These points of contact suggest strongly that when Maclntyre speaks
of a tradition as a form of intellectual inquiry in the last chapters of
Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?, what he has in mind, at least as the
paradigm case of such an inquiry, is a developing science understood in
the Aristotelian/Thomistic sense of the term. The chief advantage of this
interpretation is thatit allows us to speak in a coherent way about the subject
matter of a tradition, that which the tradition is “about,” and to character-
ize it in terms of its adequacy to that subject matter. The referent of the
tradition will be the object of the science, of which the tradition represents
an incipient stage, and towards which its development is oriented so long
as itis in good order. Correlatively, this suggests that traditions derive their
identity and unity from this object in such a way that, for example, both
the Ptolemaic and Copernican traditions take their identity from the move-
ments of heavenly bodies. At the same time, the success of the Copernican
tradition relative to the Ptolemaic tradition has the further implication that
the latter tradition, but not the former, can be superseded by being incorpo-
rated into a wider tradition of inquiry into astronomical phenomena. The
Ptolemaic tradition has simply been dropped; the Copernican tradition has
been transformed into a partial but (within limits) accurate account of an
object that can be more comprehensively understood in another way. (The
same might be said of Aristotelian vs. Newtonian physics, seen in relation
to contemporary relativistic physics.)!® Finally, this account has the inter-
esting implication that we may not know what a tradition is about until
it approaches its final stages. That is, we may not be able to characterize
the identity of a given tradition, or to put it in its proper relation to other
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traditions, until a fairly late stage in its development; indeed, we may come
to realize that our own apparent traditions are not only flawed but are
not even traditions at all because they lack any real unified object (perhaps
astrology would be an example of a pseudo-tradition of this kind).

What are we to make of the account of tradition developed in Whose
Fustice? Which Rationality? This is clearly a more developed account than we
find in After Virtue, and it offers an advance in many respects. It provides
a way of thinking about the epistemic functioning and rational status of
traditions that is interesting and (at least for this reader) persuasive. On this
account, genuine conversation and even intellectual conversion between
proponents of rival traditions are possible, even though there is no point at
which the interlocutors stand outside any tradition whatever. We might say
that, on Maclntyre’s view, the necessity for standing outside of any tradition
whatever is obviated by the possibility of standing within two traditions
at once in order to move between them in a comparative assessment of
their claims. At the same time, this account of traditions offers a plausible
resolution of key questions in contemporary philosophical discussions of
truth and rationality, one that preserves a strong meaning for both terms
without resorting to a widely discredited foundationalism.

However, it is not so clear that MacIntyre’s defense of the rationality of
tradition-guided inquiry can be translated straightforwardly into a defense
of moral rationality, or that it can address the problems of moral pluralism
thathe raises in After Virtue. MacIntyre’s own agenda is set by moral philoso-
phy, and he explicitly says that the rationality exhibited in scientific disputes
is no different from the rationality exhibited by moral disputes (Afer Virtue,
p- 268). Yet this is not evident. In my view, Maclntyre’s account of the ratio-
nal development and encounter of traditions is most plausible when applied
to rival scientific traditions, understanding “scientific” broadly to include
any kind of inquiry which would fall under the ambit of what Aquinas called
the speculative intellect. When these sorts of traditions break down or come
into conflict, the resultant dialogue is conducted in a context of observa-
tions about, and active engagement with, the natural world. It is true, of
course, that disagreements between incommensurable traditions cannot be
resolved simply by appeals to observation, since the terms in which pro-
ponents of rival traditions describe their observations are themselves in
dispute. Nonetheless, as noted above, there must be some level, however
rudimentary, at which shared description is possible, or there could be no
encounter between rival traditions at all. Correlatively, as conflicts between
rival traditions are resolved, the parties to the conflict will find themselves
increasingly converging on a shared description of the observed world.
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Yet as a number of moral philosophers have argued, moral claims can-
not be placed on a par with scientific or observational claims because they
are grounded (in some sense) in our own collective commitments and
decisions.!® We, collectively, are the originators (usually not the conscious
and deliberate originators) of the basic moral concepts that structure our
lives. Of course, it might be said that this view of moral claims is itself a
product of a modern division between facts and values that MacIntyre wants
to repudiate. But MacIntyre himself agrees that moral claims are at least
partially grounded in our collective commitments. In commenting on the
influence of Vico on his own work, Maclntyre remarks that Vico was the
first to emphasize

the importance of the undeniable fact, which it is becoming tedious to reit-
erate, that the subject matters of moral philosophy at least — the evaluative
and normative concepts, maxims, arguments and judgments about which
the moral philosopher enquires — are nowhbere to be found except as embodied
in the bistorical lives of particular social groups and so possessing the distinctive
characteristics of bistorical existence: both identity and change through time,
expression in institutionalized practice as well as in discourse, interaction
and interrelationship with a variety of forms of activity. Morality which
is no particular society’s morality is to be found nowhere. (After Virtue,

pp- 265-266; emphasis added)

Given this conception of morality, it is not clear how the rival claims
of disparate moral traditions could be adjudicated. Indeed, it is not clear
that there could be sufficient genuine conflict between moral traditions for
them to count as genuinely rival traditions. (A similar line of criticism is
developed in response to After Virtue in Bernstein 1984.) You, collectively,
arrange your lives in one way, we arrange our lives in a different way. Is
it clear that we even disagree? What is the shared subject matter of our
disagreements? And what would count as resolving these disagreements,
since there is no question here of coming to agree on a description of
anything? Certainly, we might come to agree on the best way to arrange
our lives, but thatwould represent a change in mores, and nota convergence
of thinking about a shared object of inquiry. This need not imply that moral
traditions are arational in their internal development or their contact with
other traditions, but it does suggest that an account of practical reason
cannot simply be read off from the account of rationality as tradition-based
inquiry that Maclntyre develops.

In response to this, MaclIntyre would probably reply that he does offer
extended accounts of moral traditions in conflict in both After Virtue and
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Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, to say nothing of the subsequent Three
Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry. (See MacIntyre’s response to Bernstein 1984,
Maclntyre 1984b.) Certainly, the narratives developed in these books do
offer impressive support for his overall thesis. Yet they do not fully address
the questions raised above. While the scope of this essay does not allow for
a detailed assessment of Maclntyre’s narratives, let me suggest three issues
that remain to be addressed.

First, the moral traditions MacIntyre discusses are almost always tradi-
tions that are contiguous in some way; they represent successor traditions
within European society (classical and Hellenistic traditions, Augustinian
and Thomistic Christianity), or else they are contemporaneous and have
developed in close proximity with one another (Scottish and English tradi-
tions in early modernity). At the very least, this suggests that the proponents
of these traditions would have had a great deal in common, including (in
many cases) a shared past and many common customs and institutions. Of
course, this does not rule out the possibility of incommensurability among
them; indeed, it may be that some very considerable commonalities of these
kinds are necessary if moral traditions are to come into conflict in the sense
required for MacIntyre’s theory at all. However, this does raise the question
of how Maclntyre’s theory of rationality as tradition-guided inquiry would
deal with the case of moral traditions that did not develop in contact with,
or dependence upon, one another, and that therefore do not emerge within
a context of shared history, institutions, and customs. Would any rational
encounter between such traditions be possible at all, and if so, how might
it be resolved?!’

Second, it is not always obvious that the traditions Maclntyre sees as
coming into conflict do in fact conflict as 7oral traditions. This is espe-
cially true with respect to the conflict he identifies between Aristotelian-
ism and Augustinian Christianity. Certainly, these do come into conflict
on questions of theology, metaphysics, and epistemology, but it is not so
clear that they are also incommensurably at odds with respect to moral
commitments.!® Maclntyre claims that every philosophical inquiry has
practical implications, and so he might respond that incommensurability at
the theoretical level implies incommensurability at the practical level (Three
Rival Versions, p. 128). But even if we grant that every theoretical inquiry
has practical implications (and this is not obvious), the conclusion does not
follow. MacIntyre would have to show that the specific points of incom-
mensurability he identifies did in fact lead to specific, incommensurable
judgments, and this (in my view) he does not do, at least in the case of the
Aristotelian and Augustinian traditions.
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Finally, and more specifically, MacIntyre underestimates the extent to
which Aristotelian concepts had already shaped Christian moral thought
before the reintroduction of Aristotle’s philosophical and moral works into
Western Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. As the historian
Cary Nederman points out, key elements of Aristotle’s moral thought were
mediated to Christian theology through a number of classical and patris-
tic sources, and can be identified in medieval writings at least 150 years
before the reintroduction of Aristotle’s Nicornachaean Ethics into the West
(Nederman 1991). This may seem like a minor point, and yet Maclntyre
himself insists that his historical narrative is foundational to his philosophi-
cal argument: “I am committed to maintaining that although arguments of
the kind favored by analytic philosophy do possess an indispensable power,
it is only within the context of a particular genre of historical inquiry that
such arguments can support the type of claim about truth and rationality
which philosophers characteristically aspire to justify” (After Virtue, p. 265).
Furthermore, MacIntyre’s analysis of the encounter between Aristotelian
and Augustinian thought plays a pivotal role both in Whose Fustice? Which
Rationality? and the subsequent Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry. Given
this, the relevance of Nederman’s observation to MacIntyre’s project cannot
be denied.

I do not mean to suggest that Maclntyre could not address these issues,
but only to indicate points at which his theory seems to call for further
development. Moreover, it would not necessarily represent a defect in that
theory if we were forced to conclude that, in some cases, moral traditions are
so profoundly divergent that no genuine encounter, or much less rational
engagement and vindication of one over the other, can take place.

3. TRADITION AS A FORM OF MORAL INQUIRY: THREE RIVAL VERSIONS
OF MORAL ENQUIRY

In Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, Maclntyre offers a more extended
illustration and defense of the central thesis of Whose Fustice? Which Ratio-
nality? that

an admission of significant incommensurability and untranslatability in the
relations between two opposed systems of thought and practice can be a
prologue not only to rational debate, but to that kind of debate from which
one party can emerge as undoubtedly superior, if only because exposure to
such debate may reveal that one of the contending standpoints fails in its
own terms and by its own standards. (Three Rival Versions, p. 5)
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This book thus continues the trajectory of its predecessor, and in ad-
dition, it returns to themes from After Virtue that were not so promi-
nent in Whose fustice? Which Rationality? At the same time, this latest
book also modifies the earlier account of tradition in subtle but significant
ways.

In order to trace the outlines of the concept of tradition developed
in this third book, we must first place Maclntyre’s discussion of tradition
within the context of his overall argument. The eponymous three rival
versions which he considers are encyclopaedia, exemplified by the authors
of the late-nineteenth-century ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica,
genealogy, exemplified by Nietzsche and his current postmodern heirs, and
Thomism, which properly understood entails an explicit commitment to
tradition-based inquiry.

The encyclopaedists were characterized by the belief that it is possible
to arrive at a set of universal standards, compelling to all rational persons,
within which the rival claims of different cultures and modes of inquiry
can be assessed and resolved (Three Rival Versions, p. 14). Clearly, this rep-
resents a version of the Enlightenment project, and Maclntyre finds it no
more persuasive than he did when he wrote After Virtue; in his view, the
claims of the encyclopaedists have been decisively defeated (Three Rival
Versions, pp. 55-56). The genealogists, in contrast, appear to him to offer
an alternative form of moral inquiry that is still, so to speak, in play, inso-
far as it has yet to be decisively answered by its strongest antagonists. On
the genealogists’ view, the development of inquiry reflects social forces be-
yond it, and more particularly relations of power, which intellectual inquiry
serves to both support and conceal. The genealogist attempts to develop an
alternative mode of discourse, characterized by the adoption and expres-
sions of a multiplicity of perspectives, none of which is given foundational
or definitive status (Three Rival Versions, pp. 35-36, 42-43). The genealo-
gist also takes on the task of unmasking, revealing the social arrangements
and special interests that seemingly pure theoretical constructs serve to
conceal.

Before turning to a closer examination of his construal of Thomism as
tradition-based inquiry, we need to consider one other aspect of these two
rivals. That is, in what sense are these traditions of moral/ inquiry? When
we compare the two, it is striking that, while both have moral implica-
tions, these implications are central for the genealogical project in a way
that they are not for the encyclopaedists. (And although he does not ex-
plicitly say so, this may be another reason why, on MacIntyre’s view, the
genealogists represent the stronger alternative.) For the encyclopaedists,
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the paradigmatic moral narrative is exemplified by Agnes Mary Clerke, an
astronomer and historian of science who contributed articles on the lives
of the astronomers to the ninth edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica.
Clerke moved from a sheltered girlhood in Ireland to private study in
Italy, eventually to become, in Maclntyre’s words, one of “the foremost
minds of her age.” What is paradigmatic about her story, as he goes on
to explain, is its steady progress from cultural isolation to enlightenment,
understood in terms of participation in the highest rational discourse of
the age (Three Rival Versions, p. 21). The genealogists, for their part, clearly
bring a moral agenda to their work, driven by the desire to expose the
inequities and especially the relations of power and dominion hidden by
all forms of intellectual discourse. As this would suggest, they are com-
mitted to ideals of equality and individual freedom, seen over against
the oppressive structures of control concealed by intellectual discourse —
an agenda with which, as we have noted, Maclntyre has a great deal of
sympathy.

Having sketched these two alternatives, Maclntyre goes on in Three
Rival Versions to set forth his own preferred alternative, namely tradition
as a form of intellectual and moral inquiry. He takes Pope Leo XIIT’s en-
cyclical Aeterni Patris to be the seminal nineteenth-century statement of
this alternative, and he argues that a Thomism that is true to the spirit and
intention of Aquinas’ own work offers the best option for carrying forward
a tradition-based inquiry today (Three Rival Versions, p. 2).

Correlatively, the extended example of tradition-based inquiry that
Maclntyre offers is taken from Christian thought in late antiquity and the
Middle Ages, beginning with Augustine and culminating with Aquinas. On
Maclntyre’s view, Augustine develops what becomes the canonical formula-
tion of Christianity as an intellectual tradition, at least for Western Europe,
through his synthesis of Scripture and neo-Platonism (Three Rival Versions,
pp- 82-103). This synthesis dominated both intellectual and institutional
structures up until the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, including, signif-
icantly, the University of Paris, which was structured on the basis of the
Augustinian conviction that “rationality [is] internal to a system of beliefs
and practices in such a way that, without acceptance at some fundamental
level of those beliefs and initiation into the form of life defined by those
practices, rational encounter with Augustinianism is ruled out, exceptin the
most limited way” (Three Rival Versions, p. 98). At the same time, however,
the universities, and above all the University of Paris, provide the insti-
tutional setting for a radical challenge to Augustinianism in the form of a
revitalized Aristotelianism.
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According to Maclntyre, Aristotle’s thought challenged Augustinian
theology in three fundamental ways: (1) Aristotle defended the natural ca-
pacity of the intellect to know its proper objects, whereas for Augustine, a
realization of the intellect’s incapacity is the necessary starting point for all
intellectual and moral progress; (2) Aristotle identifies truth as the corre-
spondence of the mind to its object, whereas Augustine locates it in the
source of the relationship between finite objects and the primal truth, that
is to say, God; (3) finally, Aristotle has no concept of the will, whereas
for Augustine the will exists and is the primary source of moral error. In
short, these authors reflect two incommensurable approaches to intellectual

inquiry:

For each contending party had no standard by which to judge the ques-
tions about which it differed from the other which was not itself as much in
dispute as anything else. And there was no possible neutral standard, since
all three key areas of disagreements are part of a systematically different
and incompatible conceptualization of the human intellect in its relation-
ship to its objects, to the passions, to the will, and to the virtues. (Three
Rival Versions, p. 111; the three areas of disagreement are spelled out on

pp. 109-111)

At the same time, these rival and incommensurable claims found an
institutional setting in the University of Paris, where the philosophers in
the faculty of liberal arts tended to defend Aristotelian thought, whereas
the theologians defended the Augustinian alternative (7hree Rival Versions,
pp. 112-113).

Aquinas resolved these competing claims through a systematic reformu-
lation of Aristotelian thought in Christian terms (just as Augustine had re-
solved similar tensions through a synthesis of Neoplatonism and Scripture).
Not only did he show that Aristotle’s thought need not be inimical to
Christian doctrine, he also demonstrated that Christian theology offers
a more adequate resolution to problems Aristotle himself recognized but
could not resolve. In so doing, he transformed the Neoplatonic Christianity
of Augustine, but he transformed Aristotle as well, showing how a properly
reformulated Christianity is in fact the best continuation of Aristotelianism
as an intellectual tradition. By the same token, he offered a radical chal-
lenge to the university structures of his time, since he placed the study of
Aristotle within the ambit of the theologians rather than the philosophers
(in general, see Three Rival Versions, pp. 127-148; in particular, see pp. 122—
124; and with reference to Aquinas’ challenge to university structures,
pp. 132-133).
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As this brief summary suggests, and as MacIntyre himself argues, the
view of tradition offered here is similar in key respects to that developed
in Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? (Maclntyre summarizes his key claims
aboutincommensurability and the possibility of rational encounter between
rival traditions in Three Rival Versions at pp. 116-120.) Tradition is seen as
fundamentally a form of intellectual inquiry, characterized by its own dis-
tinctive form of rationality. As in the earlier book, the development of tra-
dition is seen as a necessarily historical process, driven both by the internal
tensions of a given tradition and by the dynamics of encounter with other
traditions. The test of adequacy lies in the possibility of carrying a tradition
forward; the test of rational superiority is found in the ability of one tradition
to offer a more adequate account and resolution of the difficulties and
inconsistencies of another than that other tradition can do on its own
terms.

At the same time, Maclntyre qualifies his earlier account of tradition in
a significant way. That is, in this book he emphasizes the parallels between
intellectual inquiry and the practice of a craft, parallels that become evident
once we realize that “to be adequately initiated into a craftis to be adequately
initiated into a tradition” (Three Rival Versions, p. 128). Of course the idea
of a practice, presumably including crafts, also played a central role in
After Virtue. But, at the very least, the parallels MacIntyre draws between
intellectual inquiry and the practice of a craft represent a new emphasis in
his thought, and they point to two significant modifications of his concept
of a tradition.

Why does MaclIntyre emphasize initiation into a craft as a paradigmatic
example of initiation into a tradition? Most fundamentally, he wants to make
the point that initiation into a tradition requires certain kinds of relation-
ships and, correspondingly, certain personal qualities and attitudes, which
are particularly apparent when we consider what is involved in becoming
proficient in a craft, but which are just as necessary for initiation into a tra-
dition of inquiry. Indeed, rightly understood, moral inquiry is itself a craft
requiring certain kinds of relationships and personal qualities (Three Rival
Versions, p. 63). It is first of all necessary that the initiate stand in a relation
of trust to a master or teacher, someone who is able to judge the quality
of the initiate’s work and to direct him or her on how to go further (7hree
Rival Versions, pp. 65-66). At least initially, the initiate must be prepared to
act on the master’s directions without him- or herself being able to grasp
the point of those directions; that is to say, initiation into intellectual in-
quiry is impossible except on the condition that the novice be prepared to
accept some form of intellectual authority (Three Rival Versions, pp. 89-93;
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at this point, Maclntyre is discussing the Augustinian tradition in partic-
ular, but he clearly believes that the same may be said of tradition-based
inquiry in general). This places tradition-based inquiry squarely at odds
with both the encyclopaedists and the genealogists since, for the former,
rationality demands that from the outset one think for oneself, and for the
latter, such forms of authority can only be expressions of power (Three Rival
Versions, p. 66). Correlatively, the initiate must be open to developing cer-
tain personal qualities, namely, an adherence to the goods constitutive of
the tradition and a willingness to develop virtues in accordance with those
goods. Only in this way can he or she develop the capacities of insight
and judgment necessary to grasp the central texts and commitments of the
tradition (Three Rival Versions, pp. 62—63).

"Tradition-based inquiry thus offers direct and fundamental challenges to
the conceptions of intellectual inquiry offered by both alternatives. How are
these to be adjudicated? As a self-professed partisan of tradition, MacIntyre
attempts to defend the claims of tradition in a way suggested by that mode
of inquiry: he considers how each of these forms of inquiry has fared in
resolving its inner tensions and in defending itself against its challengers.
He makes short work of the encyclopaedists, as we noted above. The con-
flict with the genealogists, on the other hand, is for him still very much
an open issue. In his view, tradition-based inquiry will ultimately be vindi-
cated, and he suggests that one point at which its relative superiority will
be vindicated lies in its capacity to give a more adequate account of the
self. However, he acknowledges that this forecast needs to be defended at
more length through ongoing argument and encounter (Three Rival Versions,
pp. 196-215).

The scope of this chapter does not permit a more extended assessment of
Maclntyre’s arguments in this brief but ambitious work.!? To a considerable
degree, it represents a defense and extension of the account of rationality
as tradition-guided inquiry developed in Whose Fustice? Which Rationality?,
and anyone who finds that account fundamentally persuasive (as I do) will
likewise find much of this book to be persuasive. At the same time, this book
modifies MacIntyre’s earlier accounts of tradition in subtle but significant
ways, and these modifications raise questions about the overall direction of
Maclntyre’s project. Let me focus on one such question, that of the role
played by authority in the processes of initiation into and participation in a
tradition.

As we have seen, in his earlier accounts of tradition Maclntyre has
emphasized the open-ended and even conflictual character of traditions,
so much so that he sometimes has been characterized as a crypto-liberal
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himself.?? In this book, however, he underscores another aspect of tradi-
tions, the essential role played by authority in tradition-based inquiry. This
new emphasis is signaled early in the book:

[The dichotomy between encyclopaedia and genealogy conceals] a third
possibility, the possibility that reason can only move towards being
genuinely universal and impersonal insofar as it is neither neutral nor disin-
terested, that membership in a particular type of moral community, one from
which fundamental dissent bas to be excluded, is a condition for genuinely ratio-
nal enquiry and more especially for moral and theological enquiry. (Three
Rival Versions, pp. 59-60; emphasis added)

In Whose Fustice? Which Rationality? Maclntyre mentioned one respectin
which authority plays a necessary role in tradition-based inquiry. He argues
that every tradition starts from contingent commitments, usually embod-
ied in oral or written texts that are initially given authoritative status. But
this form of authority is only provisional since, as a tradition begins to de-
velop, these authoritative texts will be inevitably subject to questioning and
reinterpretation; indeed, Maclntyre suggests that this process is a necessary
first stage in the emergence of tradition-situated rationality. In Three Rival
Versions he reaffirms the necessity for this kind of authority (p. 91).

At the same time, in the latter book he adds two further respects in
which authority is necessary to the functioning of tradition. One of these is
implicit in the relationship between an initiate and master of any tradition-
embedded practice. Every apprentice in a craft, including the craft of intel-
lectual inquiry, must learn how to make two key distinctions, first between
a course of action that appears to be good and a course of action that is
genuinely good, and second between that which is good and best for the
individual and that which is good and best without qualification (Three Rival
Versions, pp. 61-62). In each case, the initiate can only learn through rely-
ing on the judgment of a master who is capable of making the distinctions
that the initiate cannot yet make, and whose directives must therefore be
accepted as authoritative. The authority of the master, correlatively, is not
just an authority of expertise or accomplishment:

The authority of a master within a craft is both more and other than a
matter of exemplifying the best standards so far. It is also and most impor-
tantly a matter of knowing how to go further and especially how to direct
others towards going further, using what can be learned from the tradition
afforded by the past to move towards the zelos of fully perfected work. It
is in thus knowing how to link past and future that those with authority
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are able to draw upon tradition, to interpret and reinterpret it, so that its
directedness towards the zelos of that particular craft becomes apparent in
new and characteristically unexpected ways. And it is by the ability to teach
others how to learn this type of knowing how that the power of the master
within the community of a craft is legitimated as rational authority. (Three
Rival Versions, pp. 65-66)

As this paragraph illustrates, MacIntyre’s claim for the necessity of au-
thority in this second sense draws upon the discussion of practices and
their relation to tradition in After Virtue. MacIntyre has modified the ear-
lier account in some respects; most significantly, he now appears to equate
tradition-based inquiry with a kind of practice, whereas in the earlier book
the idea of a practice plays a more preliminary and limited role in his over-
all account of virtue and tradition. Nonetheless, this represents a plausible
extension of insights from Afzer Virtue, even though the relation between
Maclntyre’s earlier and later accounts of practices and traditions could be
further clarified.

However, this form of authority, like the first we have considered, does
not appear to exclude “fundamental dissent.” At least on first glance, it
would seem to be provisional — apprentices eventually become masters
themselves — and moreover it is limited in scope, since it is located within
a particular relationship. This suggests a third form of authority, and read-
ing on we find that Maclntyre does assert the need for some authoritative
presence that can oversee the development of a tradition as a whole. The
functioning of this kind of authority was exemplified by Peter Abelard’s
willing acceptance of the authority of the church after his condemnation as
aheretic: “itis also true that Abelard did challenge established authority, but
yet by his own obedient acceptance of established authority’s response he
did as much as anyone to clarify the relationship of dialectic to authority”
(Three Rival Versions, p. 89, emphasis in the original; Maclntyre goes on to
develop this interpretation of Abelard’s conflicts with Bernard and others
on pp. 90-91). Furthermore, acceptance of this kind of authority is implicit
in the other two forms discussed above, since as we progress in inquiry
we come to realize that authoritative testimony will always be necessary to
intellectual progress:

So continuous authority receives its justification as indispensable to a con-
tinuing progress, the narrative of which we first learned how to recount
from that authority and the truth of which is confirmed by our own further
progress, including that progress made by means of dialectical enquiry.



64 JEAN PORTER

The practice of specifically Augustinian dialectic and the belief of the
Augustinian dialectician that this practice is a movement towards a truth
never as yet wholly grasped thus presupposes the guidance of authority.
Hence when the very same authority places restrictions upon dialectic en-
quiry, it would be unreasonable not to submit. Abelard’s submission, there-
fore, unlike Galileo’s was of a piece with his enquiries. The acknowledgment
of authority was already an essential element in those enquiries. (7hree Rival

Versions, pp. 92-93; italics added)

So far as I can determine, MacIntyre does not consider this aspect of
the Augustinian conception of moral inquiry to have been superseded by
Aquinas’ synthesizing reformulation, and if this is indeed the case, we may
assume that he endorses this conception of authority. Yet it raises ques-
tions that go to the core of his account of rationality as tradition-guided
inquiry.

The first of these is implicit in the phrase emphasized above: what jus-
tification do we have for considering the authority granted to the canonical
texts of a tradition, the authority of a master in relation to an apprentice, and
a centralized authority that oversees an extended program of research and
discussion, to be different forms of one and the same authority? On the face
of it, not only is this claim not obvious, it is not even plausible. To take the
case of Abelard, it seems clear that Scripture, Roscelin, and the Pope stood
in three different relations to Abelard, and exercised three distinct kinds
of authority over him. How could it be otherwise? After all, authoritative
texts or lore must be mediated through the pedagogy of individual masters
or teachers; very few of those who participate in a tradition can have a per-
sonal relation with its central authority figures, as they do with their own
teachers. Furthermore, within a complex tradition there are likely to be
many loci for authority, appealing to different rationales and functioning in
different ways. Certainly, medieval theologians distinguished the teaching
authority of a master, which depends on his personal competence, from the
teaching authority of a bishop, which attaches to his office. (On this point,
see Congar 1982 and Rist 1994, pp. 56-63.)

This observation brings us to a further point. It may be that MacIntyre
does not argue for his concept of authority because he considers that the
history of the period evidently vindicates it. Yet vindication is not evident.
Maclntyre’s sources for medieval history are fairly dated, and he does not
take account of a more recent considerable body of work on the interactions
between social and intellectual developments in this period. As a result,
he does not take account of the ways in which the location of authority,
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its scope, and its proper limits were themselves contested in the medieval
period.?! Even when particular authorities were generally recognized, that
did not mean that specific exercises of those forms of authority were gen-
erally recognized as legitimate. Given this, it is difficult to see how any one
institution or individual, even the Pope, could have exercised the kind of
final and unquestioned authority that Maclntyre seems to consider to be
necessary.

The example of Abelard illustrates this point. On MacIntyre’s interpre-
tation of his story, Abelard willingly submits to the accusations of heresy
brought against him by Bernard of Clairvaux and accepts the judgment on
him implicit in that accusation: “It was clearly pride of will which Bernard
discerned in Abelard and which Abelard acknowledged by his submission
that he had discerned in himselt” (Three Rival Versions, p. 91). But this is a
very quick —and it must be said, a dubious — summary of a complex story. (In
what follows, I rely on Clanchy 1997, pp. 288-325, and Marenbon 1997,
pp. 7-35.)

Abelard’s works were subject to ecclesiastical scrutiny twice, the first
time at the Council of Soissons in 1121, and then a second time at the
Council of Sens in 1140. The first of these investigations resulted from
accusations from Abelard’s fellow scholastics, while the second was due
largely (butnot exclusively) to the initiative of Bernard of Clairvaux. Abelard
did indeed submit to the condemnation of Soissons, but it is not clear
why he did so. One of his contemporaries suggested that he did so out
of fear of a violent popular uprising, and given the fate of other accused
heretics at the time, that would not have been an unreasonable fear. His
biographer M. T. Clanchy suggests that he was also broken psychologically
by the experience, an interpretation which takes support from Abelard’s
own later claim that he was in despair and insane at the time (Clanchy 1997,
p- 305).

At any rate, Abelard’s experiences at Soissons did not keep him from
continuing to take what were considered to be heretical views; in the words
of Bernard, writing in 1140, “one head, a single heresy of his was cut off at
Soissons; but now seven greater ones have grown up in its place” (Clanchy
1997, p. 289). The condemnation of Sens was inconclusive, in part be-
cause Abelard appealed to the judgment of the Pope and then left before
the council had concluded. Subsequently, Abelard appealed to Peter, the
Abbot of Cluny, for protection, thus illustrating on a practical level how
different loci of authority could be played off one another at this time. As it
happened, Pope Innocent II did condemn Abelard, but thanks to Peter’ in-
tervention, the full force of his condemnation appears to have been blunted,
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and Abelard was allowed to end his days in peace in a Cluniac priory near
Chalon-sur Saéne. It is not clear that Abelard ever did submit to the con-
demnation of Sens, as confirmed by Innocent IL. In his letter to the Pope,
Peter claimed that Abelard had made peace with Bernard, but we are not
clear exactly what this means. Atany rate, there is little evidence that Abelard
ever acknowledged the sin of prideful heresy in himself, as Maclntyre sug-
gests. Clanchy suggests an opposite conclusion: “It cannot be emphasized
too strongly that Abelard approved of the prosecution of heretics as much
as the pope or St. Bernard did. The difference between them was that
Abelard always thought his own opinions were the height of orthodoxy
and his opponents were therefore deluded or malicious” (Clanchy 1997,
p. 319).

I have dwelt at some length on the question of authority in the latest
of Maclntyre’s extended discussions of tradition because his insistence on
the necessity for an authoritative control on tradition-based inquiry raises
fundamental questions for his understanding of rationality as tradition-
based inquiry. Why should authoritative interventions be necessary in or-
der to prevent “the development of dialectical argument from fracturing the
unity of enquiry into a multitude of disagreements” (Three Rival Versions,
p. 91)? Why are the processes of self-correction and ongoing reflection
outlined in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? not sufficient for this purpose?
Even more fundamentally, how does Maclntyre see the relation between
authority and the emergence and resolution of an epistemological crisis?
What is to prevent authoritative prohibitions of dissent from allowing an
epistemological crisis to emerge, or from disallowing the kinds of innova-
tions that Maclntyre claims are necessary to the resolution of that crisis?
Maclntyre’s comparison of Abelard with Galileo highlights the difficulties.
On Maclntyre’s view, Abelard takes the proper attitude towards author-
ity, whereas Galileo does not; and yet, as MacIntyre himself goes on to
acknowledge, it is Galileo who is rationally vindicated by subsequent de-
velopments. How can we escape the conclusion that, in this case, authority
functioned to undermine, rather than to promote, rationality? It may well
be that MacIntyre can answer these questions through a more extended
analysis of the warrants and scope of authority within a tradition, but he
has yet to do so.

Maclntyre’s works have enjoyed a deservedly wide influence, not only
among his fellow philosophers, but among theologians, social scientists,
and educated men and women generally. It is a mark of the significance
and richness of his work that it should suggest so many avenues for further
reflection. It is to be hoped that he will return to some of the issues raised
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here in his future works, developing and extending the account of rationality
as tradition-guided inquiry set forth in his recent works.??

10.

Notes

. The moral significance of the role of the bureaucratic manager is discussed

in After Virtue, pp. 26-27, and the role of the therapist is discussed on
pp- 30-31.

. Julia Annas makes a similar point in Annas 1989, pp. 388-404. As we will see

below, Maclntyre does remark, in both After Virtue and Whose Fustice? Which
Rationality?, that a tradition is an extended argument over the goods that con-
stitute it; but this observation, while suggestive and important, does not seem to
be a definition of “tradition,” particularly since MacIntyre later adds the qual-
ification that participants in a tradition must be aware of themselves as such,
which would presumably not apply to every historically extended dispute over
the nature of the good; see Whose Fustice?, p. 326.

. For MacIntyre’s own overview of his argument, see After Virtue, p. 1-5.
. These three stages also seem to be recapitulated in the process of individual

acquisition of the virtues, although this is not emphasized in After Virtue; see

Maclntyre 1992b.

. Similarly, in his next book he asserts that “a tradition is an argument extended

through time in which certain fundamental agreements are defined and rede-
fined in terms of two kinds of conflict,” namely between proponents of the
tradition and its opponents, and internally among those who would interpret
its central tenets in different ways; see Whose Fustice?, p. 12.

. MacIntyre himself offers a good summary and response to the main

lines of criticism in the Postscript to the second edition of After Virtue,
pp- 264-278. For a particularly valuable set of reflections and criticisms,
together with MacIntyre’s response, see the papers collected for a sympo-
sium sponsored by the British journal Inguiry: Clark 1983, Gaita 1983,
Maclntyre 1983d and O’Neill 1983; see also MacIntyre 1984a and Wartofsky
1984.

. In what follows, I rely on Maclntyre’s exposition of his theory in Whose Fustice?,

pp. 349-369.

. MacIntyre emphasizes that the correspondence in question is between the

mind and its object, not between a concept or statement and its refer-
ent (as the correspondence theory is usually formulated); see Whose Fustice?,
pp- 356-357.

. My remarks in this paragraph go beyond what MacIntyre explicitly says, but

I believe that they are implied by his arguments; see Whose Fustice?, pp. 363—
364.

Admittedly, this account would fitatleast some of the examples which MacIntyre
offers in After Virtue, for example farming or medicine; see After Virtue, p. 222.
But in light of the argument to be developed below, it is significant that these
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are traditions in which practical success is closely linked to success in speculative
theories about the world.

Compare the much briefer, but essentially similar, analysis of deduction, di-
alectic, and the idea of a science according to Aristotle and Aquinas in Whose
Justice?, pp. 172-173.

A principle is per se nota (“known through itself”) if the predicate is in some
way implied by the meaning of the subject; however, such principles are not
necessarily self-evident to us because the meaning of the relevant terms may
only be apparent after extensive reflection.

On the logical, as opposed to epistemic, priority of first principles, see First
Principles, p. 10; cf. pp. 34-35. MacIntyre also emphasizes this point in Whose
Fustice?, pp. 172-173. Maclntyre goes on to say that the relation between the
first principles and the claims of the science is a result, not a starting point, for
investigation at First Principles, p. 30.

In my view, a plausible case can be made that physics is on the way to be-
coming a perfected science, and it is conceivable that some other physi-
cal sciences (astronomy, geology) and some branches of mathematics might
similarly attain this status. However, given Maclntyre’s very strong remarks
on the impossibility of any intellect to know that it has attained final and
definitive knowledge on some subject, he might well claim that no science
can be considered to be perfected, even if we may reach a point at which
we cannot imagine what a successful challenge to the science would look
like.

This goes beyond what Maclntyre explicitly says, but I believe it is a straight-
forward extension of his views.

For an early and underrated defense of this view, see Kovesi 1967; for more
recent examples, see Searle 1995 and Williams 1985. There are of course sig-
nificant differences among the views of these three philosophers.

Maclntyre does attempt one such investigation in MacIntyre 1990b, but this is
little more than a sketch of issues. For an example of an extended study that
does attempt to identify and (partially) to resolve conflicts between two widely
separated moral traditions, see Yearly 1990.

"This is particularly evident from his summary of the points of conflict in Three
Rival Versions, pp. 109-113.

In view of the emphasis on medieval history in what follows, I would like to
acknowledge my general indebtedness to Kent 1995, pp. 1-38, which is par-
ticularly helpful in placing MacIntyre’s interpretation within the context of the
historiography of the period as it developed in the early twentieth century. I
generally agree with her specific criticisms, but pursue a somewhat different
line in what follows.

By myself, at any rate; see Porter 1993.

For Maclntyre’s sources, see Three Rival Versions, pp. 103—104; the most recent
work cited was published in 1985. The following offer useful perspectives on
the relation between social and intellectual developments in the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries: Constable 1996; Lawrence 1994; Little 1978; Southern
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22.

1995; Spruyt 1994, pp. 59-150; and van Caenegem 1988. All of these bring out
some aspects of the ways in which conflicts of authority shaped intellectual life
in this period. Of course, MaclIntyre could not have consulted the most recent
works on this list.

I would like to thank the Reverend Kevin Lowery for invaluable assistance with
the bibliographic research for this chapter.



3 MacIntyre in the Province of the
Philosophy of the Social Sciences

STEPHEN P. TURNER

Maclntyre’s early writings include a series of books and papers, primar-
ily published from the late fifties to the early seventies (Unconscious, Short
History, Marxism and Christianity, Self-Images; and MacIntyre 1957a, 1960,
1962, 1965¢, 1966a, 1967a, 1967b, 1967¢, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1974), but
continuing throughout his career (1977a, 1978a, 1978b), in the ill-defined
domain of the philosophy of social science. A number of other writings
(1986a, 1986b, 1991d, 1994f), including After Virtue, rely in various ways
on social science concepts, and a final category of writing includes a long
series of book reviews of social science and social theory texts and con-
cepts (1978d, 1979a, 1979b, 1979¢, 1995¢, 1998b). One view of the cluster
of early papers is that they are juvenilia that have little to do with the
phase of his work that begins with the publication of After Virtue. Yet this
argument does not square very well with the fact that Maclntyre never
stopped writing papers of this kind, or the fact that he continues to refer
to the inspiration of such figures as the anthropologist Franz B. Steiner, or
the fact that Maclntyre continues to describe his project in social science
terms such as “social structure.” Nor does it square with the actual content
of the notion of tradition as practice, which, as he develops it, is a social
theory in which the traditional concerns of identity, selthood, and intelli-
gibility are understood in terms of social interaction (especially 1986a and
1986b).

Many of the key issues that the later papers address are contained
in his 1962 paper “A Mistake about Causality in Social Science,” which,
I will show, was an important seed bed for his later thought.! For the
concept of practices Maclntyre developed was itself a social theory: the
“philosophical” conclusions are dependent on its validity as an account
of practices as a social phenomenon. This chapter focuses on a question
of philosophical or social theoretical method that bears on the merits of
this theory, one of which is critical: the validity of a form of argument
that figures throughout Maclntyre’s work, in which characterizations of a
topic, “identifications,” are used to exclude alternative explanations. In the

70
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end, I will argue, arguments of this form are intrinsically misleading or
incomplete.

1. THE FIFTIES

The technical philosophical problem at the core of Maclntyre’s early writ-
ings was the problem of reasons and causes. Anthony Kenny later summa-
rized the conventional account during this period as follows:

When we explain action in terms of desires and beliefs we are not putting
forward any explanatory theory to account for action. It is true that desires
and beliefs explain action; but the explanation is not of any causal hypo-
thetical form. It is not as if the actions of human beings constitute a set of
raw data — actions identifiable on their faces as the kinds of actions they
are — for which we may seek an explanatory hypothesis. On the contrary,
many human actions are not identifiable as actions of a particular kind un-
less they are already seen and interpreted as proceeding from a particular
set of desires and beliefs. (Kenny 1978, p. 12)

"This account was the alternative to, and led to the discrediting of, the
idea that “reasons explanations” were a variety of causal explanation. Rea-
sons explanations were descriptions in intentional language of a set of events
that the description connected. To be “identifiable as action,” in Kenny’s
language, implied proceeding from particular sets of beliefs and desires. The
reason the sets were “particular” was that the connection between them and
the actions that “proceeded” from them was not caused but logical: the be-
liefs and desires were reasons for particular actions that also explained the
actions. When Maclntyre later wrote of the stock of action descriptions in
a society, he meant descriptions of what is “identifiable as action.”

Whatis the status of these descriptions or identifications? An earlier tra-
dition, exemplified by Weber, had put them on the side of the interpretation
of meaning, which was taken to be consistent with, and not exclude, causal
explanations. The key to the new account of action explanation was that
they did. Maclntyre’s first major philosophy publication, “Determinism” in
Mind (1957a), vigorously upheld the claim that

to show that behavior is rational is enough to show that it is not causally
determined in the sense of being the effect of a set of sufficient condi-
tions operating independently of the agent’s deliberation or possibility of
deliberation. So the discoveries of the physiologist and psychologist may
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indefinitely increase our knowledge of why men behave irrationally but
they could never show that rational behavior in this sense was causally de-
termined. (Maclntyre 1957a, p. 35)

Even in the case of the hypnotized person, Maclntyre argued, only if that
person acted in accordance with hypnotic suggestion “no matter how good
the reasons we offered him” for doing otherwise could we claim that the
behavior was produced by the hypnosis (Maclntyre 1957a, p. 38). Reasons
explanations, in short, are probative with respect to the truth of causal
claims, and, in the absence of unusual circumstances, exclude them: if action
is rational, it is not caused.?

Maclntyre’s first conventional philosophical book, The Unconscious
(1958), was an attempt to extend the notion of intentional language and
the idea of description to account for another class of action explanations
thought to be causal, those involving the mechanisms of Freudian theory.
He argued that Freud had misconstrued his own achievement by making
them into a scientific theory and construing his explanations as dependent
on the discovery of a new causal realm. Freud’s real achievement was largely
a matter of extending intentional language to encompass unconscious mo-
tivations. MacIntyre argued that Freud’s own causal construal of these ex-
planations was a misinterpretation (Unconscious, pp. 71-74). MacIntyre did
not argue that the attempt to provide a causal, theoretical account of behav-
ior was in principle mistaken: theorizing about unobservables is legitimate,
and theorizing about the unconscious in the normal fashion of hypothetico-
deductivism would be legitimate as well (Unconscious, p. 46). His question
is rather one that can be answered by an analysis of whether Freud’s expla-
nations are in fact of this type, and the answer is that they are not. Freud
thinks of his unconscious motives as causes, but “in practice, when Freud
assigns an unconscious motive to an action he ascribes a purpose” rather
than a cause, though a purpose which is inaccessible to the patient (Uncon-
scious, p. 61). Thus in practice what Freud has extended into the realm of the
unconscious is not causality but intentionality, and in his treatments “the
adducing of logically relevant considerations plays an essential part” (Un-
conscious, p. 36). Because the notion of unconscious intention is not causal
it does not require the unconscious as a causal entity, and thus does not
require causal theory (Unconscious, p. 96-97). Freud’s usages conceal this.
“Repression,” for example, appears to be a causal concept, but it is not: it
is a metaphor used for descriptive purposes (Unconscious, p. 79). The the-
ory of the unconscious, understood as a scientific theory, was, Maclntyre
argued, gratuitous, for the discovery of unconsciously motivated actions,
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which Maclntyre accepted as an important achievement of psychoanalysis,
did not require such a theory, nor did it require Freud’s complex causal
machinery of the mind. The case against the theory is thus an application
of the standard account of theoretical entities in philosophy of science.

Showing that Freud’s explanations can be construed in intentional terms
serves to show why the elaborate and highly questionable structure of men-
tal entities in the theory are not required by the explanations he actually
gives. Thisisa form of the argument thatidentifying an action as intentional
excludes the possibility of causal explanation, or theory, but it is different
from certain famous versions of this argument, a difference that is impor-
tant throughout Maclntyre’s discussions of social theory. The difference
figures in the contrast between The Unconscious and Peter Winch’s The Idea
of @ Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy. Each appeared in the same
year, 1958, and in the same series of little red books (Routledge and Kegan
Paul’s “Studies in Philosophical Psychology”). Winch’s book was destined
to become a classic. In it, he boldly had extended the “reasons” side of
the reasons and causes arguments by arguing that only those reasons that
were part of an activity, part (to use Maclntyre’s language) of the stock of
descriptions available to its participants, could figure in an explanation of
the activity. This argument depended on the constitutive role of agents’
concepts in the formation of the intention to perform a particular act. The
character of these concepts precluded causal explanation, which required
concepts of a different type, suitable for generalization.

Causal accounts of actions typically appeal to the notion that the ac-
tion can be described and categorized independently of the reasons of the
agent. In an example that Winch took from Pareto, Christian baptism is
described as a lustral rite. Winch argued that this description was an error:
the action thus described was falsely described because it was not the action
intended by the agents; the intended action was intended in the form of
the Christian concept of baptism. An explanation of lustral rites does not
explain the actions of the believers because it is not a description of what
they did in the strict sense of matching the conceptual content of the actions
as they were conceived by the participants. Winch’s book extended this line
of argument to other figures in the social sciences, showing that they fell
afoul of the problem of the constitutive conceptual relationship between
the identification of actions and the content of the intentions of the agent.
Winch drew the full implications of this argument, and they were radical.
"To explain the acts of Homeric heroes, or of believers in witchcraft, is to
identify the actions in their conceptual terms and then to explicate their
concepts. In explaining by explicating concepts one comes to an end, and
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this was, for Winch, also the end of social science, and its sole end. The goal
of causal knowledge of the world of action, the goal of the social sciences,
was incoherent, and social science properly understood was a branch of
philosophy because it was a form of conceptual analysis.

The tensions produced by this extension of the idea that reasons ex-
plain, and explain in some exclusive sense, are multiple and complex, and
they appear between Maclntyre and Winch even at this early point. The
argument that the concepts contained in intentions were constitutive of
action fit problematically with the notion of rational action more narrowly
construed, as MacIntyre had construed itin “Determinism.” It was plausible
to define rational action in the strict sense of rational decision as uncaused,
as Maclntyre did in his paper. But Maclntyre’s argument there was very lim-
ited in one respect: he did not identify any large, actual class of actions as
rational according to his definition, and indeed, it would be consistent with
his argument in that text to claim that the content of the category of rational
action was vanishingly small. The idea that “rational action” involved the
adducing of reasons, which figures in The Unconscious and “Determinism,”
was different and had different implications. Argument, like analysis, is
potentially interminable, and in any case raises questions about the ulti-
mate grounds of argument. These questions had relativistic implications,
since ultimate grounds for us might not be ultimate grounds for someone
else. So did the idea suggested in Anscombe’s Intention (1957 [2000]) that
the relevant “reasons” were practical syllogisms, an idea which in any case fit
poorly with the idea of rational decisionmaking. The “constitutivity” argu-
ment went even further (Weber 1968 [1978], pp. 5-8, 17; see also Turner
and Factor 1994, p. 31). To define 4/l action as uncaused by virtue of the fact
that it is conceptualized by agents led to radical conclusions, conclusions
that conflicted with the ordinary usage it purported to analyze.

The link between intention and action, in ordinary usage, is some-
times weak, even if it is backed by practical syllogisms. Weakness of will,
multiple relevant motives, and sheer inconsistency are features of human
action. Here it does seem reasonable to ask what the real reason was for
an act, something that reference to practical syllogisms does not answer,
but “cause” might. The idea of ordinary usage, in any case, raises the ques-
tion of whose ordinary usage. Some reasons explanations, especially those
in other cultures, seem to be, by our lights at least, systematically false,
defective, or unintelligible: the beliefs behind the reasons are false, the cat-
egories in which they are expressed (such as Aristotle’s categories of food
types) are defective, and the cosmologies which underwrite the categories
are little better than superstitious gibberish. Even the basic inferences made
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by agents in these societies (inferences we can apprehend them as making,
and even supply the “rules” by which they are made) are not “reasons” for
us. Do these reasons explanations — which undeniably are constitutive of
the intentions of the agents — count as adequate explanations, or as genuine
reasons? Is “of course, he is warding off evil spirits” an explanation? This
is not as simple a problem as it appears.

In the first place, this argument creates a problem with the implications
that MacIntyre drew from his discussion of rational action. There, very
strong truth-claims are being made for the significance of reasons descrip-
tions — claims to the effect that giving a reasons explanation warrants claims
about causation — negative claims, claims to the effect that some action was
not caused because it was done for a reason. If we accept that a pure, ra-
tional decision is by virtue of its character uncaused, does this extend more
broadly to any action constituted by an intention? Is it really the case that
psychologists could discover nothing that had any bearing on, for example,
the reasoning involved in the practice of ancient Mayan kings of bleeding
their genitals in public, or the actions of criminals, or reasoning about sex-
ual desire, or crowd behavior? This is implausible in the extreme — in effect,
it amounts to the claim that social science is unexplanatory gibberish but
the practical syllogisms of believers in witcheraft are genuinely explana-
tory; that ordinary historical explanations of such things as the causes of
the Great War were impossible in principle, and that history as practiced by
historians was therefore bunk; and that comparisons between institutions
were inadmissible, for they violated the constitutivity principle. Maclntyre
believed none of this. Indeed, he served as a kind of go-between, continu-
ing to attempt to make the claims of philosophers square with the claims
of social scientists. For example, his 1960 paper “Purpose and Intelligent
Action” attempts to make sense of the notion of intelligent action in a way
that fits both the concept of action and the results of intelligence testing
research. The large problem of the relation of social science explanations
to intentional action was still there to be solved.

2. MACINTYRE CONTRA WEBER ON RATIONALITY

Maclntyre’s first major paper on social science itself was “A Mistake about
Causality in Social Science,” published in 1962. It represented an extension
of the strategy of “Determinism” and The Unconscious to this larger prob-
lem, and to a figure with whom MacIntyre continued to wrestle throughout
his career — Max Weber. The “mistake” to which the title refers is Weber’s.
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Weber had constructed historical explanations of beliefs, such as the par-
ticular “economic ethic” that he described under the rubric of “the spirit of
capitalism,” by constructing a causal account of the nature of the influence
of certain other kinds of ideas, namely the ideas of vocation, predestination,
and worldliness that were a part of Calvinistic Protestantism. The explana-
tion as formulated by Weber himselfis causal, and this is part of the mistake.
It depends on the claim that there is a distinctive psychological connecting
link, namely a state of anxiety in the minds of believers, that supplies what
Weber thought was the distinctive motive force for capitalist activity of a
new kind, in conformity with the novel “ethic” he identified.

Here was an explanation, or apparent explanation, rich in the kind of dif-
ficulty thata serious application of the reasons and causes distinction needed
to address. It carried with it other intriguing baggage of special relevance to
Maclntyre: Weber’s account of capitalism had been routinely treated, in the
1950s, as the counterpoint to, and refutation of, the “materialist” view of
capitalism and of history generally. The conclusion of Weber’s account of
the historical course of rationalization had an even more interesting set
of implications. His argument that Calvinistic Protestantism represented a
rationalization of the Christian tradition was a natural counterpart to the
conclusions reached by such Protestant theologians as Karl Barth, whom
Maclntyre had other reasons for attacking. For Weber, in the course of the
process of rationalization, of which the “disenchantment of the world” was
a consequence, the “superstitious” elements of the Christian tradition were
gradually stripped away.

Maclntyre does with Weber something similar to what he did with
Freud: he reconstructs Weber’s explanation by turning it into a pure issue
of rationality and contradiction, thus dispensing with the need for cause.
Where Weber interpreted the early Protestants as being caught in the grip
of a consistent theodicy that had anxiety as a consequence and that had the
further causal consequence of strongly reinforcing a particular pattern of
reasoning, the “ethic,” Maclntyre saw them as in the grip of a theologi-
cal contradiction, which they resolved rationally. The two lines of argu-
ment can be compared very simply. For Calvin and for a rational Calvinist,
the recognition of God’s omniscient and omnipotence not only posed the
usual problem of the existence of evil, the traditional problem of theodicy,
but posed it in a very particular form. The revelatory writings taught that
there was heaven and hell, and it followed from this that some people were
damned, or going to hell, and other people were saved, or going to heaven.
We as humans do not have knowledge of whether we are going to heaven or
hell, whereas God, being omniscient, knows in advance. This is the basis of
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the doctrine of predestination. It could be that God grants us free will, and
it could also be that we in some sense are allowed by God to earn salvation
through the doing of good works. But this “allowing” and “earning” is in
the end essentially a sham, simply because God in his omniscience already
knows who will be saved by their “good works.” In the end, our salvation
is entirely a matter of God’s grace; we cannot earn it on our own, and cer-
tainly not by good works. For Weber this was the transparent consequence
of making the Christian theodicy consistent, and it had a predictable causal
effect: believers had a deep anxiety about whether they were predestined to
election or damnation.

Maclntyre ran this argument the other way around. Good works, he
argued, were enjoined in the revelatory writings. Protestant theology thus
was placed in the untenable position of arguing that what the revelatory
writings commanded was in some sense irrelevant to God and God’s na-
ture (which they supposed themselves to have theological access to through
their own theorizing). This contradiction between theology and revelation
could only mean that the Calvinists were mistaken about God’s nature and
that Protestantism was a false doctrine. They found a way out of this con-
tradiction by embracing the notion of good works in practice while denying
it in theory.* Thus, contra Weber, it is Protestantism rather than Catholi-
cism that arises out of irrationality and contradiction. The consequences of
this contradiction, and people’s response to it, is thus explained not through
the kind of psychological mechanism that Weber invokes but rather through
the logical fact of contradiction — something that occurs at the level of be-
lief, and also needs no further explanation, because it is “rational” to resolve
the contradiction.

Maclntyre’s argument is relentless in placing his historical account on
the reasons rather than the causes side of the line. “The relationship which
[Weber] in fact manages to pinpoint is indeed a rational one. Weber in fact
presents us with capitalist actions as the conclusion of a practical syllogism
which has Protestant premises” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 55). Weber’s concern
with causal alternatives — the cases of India and China — “is entirely out
of place” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 55). The statistical material Weber presents
is relevant, but only in that it shows that there were people whose behav-
ior corresponded to the practical syllogism — that is to say, people who
conformed to the description. The fact of conformity to the description
is sovereign, and causally probative: because it is rational to resolve the
contradiction as Maclntyre constructs the practical syllogism there are no
causal facts of the matter. The “mistake” supposedly made by Weber, and
by social scientists more generally, is to think otherwise.
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This is an application of the claim MacIntyre made in “Determinism,”
but one for which we can see how much might fall into the category of
rational action. The sharp line MacIntyre draws in that text between be-
having irrationally and behaving rationally, in which rational behavior is
the case in which the agent would change the course of action if and only if
“logically relevant considerations” were adduced, now is extended to an ex-
ample thatis more realistic — the case in which the agent has various reasons,
and the determinants that select what the operative reasons are from these
available reasons may be (and were hypothesized by Weber to be) condi-
tions, such as anxiety, that are unlike “reasons” or “information,” the terms
Maclntyre uses in “Determinism” (MacIntyre 1957a, p. 35). Maclntyre’s
response was to acknowledge the problem of inconsistency between beliefs
and actions itself. Real human action rarely works as neatly as the simple
relation between a belief, a good, and an action modeled in the practical
syllogism “Dry food suits any man,” “here’s some dry food” — the action
of eating it (MacIntyre 1962, p. 53). But the model does solve a problem. It
accounts for the constitutive or “internal and conceptual” character of the
intention-action relationship. The idea that practical syllogisms provided
logical backing for the intention-action link allowed Maclntyre to assim-
ilate action explanations to the decision-oriented model of rational action
in “Determinism.” This avoided the claim that action was shown to be un-
caused simply by virtue of the fact that it was conceptually constituted. It
also allowed him to make sense of the problem of false practical syllogisms.
He argued that we can imagine a dialogue with the practical syllogizer in
which the beliefs of the agent can be revealed, and the false ones corrected.
When the subject in this dialogue “insists on simply affirming the premises
and denying the conclusion, he becomes unintelligible: we literally do not
know in the one case what he is saying or in the other case what he is doing”
(Maclntyre 1962, p. 53). The use of “intelligible” is telling, for it persists —
twenty-four years later Maclntyre was still wrestling with the notion of
intelligibility (MacIntyre 1986a). Here, the later conclusions are foreshad-
owed. This style of explanations comes to an end not in concepts but in the
intelligible agent.

Weber’s explanation had singled out one strand of the plethora of de-
sires, beliefs, and decisions that early capitalists made, and tried to explain
why this strand proved to be so causally significant. This was a question that
MaclIntyre’s approach could not address, except through the insistence that
the strand of reasoning he described was the only possible account, given
the evidence, rather than # possible account among others, that evidence
would decide between.
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One may observe again here a characteristic of MacIntyre’s style — his
reliance on a particular kind of winner-take-all reasoning — which we may
characterize as “exclusive identification.” He himself characterizes this form
of argument, in a different context in the same paper, by saying that “what
I have been concerned to do is to identify rather than to explain. But if one
accepts this identification then we will have to take out a widely accepted
class of explanations” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 69). The new context is the prob-
lem of alternative conceptual schemes, and here we see MacIntyre attempt
for the first time to provide a systematic alternative to Winch. Maclntyre’s
approach concedes one of Winch’s points about the conceptual constitution
of action, that “if the limits of action are the limits of description, then to
analyze the ideas current in society is also to discern the limits within which
action necessarily moves in that society” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 60), from
which he draws the conclusion that “the theory of ideology appears not as
one more compartmentalized concept of the sociologist, but as part of his
central concern with society as such” (Maclntyre 1962, p. 60). However,
consistent with his earlier accounts of rational action as action open to the
adduction of reasons, he argues that the descriptions in the stock of descrip-
tions available in a given social group at a given time “occur as constituents
of beliefs, speculations, and projects and as these are continually criticized,
modified, rejected, or improved, the stock of descriptions changes. The
changes in human action are thus intimately linked to the thread of ratio-
nal criticism in history” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 60). This approach in turn
becomes the distinction between two types of ideology.

One is represented by the Azande, who had been discussed by Michael
Polanyi in his magnum opus Personal Knowledge, also published in 1958.
The Azande were striking for having had a conceptual system in which
witchcraft beliefs were central, and which had ad hoc answers to any ev-
idence that might be given against it, and was thus closed to criticism.
Maclntyre claims that in primitive societies closure is characteristic: “they
have their concepts and beliefs; they move in a closed conceptual circle”
(Maclntyre 1962, p. 63). But while “[a]ll primitive societies, especially iso-
lated ones, tend to be closed ... [m]ost later societies are open; there are
established modes of criticism” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 63). MacIntyre draws
the line between “open” and “closed” in such a way that Marxism is not a
closed scheme, but Stalinism was. The difference is that Stalinism repre-
sented “a concerted attempt to delimit the available stock of concepts and
beliefs and at a certain point to return to a closed circle” (MacIntyre 1962,
p. 63). We can distinguish the two kinds of case because for Stalinism clo-
sure can be accomplished only by recourse to irrational devices that exclude
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rational alternatives. Closure, in short, can occur “rationally” only for prim-
itive societies that have never known openness, but elsewhere closure must
be forced, or irrationally induced. This is an intriguing move, in light of
what follows, not least because it suggests that “ideology” always has an act
of “irrationality” in its historical pedigree. Maclntyre argued that Stalin’s
terror, which could “remove physically all traces of alternative” arguments,
was necessitated by the fact that ideological closure is not possible in a
modern industrial society. Even in Stalin’s Soviet Union there were the
Old Bolshevists, “who in their own theories and practices, were the bearers
of an alternative wider conceptual scheme (it is in the light of our canons
of rationality that we can see it as wider), which prevented consciousness
being closed to non-Stalinist alternatives” (Maclntyre 1962, p. 68). Terror,
he thought, is bound to fail, even though in Stalinist terms “the whole thing
is rational; it can only be challenged by leaving this closed circle” of ideas
(MacIntyre 1962, pp. 68—69). This “identification” of Stalinism as rational
on its own terms meant that classes of explanation that appealed to such
notions as “cult of personality” are wrong (Maclntyre 1962, p. 69). But
it did not mean that it was immune to explanation, since the devices that
sustained it are irrational by our standards.

3. ENTER KUHN

"The cultural tsunami that was Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolu-
tions (1962) was published in the same year as “A Mistake about Causality
in Social Science.” Kuhn’s argument maps on to the problem of the Azande
as follows: science is like a primitive society in that its concepts also move,
for long periods of time, in a closed circle. Anomalies are dismissed, just
as they are by the Azande, with ad hoc explanations — of the failures of the
oracles, for the Azande, and of unexplained but possibly relevant results,
for scientists within their paradigm. The rational alternatives to the existing
paradigms that emerge are treated by scientists not with openness but with
endless attempts to exclude them from serious discussion. These attempts
seem irrational only in retrospect, once a scientific revolution has occurred
and replaced the previous closed system with a new one. The revolution
itself is not and cannot be a matter of rationally considering alternatives, at
least if they are fundamental alternatives, because the only relevant “ratio-
nal” criteria are internal to the closed system of concepts. In this respect
scientists are in the same position as the Azande. There is no such thing
in the history of science as an explanation to the effect that some belief
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is true or rational simply because it is true or rational. It is only true or
rational according to our standards or theirs, and there is no way of ex-
plaining our standards as rational — to say they are rational simply because
they are is itself an instance of reasoning within a closed circle of concepts.
The open/closed distinction is a sham, or perhaps it would be better to say
a relative distinction, that operates internally to a system of concepts, not
between them. The only way out of a paradigm was a “revolution” that
could not be construed as rational in the past paradigm, and conversely
the past paradigm could not be properly understood in the language of
the new.

Maclntyre’s discussions of Stalinism and the Azande, his insistence on
the conceptually relative character of action-explanations as always rational
and always restricted to the “stock of descriptions” in the explainee’s society,
his apparent equation of our standards of rationality with rationality as such,
his invocation of Popper’s distinction between open and closed, and his
depiction of Stalinism as an attempt to secure closure, all read in retrospect
like a man walking into a trap.

Maclntyre argued that “the beginning of an explanation of why certain
criteria are taken to be rational in some societies is that they are ratio-
nal.” Presumably he meant that “our” society was among these societies,
for in the next sentence he adds: “And since this has to enter into our
explanation we cannot explain social behavior independently of our own
norms of rationality” (MacIntyre 1962, p. 61). MacIntyre characterized the
process of changing someone’s views by argument as follows: “I appeal to
impersonal canons of rationality and the relationship between us can only
be elucidated by an account of the established features of rule-following”
(Maclntyre 1962, p. 68). This suggests that he thought at this time that
impersonal standards of rationality were universal, their application gov-
erned by locally established procedures of rule-following. He might have
avoided making such an assumption simply by leaving out the notion of
“criteria” of rationality or the idea that we have “our own norms of ratio-
nality.” Instead, by making an unargued identification of “our own norms
of rationality” with rationality as such Maclntyre opened the door to the full
form of the puzzle of rationality and relativism: appealing to “our norms”
makes the explanations explanations for us; appealing to rationality as such
raises the question of how we are to affirm our criteria of rationality without
circularity.

The term “paradigm” included the notion of a rational standard among
its multiple meanings, and Kuhn’s discussion made it clear that when
scientists made substantive judgments of rational adequacy of evidence,
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and of whether an anomaly was significant in science, they relied on
paradigms. Within paradigms justification was circular — evidence sup-
ported the paradigm, but the paradigm defined what counted as evidence;
paradigms were validated by explanatory and predictive successes, but they
defined what counted as explanation and what success amounted to. But
Kuhn’s case was historiographic and historical: for him incommensurability
was simply a fact, shown by the reactions of incomprehension of scientists
adhering the old paradigm in the face of the new paradigm. Moreover, ac-
cording to Kuhn, what MacIntyre in this paper characterized as unusual
and “slightly self-contradictory” (Maclntyre 1962, p. 63) about ideological
thinking, namely the attempt to close the circle of concepts, to “prevent any
criticism which does not fall inside the established conceptual framework”
is what scientists normally do in the course of solidifying the triumph of a
paradigm and dealing with anomalies.

The naive idea that divergence in conceptual schemes was error, that
there was unproblematic progress with respect to rationality, or truth, in
the course of the replacement of conceptual schemes or in the comparison
of divergence schemes, validated by personal canons, was over with Kuhn.
For better or worse, this was a cultural transformation to which Maclntyre,
and every other thinker of the era, was compelled to respond. To fail to do so
would lead to a relativism in which Stalinism was merely another paradigm
with its own rationality, and in which our judgments about the nonrational-
ity of its methods of self-justification or closure would be merely expressions
of “our” paradigm. The distinction between ideology and rational adequacy
would collapse. Reasons explanations of action would be explanations only
for us. But vindicating “our” standards faced its own problems. A claim that
the explanation of the fact that certain criteria are taken to be rational by
us is that they are rational would simply be circular — a justification of our
standards by reference to our standards. The Azande and Stalin could say
the same.

4. WINCH'S NEW CHALLENGE

Maclntyre had no wish to escape from this problem, which, in various
guises, was to be the central subject of his later career. Winch posed a new
problem, a problem of the logical conditions of understanding. Winch now
argued that there could never be grounds for judgments of rationality of
the beliefs of other cultures, no matter how outré the beliefs, because such
judgments about beliefs seem necessarily to involve pressing the concepts in
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question where they would not naturally be taken and thus misconstruing
them. The case was the now familiar Azande. The facts of the matter,
reported by E. E. Evans-Pritchard, were these. The Azande employed a
particular method for answering a wide variety of questions. They asked
a question that could be given a yes or no answer while they poisoned a
small domestic fowl. If the bird lived, the answer was “yes”; if the bird died,
the answer was “no.” The method was used for making decisions but also
for answering causal questions such as: “Is Prince Ndoruma responsible for
placing bad medicines in the roof of my hut?” (Winch 1970, p. 86). Oracles,
however, can conflict: the implications of the oracular pronouncements are
often inconsistent with one another, and future experiences do not always
square with predictions. Witch powers were supposed by the Azande to
be hereditary, so discovering through the oracle that someone is a witch
implied that the person’s whole family line are witches. But other oracles
might, and do, contradict this by answering “no” to the question of whether
a given person is a witch. The Azande supplied various explanations for the
failure of oracles; for example, that a bad poison was used or the ritual
was faulty. These ad hoc explanations were, as the Europeans who studied
them understood, not sufficient to overcome the endless contradictions that
belief in oracles produced.

The way in which Evans-Pritchard had described the Azande involves a
basic principle of logic, the principle of noncontradiction, that had figured
among MacIntyre’s “impersonal canons of rationality.” But it is not clear,
as Winch points out, that Evans-Pritchard is entitled to do so in this case.
Evans-Pritchard’s challenge is first to understand the concepts of the Azande
and that judgments about contradiction seem to depend on correct under-
standing. Our understanding of concepts is first a matter of understanding
how they are used. In the case of the Azande, as Evans-Pritchard himself
tells us, the people who engage in the practice of oracles do not have any
interest in the problem of contradiction, or indeed any theoretical interest
in the subject. For Winch, this suggests that there is no mystery about the
contradictory character of Azande thinking, only an error that creates a
false problem. Itis the interpreter, Evans-Pritchard, who is in error, and his
error is conceptual: he wishes to use the concepts in ways that the Azande
do not use them. Evans-Pritchard is guilty of attributing to the Azande a
concept other than the one they use. Pushing the concept into uses that
are unnatural to the Azande, to the point of contradiction, is the same as
misconstruing the concept, and the appearance of contradictions in a re-
construction of their thought shows no more than that the reconstruction
is faulty.



84 STEPHEN P. TURNER

So Evans-Pritchard failed to understand the Azande, and consequently
failed to describe their mode of thought. This seems to mean that under-
standing these concepts precludes judgments about their beliefs and asser-
tions about the rationality of these beliefs, and that, in the case of concepts
that figure in developed forms of life, to make a claim that the concepts
are “irrational” amounts to misunderstanding them as they are used by the
participants in that form of life, where in fact their use in practice does not
lead to collapse in the way that a contradiction leads to the collapse of a
theory. In short, claims about the “rationality” of other cultures or their
contents are inevitably misdirected — directed at a false reconstruction of
the concepts of the other culture rather than the concepts as the people of
the culture employ them. MacIntyre began promptly and explicitly to ex-
tricate himself from the trap created by Winch’s arguments by abandoning
some of his earlier arguments and acknowledging some previous, unac-
knowledged conflicts. The strong version of the constitutivity argument,
with which MacIntyre flirted in 1962 (cf. esp. MacIntyre 1962, pp. 60-62),
it was now evident, had relativistic implications: if identification of action
was explanation, and identification could only be on the terms of the society
in question, we would be limited to these explanations; rational criticism,
which Maclntyre had then thoughtallowed freedom from these limitations,
did notescape the circle of local concepts; the exclusion of all other explana-
tions of action meant that we are deprived of any means to account for their
beliefs. To say that Stalin’s methods were irrational was not merely to apply
our standards of rationality, but to misunderstand his. Appealing to imper-
sonal canons assumes understanding; showing his beliefs are contradictory
shows we have not understood.

Maclntyre’s new approach appears in his papers “The Idea of a Social
Science” and “Rationality and the Explanation of Action,” both of which
he included in Against the Self-Images of the Age (1971). Each of these was in
large part a commentary on Winch. MacIntyre now argued that the reasons
and causes distinction was overdrawn, and that his previous view of the sig-
nificance of some of the key arguments in the reasons and causes literature
was mistaken: “we shall be in conceptual error if we look in the direction
of the causes of the physical movements involved in the performance of
the actions. It does not follow that there is no direction in which it might
be fruitful to search for antecedent events that might function as causes”
(Maclntyre 1967a, p. 200; see also p. 215).°

The hypnosis example reappears, now to make a novel point, against
Winch’s use of the identification argument. MacIntyre now argues that pos-
sessing a reason, which is what the identification establishes, is not enough
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for explanation — possessing a reason may be a state of affairs identifiable in-
dependently of the performance of the action. Recall thatin “Determinism”
Maclntyre had used the example in support of the claim that the agent’s ac-
tion in this case was not “rational behavior” and that “to show that behavior
is rational is enough to show that it is not causally determined in the sense
of being the effect of a set of sufficient conditions operating independently
of the agent’s deliberation or possibility of deliberation” (MacIntyre 1957a,
p- 35). In the case of the hypnotized person, it is causally determined, and
consequently considerations of rationality do not apply. In the later paper,
the issue is whether a given reason is “causally effective,” and this is a ques-
tion that presupposes that the hypnotized subject possesses a reason, but
one that is not the cause of the action. In this case the question of whether
the reason caused the action “depends on what causal generalizations we
have been able to establish” (Maclntyre 1967a, p. 117). So Weber, it now
appears, was correct in his methodological self-conception, at least in this
respect: the question of whether a particular belief is the cause of a particular
action is not a category mistake.

In the passage in which MacIntyre connects the problem of reasons to
the problem of the status of nonrelative social science concepts he is still
concerned to vindicate the notion that there can be cross-cultural general-
izations, a commitment he soon curtailed. But he also has his eye on two
other issues that had figured in “A Mistake about Causality in Social Sci-
ence” (1962): the problem of explaining the change from one set of beliefs
to another, and the problem of false consciousness, which MacIntyre under-
stands in this context to be a form of the problem of error about the actual
causes of one’s actions as distinct from the rationalizations one provides
for them, as well as the problem of erroneous belief, such as the witchcraft
beliefs in the time of King James and among the Azande. The problem
here was whether rationality, the criteria of rationality of a society, falsity in
the sense of false consciousness, and coherence, to list a few of Maclntyre’s
favorite usages, could be extricated from the closed circle of concepts or
were simply part of the circle. The problem was not Kuhn’s or Winch’s
alone, nor was it merely a matter of the philosophy of social science.
Maclntyre now addressed it in the form of religion and the familiar
Christian puzzle, known as Tertullian’s paradox, that understanding was
a precondition of belief but belief was a precondition of understanding,
which he turned on its head in a surprising way.

The argument of “Is Understanding Religion Compatible with Believ-
ing?” (1970) starts with the religious form of the problem of incommensura-
bility: are the skeptic and the believers talking about the same thing? Or, as
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some Protestants would say, is it that the skeptic has not rejected Christian-
ity, but instead failed to understand it, and thus rejected something else?
This latter argument depends on a strong notion of understanding that
implies acceptance, or at least “sharing.” But, as MaclIntyre notes, “anthro-
pologists and sociologists routinely claim to understand concepts they do
notshare. They identify such concepts as mana, or taboo, without themselves
using them — or so it seems” (Maclntyre 1970, p. 64). The problems are
parallel, and also, MacIntyre shows, so are the solutions: anthropologists
wind up with various approaches that parallel positions in the philosophy of
religion. The key case is again Evans-Pritchard, whose Nuer Religion (1956)
describes the concept of kwoth, and, as MacIntyre puts it, by identifying the
rules governing its use in a “social context of practice” is “able to show that
the utterances . .. are rule-governed” (Maclntyre 1970, p. 65). Maclntyre’s
point is that while this enables him to “show us what the Nuer idea of in-
telligibility is” and “why the Nuer think their religion makes sense . . . this
is not to have shown the Nuer are right” (Maclntyre 1970, p. 65).

Can we judge intelligibility, incoherence, and so forth independently
of the Nuer - or alternatively the Christian believer — and arrive at the
conclusion that their beliefs do not make sense? Or is this necessarily to have
failed to understand them, as Winch supposed? If the idea of one overall
norm of intelligibility is a metaphysical fiction, is the only alternative total
relativism? The point was of course at the core of philosophical discussion
generally in the last quarter of the twentieth century, so it is all the more
striking that, on the page following MacIntyre’s elaboration of this problem,
he appeals to Franz Steiner’s discussion of taboo.®

The point Maclntyre makes against Winch in elaborating the problem
is that “criteria have a history,” which bears directly on “the suggestion that
agreement in following a rule is sufficient to make sense” (Maclntyre 1970,
p- 68). Taboo, itappears, is a concept that we can provide rules for using, but
cannot, at least on the basis of current usage, make meaningful, intelligible,
rational, and so forth (MaclIntyre 1970, p. 68). On the basis of present usage
alone, we might say that taboos are prohibitions where no further reason
exists, and as he jokes, “the temptation to tell anthropologists that taboo is
the name of a non-natural quality would be very strong for any Polynesian
who had read G. E. Moore” (Maclntyre 1970, p. 68). Steiner’s solution, as
Maclntyre construes t, is to say that taboo formerly did make sense, but that
the usages recorded by anthropologists no longer do. As Maclntyre puts
it, Steiner has “constructed from the uses of taboo a sense which it might
have had and a possible history of how this sense was lost” (MacIntyre 1970,
p. 68). With this phrase, one sees the key insight of 4 Short History of Ethics
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and ahead to After Virtue and the rest of the later project. Where does it
leave us with religion? As with ethics, we must accept the realization that our
troubles with our concepts in the present are a matter of their separation
from embodied social practice and from the history in which they made
sense. In the case of religion it leads to MacIntyre’s novel conclusion that
Christians don’t understand the religion they profess. Barthian theologians,
G. E. Moore, and taboo thinkers are in the end no different.

Steiner’s account of taboo is one in which something intelligible, namely
the sense of the dangers of things and places, turns into something unintel-
ligible — apparently pointless prohibitions — which can be understood only
by constructing its historical origins in the context of which it is intelligi-
ble. The trope recurs in MacIntyre’s thought in many forms, notably in the
problem of morality in A Short History of Ethics, which accounts for moral
theory as a means of making sense of substantive moral notions whose orig-
inal moral context of social practice has disappeared. Thus, with Stoicism,
for which virtues that made a particular kind of sense in a social order in
which practicing these virtues had visibly good results, in the disordered
public world of the Roman Empire, had to be practiced, if they were prac-
ticed at all, without regard to consequences, as purely private virtues — a
notion that would have been oxymoronic for Aristotle (Short History,
pp- 100-109). Here we see Steiner’s basic strategy brilliantly applied: to
make sense of the Stoics, it is not enough to find intelligible analogues
between their beliefs and beliefs in our own culture that are already in-
telligible to us. As a matter of interpretation this may be sufficient; as a
matter of history it is not — history, in this case the history of moral ideas
and moral philosophy, would become a parade of bizarre inventions. What
is needed is a rational reconstruction of the irrational that makes the in-
ventions intelligible as attempted solutions to real problems at the level of
ideas — problems such as what the authoritative basis of morality might be
in the face of diversity in practice — and existential problems, such as how
one can use power in a violent and disordered society in which acting on
old ideas of decency produces defeat and suffering.

The same kind of arguments cannot of course apply to science, or to
any ongoing tradition of inquiry in which coherence is not lost. But these
too “have a history” and, in these cases, a certain kind of history has a cru-
cial role. This is the argument against Kuhn that MacIntyre deployed in
“Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the Philosophy of Sci-
ence” (1977a). The article deals with the issue of commensurability, which
had been critical to the philosophical impact of Kuhn. Paul Feyerabend,
in 1962, published a lengthy paper in Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy
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of Science 111 that made the issues very explicit: the traditional account of
theoretical advance involved subsuming old theories under new ones, and
this required meaning invariance — that is, that the terms had the same
meaning in both theories. Feyerabend argued that they did not. Without a
logical account of the connection between theories, the “logical” analysis of
theory change was doomed, and soon unraveled. The “revolutions” account
presented by Kuhn implied that successive paradigms were not strictu sensu
about the same things. But scientists thought their theories were, and also
that they were advances.

Maclntyre argued that the scientists’ historical accounts, narratives of
scientific change, were themselves part of science properly understood, and
that the value of a theory in science depends on, and is shown by, its role in
narratives of progress.

The criterion of a successful theory is that it enables us to understand
its predecessors in a newly intelligible way. It, at one and the same time,
enables us to understand precisely why its predecessors have to be rejected
or modified and also why, without and before its illumination, past theory
could have remained credible. Itintroduces new standards for evaluating the
past. It recasts the narrative which constitutes the continuous reconstruction
of the scientific tradition. (MacIntyre 1977a, p. 460)

5. TRADITION

"Tradition, continuously reconstructed by narrative, was MacIntyre’s solu-
tion to the puzzle of rational continuity in Kuhn. The question of whether
“only standards to which anyone can appeal in judging what is a good and
what is not are the standards embodied in the ordinary language of each
particular group” (1992a, p. 18) was left to be solved. Whether Maclntyre
solves them or exacerbates them is a matter of dispute: Winch believed
he did not solve them (Winch 1992). There is, however, another question
that arises, on Maclntyre’s own terms, about the status of this account of
tradition in its aspect of social theory, and this is a question that may be
more fruitful. The concept of the scientific tradition was associated with
Michael Polanyi, and MacIntyre was at pains to distinguish his views from
Polanyi’s. For MaclIntyre, “what constitutes a tradition is a conflict of inter-
pretations of that tradition, a conflict which itself has a history susceptible
of rival interpretations. If I am a Jew, I have to recognize that the tradi-
tion of Judaism is partly constituted by continuous argument over what
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it means to be a Jew” (Maclntyre 1977a, p. 460). Similarly for science.
Degenerate traditions, in contrast, erect “epistemological defenses which
enable [them] to avoid being put into question by rival traditions.” Liberal
Protestantism, some forms of psychoanalysis, and modern astrology are
examples (Maclntyre 1977a, p. 461). Psychoanalysis, Marxism, astrology,
all are Polanyi’s examples as well, as is the argument that “any feature of
any tradition, any theory, any practice, any belief can always under certain
conditions be put in question, the practice of putting in question, whether
within a tradition or between traditions, itself always requires the context
of a tradition” (Maclntyre 1977a, pp. 461-462; Polanyi 1958, pp. 269-297).
If we are to accept Maclntyre’s account as the best or only account, we need
grounds to do so — grounds that rule out rivals, or show their inferiority. In
the smaller intellectual space of theories of tradition, there are alternatives,
and Maclntyre has a case against them. To understand the case we must
understand the rivals. Polanyi, according to Maclntyre, erred because

he does not see the omnipresence of conflict — sometimes latent — within
living traditions. It is because of this that anyone who took Polanyi’s view
would find it very difficult to explain how a transition might be made from
one tradition to another or how a tradition which had lapsed into incoher-
ence might be reconstructed. Since reason operates only within traditions
and communities according to Polanyi, such a transition or reconstruction
could not be a work of reason. It would have to be a leap in the dark of some
kind. (MaclIntyre 1977a, p. 465, emphasis in the original)

Natural science can be a rational form of enquiry if and only if the writing
of a true dramatic narrative — that is, of history understood in a particular
way — can be a rational activity. Scientific reason turns out to be subordinate
to, and intelligible only in terms of, historical reason. (MacIntyre 1977a,
pp- 464)

Michael Oakeshott’s “Rationalism in Politics” was published in 1948.
It is striking that the example of Stoicism was discussed, in largely the
same terms and in the same way as Maclntyre, by Oakeshott in the late
twenties (Cowling 1980, p. 253). Michael Polanyi published Science, Faith
and Society in 1946, Personal Knowledge in 1956, and in between published
a stream of articles and commentary. T. S. Eliot’s Christianity and Culture
(1949) defended a notion of the European tradition as essentially Christian.
One of the major themes of several of these works was the rehabilitation of
the contribution of medieval Catholicism to the forming of this tradition.
Christopher Dawson, editor of the Dublin Review, wrote The Making of
Christian Europe (1932) and engaged closely with the London scene. Even
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such figures as Popper were briefly caught in this current. His paper
“Towards a Rational Theory of Tradition” appeared in 1949.

Maclntyre’s comments on this tradition are infrequent but interesting,
and they cluster in the late seventies though Popper’ article was mentioned
in 1962 (Maclntyre 1977a, pp. 465-466, 468; 1978b, pp. 26-27). He had
been caustic about Polanyi, whom he considered to be a Burkean, a term
Maclntyre used to designate a kind of conservatism that was the intellectual
analogue of Stalinism — a concept of tradition that was closed and “unitary.”
One may observe that this comment is misplaced as applied to Polanyi, who
made the point that the relevant cultural ideal was “a highly differentiated
intellectual life pursued collectively” (Polanyi 1962, p. 219), “a continuous
network — of critics” (Polanyi 1962, p. 217). Similarly for the tradition of
tradition as a whole: T. S. Eliot argued that too much unity was a bad thing
(Eliot 1949, p. 131). Oakeshott would have argued that the notion of closure
as applied to tradition is a capitulation to the French Revolution’s notion
of tradition that the tradition tradition rejects. Indeed, it may be the case
that the notion of unity in this tradition is weaker than MacIntyre’s own.

Others have pursued the question of the similarity between Maclntyre’s
concept of tradition and its rivals (for example, Flett 1999-2000). The more
pressing question is one of method. Given that there are rivals, and that at
least one of these rivals, Maclntyre’s, presents itself as not only different but
superior, how are we to assess this claim? Here we come to a small puzzle.
Maclntyre himself employs a variety of standards, depending on what sort
of claim is being assessed, and in his relatively rare remarks on alternative
concepts of tradition there are two kinds of argument. One, to which I will
return, is an identification that excludes alternatives. The other is to assess
the theory, as any other theory in science or social science is assessed, to see
whether it accounts adequately for the appearances it is designed to account
for without adding too much problematic baggage.

The concept of practices (for example, in After Virtue, pp. 187-203) is
a straightforward example of a theoretical deployment: it is a theoretical
entity posited to account for various features of human activity. It is sup-
ported by its consilience with other things that are known about human
activity, with what is known about human psychology, and so forth. We
can ask the usual questions about these theoretical entities in the usual way.
These are not, for MacIntyre, questions from outside. His own writings,
from The Unconscious to his writings on social science in the eighties, provide
ample grounds for holding him to this test. He argues that it could not have
been known # priori that the project of Durkheim and of positivist sociology
would fail (Maclntyre 1986b, p. 92). And this means that nothing # priori
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guarantees the validity of alternatives, either. Philosophy is not autonomous
in this respect: philosophical doctrine can be evaluated only as contributing
to specific inquiries (Maclntyre 1986b, p. 87).

It will seem like an evasion to say that an assessment of MacIntyre’s ap-
proach to tradition, or that of any of his rivals, in these terms is not a simple
matter. The problem is tangled up with some of the central mysteries of
present thought, notably the problem of normativity — of whether there
is such a thing to be explained, and what would count as an explanation.
The problem of theoretical baggage is largely a problem relative to this.
The features of Maclntyre’s account, its teleology and its doctrine of
internal goods, which are shared with some other accounts of tradition and
constitute its heaviest pieces of baggage, are there because of it. I do not
propose to solve it here. But I will observe that a crucial kind of argument
in Maclntyre, “identification,” which leads to the exclusion of alternatives
might be taken as an alternative to the weighing of theoretical baggage, both
as an approach to vindicating Maclntyre or to interpreting his own argu-
ments for his concept of practice and tradition. I question whether this is
a form of argument atall, or atleast a complete one: identification, one may
say, is never theoretically innocent. There are no appearances that we may
simply “identify,” no prerogative interpretations which exclude all others.

Nevertheless, the way in which MacIntyre makes his case, for example in
“The Intelligibility of Action”(1986a), his most complete discussion of the
traditional concerns of social theory (which has a similarity to G. H. Mead
and Charles Horton Cooley on the self [cf. MacIntyre 1986a, p. 77]), rests
almost entirely on an identification of the concept of intelligible action that
is shown to require practices, thus good reasons, and thus the concept of
the good (Maclntyre 1986a, p. 75), and to exclude such things as intelligible
action by machines, which “lack the relevant kind of history and the relevant
kind of social relationships” (MacIntyre 1986a, p. 79). He says, correctly,
that this is not a “demonstration of a conceptual truth to the effect that
intelligible action cannot be predicated of machines” (MacIntyre 1986a,
p- 79). But this claim, like the case for tradition as a whole, seems to fall
into the long series of arguments in which MacIntyre’s identifications of
what is to be explained do the work of excluding rivals. If these arguments
are problematic, so is the structure as a whole.

Notes

1. One of the features of his style that is illustrated by his work on the issues of
social science as a whole is the use of the outlying province of philosophy of the
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social sciences as a base for attacking the fashionable issues of the metropole (cf.
Maclntyre 1978b, p. 21).

2. Of course there are qualifications — the probative force of the identifications is
not absolute. It may be, Maclntyre suggests, that there are unnoticed, glandular
conditions that would validate the claim that an action was really caused rather
than rational (Maclntyre 1957a, pp. 35-36).

3. This line of reasoning has a fascinating history. The Catholic side of the problem
has recently been reconstructed by Leszek Kolakowski in his book on Pascal and
his context, entitled God Owes Us Nothing (Kolakowski 1995), which deals with
Jansenism. The phrase “God owes us nothing” cuts to the heart of the problem.
There is no such thing as cashing in on God’s promises of salvation simply because
the notion of owing does notapply to God as omniscient and omnipotent, and the
idea that we can bind God to promises in this way is absurdly presumptuous.

4. Maclntyre’s argument is this:
Weber describes this as if the psychological pressure of the need to know
if one were saved had distorted the logical consequences of Calvinism.
But in fact Calvinism and Calvin himself had always had to accommodate
the commandments to good works in the Bible. Calvin was committed
to the following propositions: 1. God commands good works; 2. It is of
the highest importance possible to do what God commands; 3. Good
works are irrelevant to what is of most importance to you, your salvation
or damnation. It is a requirement of logic, not of psychological pressures,
that one of these propositions be modified; the alternative is contradiction.
Moreover, unless it is the third proposition which is modified, preaching
and legislation on morals, two central Calvinist activities, which are also
rationally backed up by doctrine, lose their point. (MacIntyre 1962, p. 55)

5. Maclntyre returns to the problem of causality in the social realm and history in
“Causality in History” (1976). Weber’s account of the causes of the Great War,
from a letter MacIntyre does not identify, which targeted Slav expansionism as
the key contributing cause, is taken as an example of a bad explanation. The
Marxist view that the war was inevitable, given certain long-standing conditions,
is claimed by MacIntyre to be correct. The methodological grounds on which
the claim is made, however, involve a revision (and application to history) of
the account of legal causality in Hart and Honoré (1959). The new revision is
actually very close to Weber’s own views, with this difference: Weber regarded
causal claims of this kind as claims that the presence of a given factor, relative to
a reference class of preselected factors, increases the probability of the outcome,
and thus he saw all causal claims of this type as relative to the selection of the
reference class. MacIntyre argues, consistent with this model, that the particular
cause Weber selected did not meet this criterion since the outcome would have
happened anyway, but he seems to have failed to recognize that the claim that
the reference class produced the inevitable (presumably meaning a very high
probability) result of war itself is a causal claim that needs to be warranted by
comparison to a preselected reference class, and thus misses Weber’s point: that
this selection, like all such selections, is a result of the historian’s interest, and
not given in history.
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6. The significance of this text, which figures in a central passage in After Virtue,
is pointed up much later, in MacIntyre’s interview with Borradori, in which he
discussed the influence on his thinking of Franz Steiner, an anthropologist. He
dates this influence, interestingly, to the early fifties. Maclntyre says:

[Steiner] pointed me toward ways of understanding moralities that avoided
both the reductionism of presenting morality as a mere secondary expres-
sion of something else, and the abstractionism that detaches principles
from socially embodied practice. Rival forms of such practice are in con-
tention, a contention which is neither only a rational debate between rival
principles nor a class of rival social structures, but always inseparably both.
(Maclntyre 1991d, p. 259)



4 Modern(ist) Moral Philosophy
and MacIntyrean Critique

J. L. A. GARCIA

We have to describe and explain a building, the upper story of which was
erected in the nineteenth century; the ground floor dates from the sixteenth
century, and a careful examination of the masonry discloses the fact that it
was reconstructed from a dwelling-tower of the eleventh century. In the
cellar we discover Roman foundation walls, and under the cellar a filled-in
cave, in the floor of which stone tools are found and remnants of glacial fauna
in the layers below. That would be a sort of picture of our mental structure.!

1. INTRODUCTION

My title and topic here call to mind both the title and themes of
G. E. M. Anscombe’s article, now almost half a century old, “Modern
Moral Philosophy” (1958). In one of the twentieth century’s most widely
reprinted and influential pieces of philosophical writing, which gave us the
term (and the topic) consequentialism and helped spawn both the line of
inquiry later called philosophy of action and the revival of interest in the
moral virtues, Anscombe defended three principal theses. First, she urged
philosophers not to explore moral philosophy until possessed of an ade-
quate philosophical moral psychology. Second, both they and the rest of
society should abjure conducting moral discussion using the discourse of
“morally right/wrong,” of “morally ought,” of moral obligation, the morally
required/forbidden/permitted, and so on, because those terms mean noth-
ing substantive today, retaining only what she memorably called “mesmeric
force.” Third, the differences among modernist moral philosophers, much
discussed by her predecessors and contemporaries in the profession, not
least in their elaborations of C. D. Broad’s contrast between “teleological”
and “deontological” theories, are in fact of little importance, masking
agreements that, though deeper and more significant than the overblown

disputes, had gone largely neglected, unacknowledged, unnoticed, and
undefended.

94
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Much of Alasdair MacIntyre’s work on ethics can be read as addressing
the matters that Anscombe had thrust into the foreground, whether or not
her work figured in his thinking intentionally, thematically, systematically,
or even consciously. From his book The Unconscious, published the same
year as Anscombe’s article, through his more recent work on moral virtues,
Maclntyre has sought to help provide us a more philosophically adequate
psychology, informed, in a way that distinguishes it from most of that
by Anscombe and her philosophical colleagues in Britain and the United
States, by wide reading in social and individual psychology and in other
parts of the social and biological sciences. Similarly, his account, especially
in After Virtue, of our moral discourse as, in effect, emotive, and his view of
our talk of moral rights, duties, and so on as “survivals” that lack coherent
and accepted conditions of application, both serve to amplify, flesh out, and
defend a position close to Anscombe’s second thesis. Here too, as illustrated
by his treatment of Polynesian “tabu” in After Virtue (pp. 111-113) and
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (pp. 182-186), Maclntyre draws on
the empirical social sciences. Finally, though today Maclntyre seldom
directly addresses topics classed under the rubrics of moral problems or
practical/applied ethics, from Marxism and Christianity through Whose
Fustice? Which Rationality? he works to undermine both utilitarian and
neo-Kantian accounts of justice and practical rationality, the very accounts
that underlie the de facto consensus on normative issues that Anscombe
decries in expounding her third thesis. There she points out that both the
utilitarian followers of G. E. Moore and the so7 disant Kantian followers of
W. D. Ross and Henry Prichard agreed that the goal of avoiding possibly
unwelcome consequences could justify even the most patently unjust
and immoral actions — anything from taking for others’ use someone’s
vital organs to framing innocent parties, blasphemy, betrayal, and sexual
perversion.

Maclntyre’s critique of modernist moral philosophy, for all these simi-
larities, does not at all simply recapitulate Anscombe’s. His criticism is more
detailed, deeply informed by his ties to Marxism and his reading in the social
sciences and by elements distinctively his own. Introduced and developed
over more than four decades of texts, his critical examination covers more
ground than I can hope to examine here. Instead, this chapter explores just
four themes. Before getting to their specifics, I should interject some re-
marks about my aims and methods. I mean to offer a reading of some of
Maclntyre’s arguments and positions, to concentrate on articulating their
content and assessing them. I do not try to defend the accuracy of my inter-
pretations of Maclntyre’s texts, or examine the accuracy of his own readings
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of particular moral philosophical texts from the modernist epoch. What s,
I think, more interesting is what his texts suggest to us, whether and how
those suggestions are helpful, and the extent to which they may be correct
and even insightful. Those latter topics provide my focus, and the inter-
pretive matters — both mine of MacIntyre and MacIntyre’s of modernity’s
great thinkers — will be treated in only cursory fashion.

2. MACINTYRE'S CRITIQUE OF MODERNIST MORAL
PHILOSOPHY: EXPOSITION

At the end of After Virtue, Maclntyre pairs a striking disjunction with an
even more startling conjunction. Nietzsche or Aristotle? he asks provoca-
tively (p. 256). As signposts to his answer, he points to Leon Trotsky and
St. Benedict. What does he mean by this question and this answer? Con-
sider, first, what Maclntyre calls “the Enlightenment Project” (p. 36), which
aims to justify, in a secular way and for a secular age, retaining a moral code
much like traditional Christian morality, especially its emphasis on benevo-
lence and mercy. The project rooted morality in human practical rationality,
which it understood largely as instrumental or as autonomously legislative,
or in human nature, which it understood in a rigorously nonteleological
mode (p. 52). (Especially in the past century, this new moral approach
became increasingly forthright in repudiating traditional Christian sexual
morality.) MacIntyre thinks that this project can now be seen to have failed
and, in counterposing Aristotle to Nietzsche (pp. 109-120, 256-259) and
linking Leon Trotsky to Benedict (pp. 261-263) I think Maclntyre means
that in its wake we face only two choices.

On one hand, we can more frankly reject morality altogether, appeal-
ing only to natural passions and drives, some idiosyncratic and capricious,
some social, and some universal but wild. This is the alternative to which
Nietzsche points us. On the other hand, we can undertake the arduous task
of reevaluating and ultimately modifying the modernists’ turn against tele-
ology and attempt to reconceive morality along lines similar to Aristotle’s.
This will be a lonely task, because so many, including many intellectu-
als, have convinced themselves that, while some reforms remain to be im-
plemented, our moral order and our moral thought are basically in good
order and without need of fundamental reconstruction. MacIntyre thinks
those in his more radical project, then, will need largely to do their think-
ing within groups sharing the same fundamental standards and objectives,
while reading much more widely beyond these traditions of inquiry.? This
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confronts them with two chief options on how to relate to those outside: the
"Trotskyan model of active, subversive engagement with the larger world and
the Benedictine model of withdrawal from it to ordered privacy. Maclntyre
realizes neither has a great chance of success in modern conditions because,
despite its self-image of tolerance, liberal society will brook neither certain
forms of challenge nor withdrawal.

In the passage I prefixed to this discussion, Jung uses the image of
an old house, with sections dating from different centuries and founda-
tions containing still older elements, to help us in thinking about the mind.
We could readily apply the same image to MacIntyre’s conception of both
Western societies in the modernist epoch and also the vocabulary and forms
of thought they use to conduct their discourse.® As with the house’s parts,
the disparate provenance of the different components may not be obvious
and may have been forgotten. It is also likely that over time the fissures
become deeper and the structure less stable, even if the joints are hid-
den to all but the trained eye. Thus, like Anscombe, Maclntyre has long
complained that, in our moral discourse, we freely shift from concepts of
natural law to natural rights, from obligation to virtue, from self-interest
to sacrificial charity, from consideration only of overall consequences to
compassion for immediate victims to interest in one’s own higher interest
and long-term self-improvement, without noticing the very different his-
tories and, he thinks, incompatible bases and presuppositions from which
these concepts and vocabularies emerge. Maclntyre thinks this modern
moral ‘order’ a mess approaching a deeper crisis of its own internal contra-
dictions, as in Marxist eschatology, and he thinks the project that hides
its messiness an exercise more in obfuscation than in its self-described
enlightenment.

I will explore five claims I think MacIntyre makes against the forms
of moral philosophy that have predominated in the West from the time
that the medieval epoch started giving way to the modern, and especially
since the Enlightenment cemented the triumph of postmedieval forms of
thought. I neither claim, nor presuppose, nor even think that these exhaust
the intellectual bases for MacIntyre’s dissatisfaction with the theories of
Smith, Hume, Kant, Mill, and their admiring successors. Mine is only a
selection. However, I do think that the claims I attribute to MacIntyre and
examine below are among the most significant, both in the way they target
theses that lie deep within those philosophies and are characteristic of it,
and in the ways they provide grounds for several of Maclntyre’s distinctive
elements in the more positive vision of moral philosophy he developed
during the past century’s last two decades.
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The first of these claims is that the modernists’ moral philosophies ig-
nore the dependence of both justice and moral reasoning on (fairly specific)
standards and thus on (group) traditions. I call this one single part of his
critique, but it should be clear that it involves several distinct claims. First,
Maclntyre seems to reject the project of deducing substantive moral judg-
ments from the meaning of very general evaluative terms such as ‘ought’
or ‘right’ or ‘good’. This was a major contention of his early book 4 Short
History of Ethics, rethinking whose claims, he recently said (see MacIntyre
1991a and 1991d), was the source of his moral philosophical project since
the mid-1970s, and it animates several of the essays, especially on the mean-
ing and use of ‘ought,’ collected in Against the Self-Images of the Age: Essays
on Ideology and Philosophy (1971). Rather, Maclntyre maintains that some-
one can figure out what she ought or has to do only by determining her
responsibilities within her situation.*

"This might be uncontroversial when narrowly construed. No utilitarian
or Kantian thinker denies that an agent’s circumstances affect what she
ought to do. For MaclIntyre, however, the way in which the agent is perti-
nently situated includes not just whether she has made any promises now
coming due or stands to help or harm many people by her choice. Rather,
it extends also to the relationships in which she stands to other people, the
roles she occupies, and therefore — this is the second important claim — he
thinks that it can include the expectations her society’s traditions properly
vest in them (and, therein, in her). This pushes Maclntyre’s thought to-
ward relativism, and the charge that his position is relativist has frequently
been lodged (see, for example, Haldane 1994). Below, I turn more fully to
Maclntyre’s relation to relativism. Here it is important to note that his re-
cent position requires a complex background against which any judgment
that someone ought to do something needs to be legitimated in order for it
to be rationally acceptable. This judgment must be tied to pertinent virtues,
and the virtues to what he calls “practices.” Further, because “no individual
lives her or his life wholly within the confines of any one practice,” the prac-
tices and their goods also need to be brought into such harmony as to yield
coherent and potentially fulfilling lives for the people participating in them
(see, for example, MacIntyre 1992b, esp. pp. 7-8). Finally, this fulfillment
needs to be understood as such by some tradition of moral inquiry into
human flourishing, which tradition is itself rationally superior to its rivals.

Maclntyre contrasts the bare, untethered moral ‘ought’, which has
plagued Western thought and confounded its philosophers from Hume
onward, with the ‘ought’-judgments of Homeric and medieval times (Afzer
Virtue, pp. 121-130, 165-180; see also MacIntyre 1971d, pp. 143-145). In
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those days, anyone could normally tell what a person ought to do because
what she was to do was so to behave as to fulfill herself as a warrior, or a
citizen, or a husband or wife, or a Greek, or a monk, or a Christian, or as
occupying some such social position. That is not to say there could not be
conflicts. However, even then someone knew that, to borrow a familiar ex-
ample from the mythological tradition, Agamemnon owed it to Menelaus
as a brother, a fellow king, a Greek, to help him to regain his wife, while
he also owed it to Iphigenia and Clytemnestra to act protectively toward
his family and daughter, even if there was some tension between these two
socially recognized debts. Indeed, as Maclntyre sees it, these debts were
not merely recognized by society, but largely created by its structure and
practices, which themselves provide the moral vocabulary necessary to give
the responsibilities content and specificity. In this Homeric morality, there
is nothing that Agamemnon ought to do, nothing virtuous for him to be,
no projects incumbent upon him except as occupying one or another of
these roles, which his society creates, shapes, and defines, and whose telos
it furnishes. This is the chief reason Maclntyre thinks much of our nor-
mative discourse, especially in morality, operates emotively. As in the past,
to be legitimate our ‘ought’-judgments need backing by reasons and thus
by practical rationality. However, unlike some historical epochs, Maclntyre
believes that, in this society and time, our rationality (that s, we, reasoning)
cannot get sufficient purchase to supply fully defensible grounds. Our rea-
soning lacks the social context needed to give moral judgments clear and
determinate content and to provide adequate standards for their rational
assessment. This point naturally leads into his view of the deductive gap
between factual judgments and moral judgments that Hume is thought to
have noticed and that drew great attention from Maclntyre’s colleagues
within analytical philosophy, especially in the last century’s middle third
(After Virtue, pp. 56-57).

A second element in Maclntyre’s critical analysis of the modernists’
moral philosophies is that they so divorce what they regard as ‘facts’ from
‘values’ that our moral practice becomes operationally emotivist, with dif-
terent factions within society arguing against others in ways that tend to turn
both desperate and self-righteous (see, for example, After Virtue, pp. 6-8,
23-25). Desperate, because each senses that (though not why) it can-
not conclusively establish its position’s correctness; self-righteous, because
each knows that (though, again, not why) its position cannot be conclu-
sively exposed as incorrect. Facts and values, as we understand them today,
Maclntyre holds to be Enlightenment inventions, designed precisely to
contrast with each other in such ways as to create between them a gap
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that cannot be bridged. Like the noncognitivists, MacIntyre insists on this
gap and on our inability to eliminate it. Unlike them, he thinks this is not a
general logical phenomenon, but a historical peculiarity of our epoch (After
Virtue, pp. 18-19). For MacIntyre, there are no resources simply internal to
reason as such that can justify our normative judgments. Rather, he thinks
both moral reasoning and moral concepts are inherently historical artifacts
requiring a certain social context for people to recognize and employ the
relevant concepts in a clear, determinate way, and for their applications to
be rationally defensible according to accepted standards.®

A third line of criticism that Maclntyre directs against the thinking of the
major moral philosophers of modernity is that it promotes and acquiesces
in the fragmentation of the modern subject into disparate (and, it appears,
sometimes conflicting) roles without providing any basis or method for her
reunification, coberence, and integr(al)ity. Here, Maclntyre’s position seems to
be that we moderns recognize elements of our plight, tacitly and implicitly
if not as such, and that we allow for it in our practical thinking, again even if
notin our theories of practical rationality. We accommodate this breakdown
in our moral discourse chiefly by taking refuge in other kinds of evaluation
where things seem not so bad. Specifically, we see our less controversial
responsibilities within the roles we occupy, and focus on them, sometimes
unifying them when we need to under some general and seemingly clear,
determinate, and uncontroversial managerial concepts, such as those of effi-
ciency, profit maximization, health, and ‘pragmatism’. Maclntyre dismisses
such concepts’ claims to be either uncontroversial or useful in settling ambi-
guities or conflicts (MacIntyre 1977b). They make sense only within certain
assumptions, which themselves are controverted and need support we can-
not provide them. As for the roles themselves, they are disparate, can pull
in different directions, and stand in need of some larger justifying purpose.
So, if I understand him, Maclntyre sees us moderns fulfilling our various
roles, when we do, with no adequate grounds for thinking we are therein
living fulfilled and worthwhile lives.’

A fourth of MacIntyre’s grounds for rejecting modernist moral theories
is that these philosophies permit, and even encourage, the subject to see
her private (and her faction’s) self-interest as pitted against both the good of
other individuals and, more important, the good of the larger political com-
munity. MacIntyre hopes to call into question and reduce the scope of, if not
wholly to overcome, the familiar opposition between the good of the indi-
vidual and that of her group (see, for example, Dependent Rational Animals,
pp- 108-109). These can be reconciled, even partially, only when the private,
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the small group’s, and the larger community’s goods are objectively and
properly understood as interdependent both in principle and in fact. When
each decides its good for itself, there is manifest potential for wide and deep
conflict. Maclntyre’s concern here may be both theoretical and existential.
Theoretically, we cannot accurately understand someone’s welfare except
as constituted by her flourishing as a member of some definite community.
Indeed, there may be no such thing as her flourishing except her flourishing
as such a member. Existentially, we cannot live fulfilled lives in the context
of the radical alienation and anomie that characterize modernity. However,
none of the totalitarianisms that have attempted to provide a larger sense of
meaning, a sense of being part of something important beyond ourselves,
has yet succeeded in justifying itself, even if some have temporarily avoided
sociopolitical oppression.

The fifth and last of the issues that we will raise from Maclntyre’s
critique resides in his view, retained and adapted from his Marxist days,
that much of the vaunted rationality and freedom on which liberal thinkers
have prided their culture since the Enlightenment masks sinister inter-
ests of some groups over others. Some of what are frequently presented
as features of universal reason or as uncontroversial values (e.g., efficiency)
function to serve (and to conceal) these groups’ interests by delegitimizing
any opposition as parochial, romantic, narrow, mystical, dogmatic, unsci-
entific, or otherwise irrational, illiberal, and unjustified. Here, Maclntyre
sides with the genealogists and other postmodernist “masters of suspi-
cion” in challenging this intellectual hegemon. Unlike them, however,
Maclntyre never deprecates rationality, objectivity, justification, or or-
dered liberty as such. Rather, he questions the identification of these with
their recent modernist social manifestations and theoretical conceptualiza-
tions. For him, challenge and pluralism are stages on the way to a recon-
ceived reason and truth, which are never fully attained, but may better be
approximated.

3. MACINTYRE'S RESPONSE TO MODERNIST MORAL
PHILOSOPHY: SUMMARY

From his earliest writings, MacIntyre set himself in opposition to the liberal
order of modernism. Like others before him, and in keeping with his deep
belief in the communal and the historical, he consistently maintains that
a nonliberal order would have to draw heavily not only for its critique of
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liberalism, but also for its positive alternative to liberalism, on sources of
which some were plainly premodern and others we might today classify as
postmodern. The two chief sources were Christianity and Marxism. Thus,
he later wrote of his book:

Then [in 1953, when Marxism: an Interpretation was first published] I aspired
to be both a Christian and a Marxist ... now [1968, when its revision was
issued under the title Marxism and Christianity] 1 am skeptical of both,
although also believing that one cannot entirely discard either without
discarding truths not otherwise available. Then [1953] I envisioned the
beliefs of both Christians and Marxists as essentially the beliefs of organi-
zations . .. Now it is clear that for both Party and [Roman Catholic] church
the relationship of belief to organization has become much more ambigu-
ous. But one still cannot evade the question of relationship. (Marxism and
Christianity, pp. vii—viii)

However, he recognized, as a Hegelian would, that one could not expect
to reinstate either Christianity or Marxism as they had earlier existed. While
both articulated insightful criticisms of the extant order, neither, he thought
at the time, either attempted or could withstand subjecting itself to the
same sort of critique it effectively advanced against modernism. “Christians
and Marxists both wish to exempt their own doctrines from the historical
relativity which they are all too willing to ascribe to the doctrines of others”
(Marxism and Christianity, p. ix).

Eventually, he came to think that a form of Christianity could survive
such critique, and he formulated a new moral-theoretical vision from within
it. In this chapter, my interest lies chiefly in Maclntyre’s criticism of the ma-
jor modernist philosophers’ moral thought, not in what he offers to put in
its place. Nonetheless, a brief consideration of several of his positive pro-
posals can help clarify just what it is to which he objects. As a physician’s
diagnosis can sometimes be better understood by looking to the treatment
prescribed, so may we better grasp pertinent elements of MacIntyre’s cri-
tique if we consider alternatives MacIntyre envisions to each of the ills that,
as interpreted here, he claims to have detected.

In response to the first of the concerns I cited above, the fact (as he sees
it) that justice and moral reasoning depend upon fairly specific standards of
application and, because of that, also depend on social groups’ practices and
traditions, MacIntyre proposes that we consciously work within the most
defensible tradition available, which he identifies as Thomas Aquinas’ syn-
thesis of Aristotle’s virtues-oriented, self-perfectionist naturalist teleology
with Augustine’s conception of moral life as centered in conformity and
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obedience of will to natural and divine laws (Whose Fustice?, pp. 164-208;
Three Rival Versions, pp. 127-148). I put the project this way to highlight
the magnitude of the work Aquinas set himself.

As an alternative to the second concern above noted, that our moral
philosophies and our moral thinking so disengage ‘values’ from ‘facts’ that
we retain no capacity for objectively grounding our normative judgments,
Maclntyre proposes that we evaluate options teleologically, and thus see
value-judgments as factual. He urges a more sociological, practice-based
teleology in After Virtue (see esp. p. 196), and a more biological teleology
in Dependent Rational Animals (see esp. p. x), in such a way that we evaluate
a moral subject and her actions always in relation to some #elos — the kind
of fact that incorporates the basis of certain value judgments.

"To counter the disintegration of the moral subject, briefly described
in the third of Maclntyre’s criticisms of modernist moral philosophizing,
he now proposes that we subordinate any “role teleology” to more com-
prehensive conceptions of human nature and flourishing, and of the good
human life as a coherent narrative now understood, especially in Dependent
Rational Animals, to be rooted and revealed in the dependence and vulnerability
we share as humans (pp. x—xi, 1-9).

In response to the fourth problem, the alienation of the individual and
her welfare from that of her group and its communal life, Maclntyre pro-
poses that we conceive of the individual’s fulfillment and flourishing as a
consummation she achieves only s a member of a particular political com-
munity, so that her good cannot be separated either factually or conceptu-
ally from that of her political community, which community itself needs to
be shaped so as adequately to respond to humans’ natural needs as social
animals.

The fifth and last part that we identified in Maclntyre’s critique of mod-
ernist moral philosophy and the cultural patterns it attempts to rationalize
and justify was the problem of the supposed ways in which liberalism’s fa-
miliar rhetoric of rationality, justice, freedom, and rights may function to
conceal group interest in maintaining domination. Predictably, this kind
of response has exposed Maclntyre to the charge that his criticism col-
lapses into a form of relativism about morality, at least, and perhaps about
reason itself.®

Maclntyre’s rebuttal is as radical as it is ingenious.” It is, in effect, to
outrelativize the relativist. Rather than recoiling from relativism, as I un-
derstand his strategy, MaclIntyre plunges so deeply into it as, we might say,
to fall out the other side. Let me explain what I mean. A crucial step is to
define the issue in such a way as to turn the tables on the relativist. Thus,
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Maclntyre holds first that the proper issue is not the attainment of moral
knowledge or certainty, but only the rational superiority of a certain po-
sition or, better, the rational superiority of a certain tradition. To demand
more is unrealistic. He holds second that the notion of rational superiority
can only be applied against the background of some particular set of stan-
dards, which we cannot assume to be everywhere accorded the same status.
"Third, the comparison explicit in talk of rational superiority already implies
a second term, which further limits the objective. The most that can ever
be established is that accepting a certain tradition is rationally superior to
accepting this or that other one, and all the ones comparatively evaluated
so far. Thus, MacIntyre never entirely abandons his historicism. Fourth,
the verb ‘accept’ requires us to specify a mental subject, and (fifth, sixth,
and seventh) the Hegelian in MacIntyre is loath to allow her to float free
of all temporal, personal, and social context. So, the question must always
be whether this subject, in the particular situation she occupies within her
society and her time, is rationally justified by her standards in making this
choice among these options.!’

On this basis, as I reconstruct it, Maclntyre’s rejection of relativism
about morality and reason (really about moral reasoning) amounts so far to
the following. Contrary to what he sees as the relativist’s hasty and facile
assumption, Maclntyre insists that it is not necessarily (nor always) the
case that everyone is so situated that there is no position whose adoption
by ber at any time would be rationally superior to some particular ser of
alternatives. Adapting (in MacIntyre 1977a) the Kuhnian notion of “episte-
mological crises,” Maclntyre suggests that it is possible for (at least) some
of us, by wide study and deep reflection, to come to be in such a position,
relative to our own and to some other moral tradition(s), that it may be
rationally superior/preferable, even by our own criteria of rationality (C1),
for us (people in group GI1) to accept some tradition (T'1) over another
tradition ('12) in our social situation (S1) and temporal location (L.1). As
the indexical terms indicate, that is a highly relativized claim. Maclntyre,
as I understand him, uses it to place the strong relativist in the extreme
position of having, implausibly, to deny this possibility in principle. Now
the tables are turned, and it is the relativist who appears the dogmatist,
claiming to know in advance and # priori that no one can be so situated.
Note that Maclntyre forecloses what might seem the most appealing way of
defending a strong relativism. For that defense would insist that standards
of rationality are themselves relative to different traditions or conceptions
of rational inquiry, and Maclntyre concedes (indeed, insists on) that claim at
the outset.
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Of course, to rest with this would constitute phony victory over a straw
man. Not every form of relativism need be so strong. This victory would
allow the purportedly vanquished relativist still to say that no one in the
actual world, or no one in our Western traditions of moral inquiry, or no
one for the past several hundred years, has been in a situation rationally to
discern or choose as superior any from a limited number of seriously con-
tending traditions. The relativist might well find that a defeat to savor. So
it is important for MaclIntyre’s strategy to insist that science (as illuminated
by its philosophically understood history) gives us historical examples of
epistemological crises and how people have responded to them rationally.
That provides him a model for his view that modernity has also plunged
this society into a kind of prolonged, epistemological crisis in the moral
realm. MacIntyre is not eager to claim that we are all in a position easily
to resolve (or even to recognize) our crisis. In fact, it nicely jibes with his
dismissive stance toward much recent philosophy to say that many of us,
his academic colleagues — narrowly read, ignorant of the natural and so-
cial sciences, unschooled in history, whose cramped specialization leaves us
unfamiliar with the details and even the languages of many of the West’s
moral traditions let alone those of distant lands — have no hope of finding
a resolution unless we change our ways radically. Relativism is wrong in
that it is false — indeed, as Maclntyre has reversed the expected order, it is
narrow minded — to assume that there is no hope, in principle, for us to
get to a point from which a rational choice among traditions can be made.
However, nothing in that means it will be easy, or that most of us are already
in a position to make one.

Moreover, Maclntyre distances himself from relativism by rejecting
what he seems to see as the most appealing form of relativism for us
today — that is, Nietzschean genealogy — because of what he regards as
its inconsistent and inadequate account of the self (Three Rival Versions,
pp- 205-215). There are several aspects to this critique, most of which I
will not explore here.!! One chief point, however, is that genealogists go
too far, treating not just the human being gus individual (as conceived in
the Enlightenment), qua rights-bearer, and so on, as social inventions or
“constructs,” but regarding humans as social constructions “all the way
down,” to adapt Richard Rorty’s phrase. Against this, the MacIntyrean
wants to remind us that the process of construction must have both an
agent and an input. These, of course, are already human beings, and they
must have constitutive and other qualities antecedent to the constructive
process. This raises the possibility that these qualities and the nature that
grounds them can already serve as the basis of moral virtues. Likewise,
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the fact that even genealogical deconstructive analysis needs some norms
of rational inquiry raises the possibility of more constructive applications
of these norms. The genealogist’s very notions of manipulation, distrac-
tion and fetishization, masking and unmasking, all likewise suggest some
more humane forms of interaction and more honest and truthful forms of
social organization. Finally, for genealogy and deconstruction to lead to im-
proved understanding and appropriate action, for unmasking to have either
a theoretical or a practical point, there need to be norms of reasoning and
moral conduct that, even if themselves critically examined, are not thereby
undermined.!?

4. MACINTYRE VERSUS MODERNIST MORAL PHILOSOPHY:
CRITIQUE AND ASSESSMENT

Thus far, I have essayed some sketch of several of Maclntyre’s principal
misgivings about many of the West’s chief moral philosophical presupposi-
tions, arguments, and positions from early modernism through the present.
While my task in this essay is chiefly expository, it may prove useful for us to
undertake a few steps towards assessment. It is often the case, and especially
in philosophical writing, that it is in subjecting it to criticism that we come
not only to appreciate a position’s strengths and weaknesses, but better to
understand its content.

On the firstissue, Maclntyre is surely correct that evaluation of an option
as just or rationally superior requires fairly specific standards. However, it
is not obvious why or that (a set of) standards need (1) have come into
existence publicly, (2) have developed over time, or, more important, (3) be
an accepted and continuing project of some social group. That I need to use
standards to make a value or normative judgment hardly shows that I need
to use socially established, lasting, and accepted ones. Nor has Maclntyre
shown that no fairly specific standards are internal to the only (or to the
most) defensible understanding or specification of reason or justice. He
has marshaled arguments against Kantian, Humean, utilitarian, and other
conceptions of rationality, some more powerful than others, but the issue
is hardly settled. MacIntyre may be impatient and unrealistic in insisting
that if philosophy has not yet resolved the matter, then we ought consider
it beyond resolution and move on. Indeed, this presupposes his view that
to establish a thesis must be to establish it by socially recognized standards.
That, however, is just what may be in dispute. Nevertheless, we should
recognize that Maclntyre has an important point in reminding us that it is
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difficult to defend the rationality of trusting any such conception until it
has been tested by mzany and over time.

As to the second matter, MacIntyre rightly observes both that we in-
vented the terms we use in moral reasoning and also that the related concepts,
such as (and especially) those of fact and value, came to be recognized in
time. However, it does not follow, and seems strange to maintain, that we
invented either facts or values, let alone that an intellectual tradition is the
key to overcoming their bifurcation.!* Again, though, it seems to me that
Maclntyre is basically correct that we need something /ike (along the lines
of) an Aristotelian teleology, in which a valid value judgment is a species of
factual judgment, in order to yield defensible, productive, objective, ratio-
nal, convincing, and noncontroversial evaluation.

On the third issue, that of the fragmentation of the modern self, we
can certainly allow that MacIntyre’s conception of the individual’s good as
that which she has gua member of a political community with a tradition
of rational inquiry is, doubtless, one way of overcoming ultimate fragmen-
tation. However, there are alternatives we would need carefully to consider
before we could be fully justified in rejecting them. Germain Grisez, for
example, has recently suggested that an overarching project internal to
the good of religion can lend unity to human life, and it may also be that
even within pluralistic, role-centered moral theory, a certain comprehen-
sive role-relationship — such as that of God’s creature — which encompasses
the other roles that constitute moral life, could overcome such fragmenta-
tion (see Grisez 2001; also Garcia 1997). Still, it may be that MacIntyre can
allow for these possibilities if he allows that the fact that someone’s living
morally may promote her individual self-interest is neither her zotive nor
her behavior’s moral justification (Meilaender 1999).

The fourth matter concerned modernism’s balkanized, atomistic psy-
chology. This certainly appears to be something socially harmful and
otherwise undesirable. However, it is doubtful that we can eliminate a//
conflict between your individual welfare and mine or (what is different)
between yours and (y)our group’s. It is, moreover, dangerous to look to
politics and to political community and tradition for this total absorp-
tion of the individual into something larger.!* For all that, we should
admit that Maclntyre is correct to think that someone can be good (i.e.,
act well) and (what is different) can flourish (i.e., fare well) only as this
or that, even if he is too restrictive in his view of what can serve these
roles.!’

Finally, the kind of response to the charge of relativism that MacIntyre
makes concedes that both morality and its rational evaluation (both internal
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and external) are relativistic, limiting only the latitudinarian implications
of this claim. I suspect MacIntyre concedes too much to the relativist here,
relativizing standards of both morality and rationality to social forms. More
important, his concessions seem not to be required by the strength of the
relativist’s arguments, but rather driven by his own prior intellectual sym-
pathy for Hegelian relativization of rational and moral norms to historically
embodied forms of social life. That said, the sort of critique I attribute to
Maclntyre is unusually helpful in exposing forms of dogmatism internal to
the supposedly tolerant (and, nowadays, pragmatic) doctrines of cultural
relativism in morality.

Summing up, then, MacIntyre’s claims for tradition’s necessity may well
be overstated.!® Still, he is surely correct that we need to be more aware
of disputable and hidden assumptions and to avoid smug modernism, even
those of us who continue to think we can make genuine progress by the now
hoary techniques of conceptual analysis. Charles Taylor suggests we need to
know those intuitions’ sociohistorical origins (Taylor 1989, pp. 3-4). I sus-
pect this is particularly true in questioning temporally and class-limited (or
class-concentrated) views about what either is valuable or is entitled to pro-
tection from interference, social discouragement, or regulation. There is no
pretending any more that even utilitarianism can somehow manage without
appeal to our moral intuitions. Certainly, we must be more aware of how
those intuitions can be shaped by history, class, and circumstance. This is
an important hedge against the low-minded “deontologism” of those who
strive merely to articulate and defend received elite opinion and current
prejudices — about mercy killing, sexual perversions, medicalized mutila-
tions, monstrous experiments in cloning, and so on down the new agenda —
of their own comfortable and educated class.

I suspect Maclntyre is also correct that we should look to humans’ per-
sonhood, needs, interpersonal relationships (Homeric ‘ought’s), and virtues
rather than to duties and principles as keys to moral life — what we funda-
mentally want and need in and from others and ourselves as and because
we are humans. Robert Adams has recently pressed the old complaint that
the traditional conception of natural law draws too much from this minimal
truth (Adams 1999, p. 365). Perhaps we can continue, as Maclntyre does,
to call these deep features of ourselves “natural,” but acknowledge that this
is a rather modest use of the term, less grandly teleological and functioning
more like one of J. L. Austin’s “trouser words,” chiefly to exclude the possi-
bility that these preferences are rooted merely in social convention, idiosyn-
cratic subjective preference, and so on (see also Adams 1999, pp. 307-308,
365-366).
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5. CONCLUSION

Anyone who has had occasion to teach Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae, espe-
cially if she has taught it to undergraduates, will have had occasion to note,
regret, and make public apology for the book’s confusing and vexing for-
mat. Its so-called “questions” are but the names of topics, its “articles” are
in the form of questions, and each major discussion begins with a battery of
arguments — usually bolstered by erudite quotations from (and sometimes
controversial interpretations of) an array of authorities from Scripture,
scriptural commentators, church fathers, more recent theologians, as well
as from pagan philosophers — arguments severally and collectively mak-
ing a case against some thesis the author holds. Only after this prologue
to each “article” does Aquinas articulate and defend his own position on
the issue, proceeding then to laborious rebuttals of each “objection.” We
are not surprised such a work was never finished; the wonder is that it was
ever begun.

It is the maddening thoroughness of this give-and-take, so irritating
to today’s short-attention-span readers, that seems to draw Maclntyre to
Aquinas and his great Summa, not only as a principal source of truth and
wisdom but also as a model of what he sees as the communal intellectual
work of philosophical and theological inquiry. Some aestheticians have ex-
ploited the ambiguity in the term ‘painting’, which can refer both to an
activity and its finished product. We might note just the same ambiguity
in the word ‘work’. Part of what seems to appeal to Maclntyre in Aquinas’
great work is the way its author lets us see him working, a mind at work
in wrestling with other minds in a common striving for the truth. Despite
the oft-heard and glib dismissals of Aquinas and his Christian colleagues
for dogmatism, the Sumima Theologiae is anything but a calm, imperious,
context-free, and ahistorical recitation of the truth. The truth for which it
strives, and into which it sometimes offers glimpses, may be outside time
and space. However, the book itself is unmistakably and unapologetically a
work of its time. It is a summation, as its name makes explicit, of what has
so far been said on the issues it treats and an interpretation of the progress
that has been made, sometimes by revealing the dead ends to which some
lines of inquiry have proceeded. This is MacIntyre’s Aquinas, the paradigm
of the intellectual inquirer, guided along the pathway by the lamps of tra-
dition, but continually looking into what flickers in the darkness to help
us see why the lamps marking the path’s edge stand where they do. Even
if truth is eternal, we inquirers are placed in time and place, and can only
attain those truths by reflecting with, and often by arguing against, others
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who have gone before us. This is not always pretty, but it is necessary if
we are to learn from our history and from others’ wrong turns as well as
their progress. It is as if Maclntyre sees in Aquinas’ work an intellectual
embodiment of a recent poet’s injunction:

whatever you have to say, leave
the roots on, let them
dangle

And the dirt

Just to make clear
where they come from (Olson 1987b)

Jung compared the mind to a house, and I suggested above that we could
profitably employ this metaphor in grasping Maclntyre’s view of parts of
our modern social order and its moral vocabulary. In this conclusion I have
shifted to a metaphor of inquiry as night hiking along a lantern-lit path,
and the poem I cited regards our speech as if an uprooted plant. Perhaps
we should see these three images in play — house, uprooted plant, night-lit
path — as corresponding to three moments in MacIntyre’s analysis. In ex-
amining what Maclntyre regards as our current moral babble, the poet’s
metaphor of the uprooted plant helps us understand our discourse as com-
posed of pieces torn from the intellectual and social context they need for
intelligibility as plants need soil for sustenance. In examining the larger
intellectual edifice of our moral thinking, the metaphor of the house helps
us discern that what now seems to fit may have been merely plastered to-
gether or covered with a common carpeting, concealing deeper differences
in materials and underlying foundations, differences which may mean dif-
ferential capacity to bear loads, etc. In considering how we ought respond
to these facts, or what is to be done, the metaphor of the lamp-lit path at
night, where skeletons in the dark mark paths that did not work, helps us
remember that we may be able to make progress only along paths lit by
others’ successes and marked by others’ failures. What is important to take
from Maclntyre’s critique is the emphasis on process and our situatedness.
Now, as a Christian in search of what he has reconceived as timeless truth
about our nature and origin, as earlier when, as a Marxist, he repudiated
the class-based and imperial assumptions he discerned within European
Enlightenment thought, Maclntyre has wanted to puncture the pretension
of our time’s little preoccupations and rules, which present themselves as
eternal truths and inherent structures of reason itself. Whatever the truth
about truth itself, we approach truth through a dialectic process, and it is
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at our own peril that we delude ourselves into believing that we can do it
entirely on our own and cut off from time and space, as Descartes imagined
in his warm little chamber. We can see how to proceed, MacIntyre thinks,
only by continually reviewing the places from where we have come. Not for
our minds is the Crystal Palace, which so excited the pulse of the Victorians
in the last glory of Enlightenment innocence that MacIntyre explores at the
beginning of Three Rival Versions. If these minds of ours are to witness such
perfect limpidity, it must be in some future realm Maclntyre now thinks
better envisioned by John the Divine than by Karl Marx. For our minds,
even in their highest intellectual achievements, there is no leaving behind
the roots and the dirt because we need “to make clear where they come
from.”!

Notes

1. Jung 1928, pp. 118-119; quoted in Alston Conly, “House: Charged Space,” cat-
alogue of an exhibition at the McMullen Museum, Boston College, June 11—
September 16, 2001.

2. Maclntyre realizes the problematic inherent in his contrast of liberal modernism
with tradition. As liberals seem to have their own great texts, powerful images,
accepted avenues of thought, et cetera, why is not liberalism itself a tradition? His
answer is not readily discernable, but seems to boil down to the claim that while
liberalism may have some of the trappings of “tradition” and may even be called
a tradition, it is not a tradition of inquiry in the relevant sense. Especially because
of the stark opposition it presupposes between rationality and authority, even the
authority of tradition, liberalism cannot comfortably accept itself as a tradition,
and more important it cannot adequately operate as a tradition of inquiry that
makes progress.

3. The house image is an old one. Descartes puts it to very different use from
Maclntyre in Part 2 of his Discourse on Method, in which he stresses the need for
knowledge, like a house, to have good foundations, and complains about houses
and towns (and, by implication, mental structures) built in different parts by
different architects and in different styles. For Maclntyre, the issue is not just
that of the firmness of foundations, but of the history and concealment of ill-
fitting elements, seams, and joints, and of different foundations and even their
possible absence beneath some sections later added.

4. That philosophical attention to these most general terms may be misplaced was
a point Anscombe made and on which she has been joined by Bernard Williams,
among others.

5. Maclntyre himself proposed a more limited reading of Hume (1959a), but later
revised this in Whose Fustice?, pp. 311-322. It is not clear to me the extent to
which in the latter revision MacIntyre joins the standard interpretation of Hume
as denying any inference from what he deemed factual judgments to moral ones.
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6. In so talking of facts and values, and even sometimes of the “individual,” as

9.

10.

social inventions (“constructions,” some would say today), MacIntyre makes
a move characteristic of the postmodernist heroes of today’s cultural studies.
"Thus, Michel Foucault pointedly and influentially insisted in The Order of Things
(1974 [1966]) that “man” himself was an invention of recent vintage, adding that
he was also one that would not last long. Here, the poststructuralist Foucault
outdid his structuralist predecessor Claude Levi-Strauss, who had a decade
earlier reminded his readers that there were no human beings at the world’s
outset and there would be none at its close. See also Lilla 1998.

. This difficulty also afflicts the system of Homeric ‘ought’-judgments and makes

it impossible for us to return to anything like it as adequate for our purposes.

. See, especially, Nussbaum 1989. This assumed opposition persists. In a re-

cent exchange, scholars dispute whether Edmund Burke, in his rejection of the
French Revolution, was siding with tradition against reason (see McElroy et al.
2002). While the disputants allow that things are not quite so simple because in-
strumental reason might indicate some value or short-term efficiency in relying
on tradition, they do notaddress the stronger possibilities MacIntyre envisages —
that a tradition can itself be a tradition of rationality nor, more strongly, that
practical rationality may require a tradition in order to flesh out its conception
of the good life and to turn vague desiderata such as adequate consideration
into determinate criteria for use. Consider also Nozick on the parallel difficulty
in theoretical assessment:
Are there procedures for choosing among alternative and competing sci-
entific theories of the same phenomena; do the norms or methodology
of science determine such choices among theories, so that all who follow
these norms must agree in which theory they select? There are differ-
ent virtues in a scientific theory, different dimensions along which it can
be evaluated: explanatory power, goodness of fit with the data, breadth
and diversity of evidential support, degree of testability, range and diver-
sity of phenomena it covers, simplicity, fit with accepted theories, and so
on.... Judgments of how a theory falls along each of these dimensions
are largely intuitive. Moreover, there is certainly no adequate systematic
proposal about how these different desiderata of a theory are to be com-
bined in an overall evaluation, about how two competing theories are to be
comparatively evaluated or ranked when one is better along one of these
dimensions, while the other is better along others. (Nozick 1981, p. 483)
Maclntyre would demur chiefly regarding Nozick’s appeal to private (and
unconfirmable) intuition, where MacIntyre would invoke a time-tested tradi-
tion of inquiry to set standards and make comparisons, and regarding Nozick’s
apparent assumption that a theory’s epistemic adequacy can be determined out-
side of such tradition-relative standards.
My discussion is chiefly an interpretation of Whose Justice? See also MacIntyre
1999b.
We might stress that, though she faces this decision by herself in an important
sense, she will have gotten there only through joint inquiry conducted by con-
tinual consultation of other efforts in both her own tradition and others. For
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11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

more on inquiry’s social dimension and as modeled as a kind of Aristotelian
friendship founded on a common good, see Burrell 2000.

See Gutting 1999, pp. 107-110.

“[Bloth Christianity and Marxism are constantly being refuted; and the point
here is ... that those who lack any positive coherent view of the world them-
selves still have to invoke Christianity and Marxism, even in the acts of criti-
cism and refutation, as points of ideological and social reference” (Marxism and
Christianity, p. viii).

Judith Thomson has recently suggested that teleology may not be necessary for
factual evaluation, though being good in ways (or qua this or that) is needed (see
Thomson 2001, ch. 1). We ought also point out that the fact/value gap does
not suffice for emotivism, as MaclIntyre appears to presuppose in After Virtue,
because prescriptivism and versions of intersubjective ethics taking moral terms
to express group endorsement are also available and alternative possibilities.

The problem also besets some of MacIntyre’s more effective critics. It seems to
me exacerbated within Gutting’s (1999) “pragmatic liberalism.”

Certainly, this is a more sensible approach than some recent efforts to under-
stand human benefit. Judith Thomson, for example, offers a bifurcated analysis
of what is good for someone, referring most forms of benefit, especially those
we share with lower animals, to our functioning as humans, but deferring others
to subjective desires, insisting only that the latter be filtered in various ways to
ensure that they are serious, informed, voluntary (see Thomson 2001, ch. 1).
Whatis startling here is that Thomson never raises the obvious question of how
someone’s wanting this or that itself fits with desire’s function in human life.

Moreover, the historicism MacIntyre thinks internal to tradition may clash with
the locality he also emphasizes. For more on this, see Gutting 1999, pp. 99-101.
Iexpress thanks to Patrick Byrne, Sarah Harper, Mark Murphy, and Jason Taylor
for helpful comments on an earlier draft.



5 MacIntyre and Contemporary
Moral Philosophy

DAVID SOLOMON

"The task of this chapter is to give a general account of Alasdair MacIntyre’s
views in moral philosophy. This would be a difficult task to carry out
in the short space allowed for any major moral philosopher, but there
are well-known reasons why it is even more formidable for Maclntyre.
Maclntyre has been publishing important work in moral philosophy for
over half a century, and in the early years of the new millennium he shows
no signs of slowing down. His views in ethics have changed in important
respects during this period and they continue to develop, sometimes
in surprising ways. These difficulties in interpreting Maclntyre are
compounded by the fact that he does not neatly separate his work in ethics
from his work in action theory, philosophy of language, and philosophy
of the social sciences. And, notoriously, his systematic views in ethics are
developed against the background of a rich and controversial account of the
history of ethics. Moreover, his work in ethics has engaged in a number of
different ways most of the large-scale cultural developments in the last half
century, including especially the cold war conflicts between Marxism and
liberalism, the cultural turmoil of the sixties, and radical changes within
the Roman Catholic Church (of which he has been a member since the
1980s).

These characteristics of Maclntyre’s views, however, should not be ex-
aggerated. Although his views have developed in important ways, there are a
number of themes that have not changed. Indeed, it will be part of the thesis
of this chapter that the continuities in MacIntyre’s ethical thought are more
important than the changes in it. MacIntyre himself has frequently men-
tioned that his objections to liberalism have remained constant through-
out the development of his thought, although they have been made from
slightly different perspectives at different times. He has also consistently
rejected emotivist and relativist approaches to ethics, while at the same
time rejecting the main foundationalist alternatives to these approaches.
Throughout his career he has shown an openness to a robust naturalism in
ethics, while always (unlike some others who have championed the cause
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of virtue) emphasizing the centrality and ineliminability of moral rules in
the moral life.

It also seems to me that Maclntyre’s reputation as an outsider to main-
stream academic moral philosophy is misleading. Although he often writes
in a manner that contributes to the myth that he is an outsider hoping to
pull down the house of academic moral philosophy, careful attention to
his work throughout his career belies this reputation. MacIntyre has in-
deed been almost a model philosophical citizen. He has carefully and fairly
reviewed the books of his most important philosophical opponents and re-
sponded patiently to their criticisms of his own work. No contemporary
moral philosopher has made a greater effort to open himself to dialogue
with his opponents, nor has any moral philosopher been more gracious in
acknowledging his debts to others.

In suggesting that Maclntyre is a good philosophical citizen, and not
the enfant terrible he is sometimes held to be, I do not intend to deny that
he is distinctive in a number of respects among contemporary Anglophone
moral philosophers. As already noted, he pays much more attention to the
history of ethics than do most other contemporary moral philosophers, and
he does not simply combine his superb historical learning with a distinct
capacity for systematic ethical theory. It is impossible to separate his the-
ses in systematic moral philosophy from his historical claims. In criticizing
the Enlightenment Project, he is also criticizing the Enlightenment. His
defense of Aquinas is inseparable from his careful historical scholarship on
Aquinas. Some of Maclntyre’s most astute critics recognize that to criticize
his ethics it will be necessary to criticize his history.! MacIntyre also, of
course, pays much more attention to the social sciences than do most other
contemporary moral philosophers. He not only says that “every moral phi-
losophy presupposes a sociology,” he also claims to investigate the sociology
presupposed by the moral philosophies he discusses. Like many continental
philosophers, he engages the thought of Marx and Freud and brings their
work into contact with the projects of moral philosophy. He has been also
influenced, in ways that are unusual for most Anglophone moral philoso-
phers, by the thought of such continental figures as Gadamer, Maritain,
and, more recently, Edith Stein and Husserl.

In spite of the many ways in which MacIntyre’s work differs from that of
most off-the-shelf Anglophone moral philosophers, his work in ethics can
be understood in relation to the standard divisions within twentieth-century
analytic moral philosophy’s metaethics, normative ethics, and applied ethics.
In the first half of the twentieth century, academic moral philosophy came
to be dominated by a set of questions about the meaning of key ethical
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terms and the logical structure of moral arguments. This set of questions,
and a variety of semantic and logical techniques for answering them, defined
what came to be called metaethics. This problematic lives on in contem-
porary ethics, although in a slightly chastened and less central form. In the
1960s, and especially in the early 1970s, there was a revival of the kind of
large-scale normative theorizing characteristic of such historical figures as
Kant, Bentham, Hobbes, and Aristotle. Disputes within normative ethics
came to dominate most academic discussions in ethics in the last quar-
ter century, and the classical arguments between Kant and Bentham - or
Hobbes and Aquinas — are being refought by their twentieth-century surro-
gates. At about the time that philosophers started turning their attention to
the project of normative ethics, they also began commenting on particular
moral quandaries arising in particular social and professional contexts —
medicine, the environment, the relation between men and women, the
obligations of citizenship, and so forth. Applied ethics then became a third
context, characterized by a set of questions and increasingly by a set of com-
peting theoretical approaches, for discussion among contemporary moral
philosophers.

Maclntyre’s relation to contemporary discussions in metaethics, nor-
mative ethics, and applied ethics is complex. On the one hand, he has made
important contributions to all three areas. He has defended a robust cog-
nitivism in metaethics, a rich Aristotelianism in normative ethics, and a
number of particular views within applied ethics. At the same time, he
has been critical of the framework that has shaped much of the discussion
in these three areas. It is the somewhat Janus-faced aspect of Maclntyre’s
contributions to these three areas, I want to argue, that makes his role in
contemporary philosophy open to such differing interpretations. Maclntyre
the outsider is critical of the pretensions of metaethics and normative ethics
and of their ideological and self-deceived roles, as he sees them, in many
contemporary discussions. MaclIntyre the good philosophical citizen nev-
ertheless models the right way to do metaethics and normative ethics. Dis-
cussions in each of these areas of ethics arise out of genuine questions, and
these questions demand answers that it is the duty of philosophers to pur-
sue. MacIntyre has pursued these answers as vigorously and with as much
integrity as any contemporary philosopher. At the same time, he is fully
alive to the possibility that the framework within which these questions
arise may itself be distorted by ideological pressure, by bureaucratic forms
of organization, or by other forces that the philosopher’s cultural and histor-
ical naiveté ill suit him or her to recognize. Maclntyre sometimes can give
the impression of being engaged in a perverse Neurathian project — trying
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to rebuild the ship of ethics while simultaneously loudly claiming that it
cannot actually be rebuilt — and further charging that, even if it could, it
would certainly sink at its mooring.

In what follows, I will structure the discussion by examining Maclntyre’s
contributions to two of the three areas of ethics I have distinguished here —
metaethics and normative ethics. For reasons of space, I will largely ignore
his contributions to applied ethics. While examining his particular contri-
butions, however, we will be also examining the ways in which he is critical
of the framework of discussion in each area and his suggestions about how
the questions and techniques in each area should be transformed.? In the
final section we will turn briefly to a discussion of two significant criticisms
of Maclntyre’s work in ethics.

1. METAETHICS

There is a perennial distinction in moral philosophy between abstract ques-
tions of conceptual structure and meaning in ethics, and concrete questions
about the content of moral principles or rules — or the appropriate lists of
virtues and goods. It was left to the twentieth-century metaethical tradi-
tion, however, to sharpen this distinction into an orthodoxy so rigid that
it almost strangled creative ethical thought. It was presupposed by almost
everyone in this tradition that there was something distinctive about moral
language and moral argument, and that it was the primary (or possibly
exclusive) task of moral philosophy to explore these special semantic and
logical features of the moral. Metaethical investigations in this tradition
were sharply distinguished from normative ethics (which took up substan-
tive ethical questions), and it was frequently suggested that moral philoso-
phers, as philosophers, should confine their activity strictly to metaethical
investigations.’

The story of the history of classical metaethics from G. E. Moore to
its transformation in the final third of the twentieth century has been fre-
quently told, not least by Maclntyre himself in the penultimate chapter
of his Short History of Ethics. It is common now to distinguish three main
phases in this history:

1. The intuitionism of Moore, Prichard, and Ross, which focused on the
autonomy of the ethical and the evaluative and, in Moore’s case, on the
indefinability of the most basic ethical terms.

2. The noncognitivist reaction to intuitionism made popular by the work
of Stevenson and Ayer, and developed in a later, more sophisticated
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form by R. M. Hare.* The noncognitivists shared the intuitionists’
objections to “naturalistic” definitions of evaluative terms, but rejected
the intuitionists’ view that the main task of ethical discourse is to ascribe
properties to actions or persons. The noncognitivist emphasis on the
action-guiding role of the ethical led them to attribute a special form
of meaning (variously, emotive meaning, evaluative meaning, or pre-
scriptive meaning) to ethical terms and to argue that moral argument
should be understood as embodying an irreducible rhetorical compo-
nent which could not be captured in any purely cognitive metaethical
view.

3. The “naturalistic” rejection of the excesses of both intuitionism and
noncognitivism by such thinkers as Foot, Geach, Toulmin, Searle, and
Maclntyre himself in the 1950s and 1960s.

Maclntyre’s first important work in ethics, his master’s thesis’ (1951),
was written very much in the spirit of classical metaethics and attempted to
move beyond what was already being called an impasse between cognitivists
and noncognitivists in this metaethical discussion. In this thesis, The Signif-
icance of Moral fudgments, he develops a number of themes that figure in his
discussion of metaethics in the decades to follow. Almost half of the thesis is
taken up with close criticism of Moore’s intuitionism and Stevenson’s emo-
tivism. While he rejects both intuitionist and emotivist metaethical views
using familiar arguments, he also argues that the intuitionists and emo-
tivists shared a number of views about the metaethical project itself that he
regards as mistaken. Indeed, he argues that all participants in the metaeth-
ical discussion shared a tendency to oversimplify the metaethical project
by supposing that it is possible to discover a relatively simple characteriza-
tion of the meaning of moral discourse. Maclntyre argues, however, even
at this early stage in his thought, that the meaning of such discourse will
not conform to a single pattern. As he says in summing up this point:

The most important step in the understanding of the significance of moral
judgments is taken at the point when we cease to look for a referential mean-
ing for them, naturalistic or non-naturalistic. The temptation is, of course,
to go on from this to deny them anything but an emotive or psychological
significance as interjections. But once we have seen that significance does
not derive from reference, that every kind of sentence has its own kind of
logic, and that these logics are the logics of languages in use, we can formu-
late the sense in which moral judgements have significance by exhibiting
the logic of their usage. (Significance of Moral Judgments, p. 73)
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There are places in the thesis where Maclntyre seems to lean toward a
broadly naturalistic view of moral language, as when he says:

Frequently when all the facts have been related, nothing more remains to
be said. At the end of “Madame Bovary” we do not want Flaubert to say,
we do not want to say ourselves, “Emma Bovary was a bad woman.” We are
more likely to do as the French have done and cease to use the word “bad”
to describe that kind of woman in the future, using instead a word coined
from her name. (Significance of Moral Fudgments, p. 65)

There is no non-natural property to be added to the facts in this case,
nor need there be an emotive overlay. MacIntyre makes it clear, however,
that even the naturalistic accounts of moral language that most tempt him
oversimplify the “logic of moral discourse.”

In the final chapter of the thesis, MacIntyre turns his attention
from his criticism of the standard metaethical positions to constructive
suggestions about how an exploration of the “logic of moral language
in use” might work. He carefully dissects a number of moral arguments
drawn from literary texts by, among others, E. M. Forster, Virginia
Woolf, D. H. Lawrence, and Aeschylus. By looking carefully at these
arguments, MacIntyre attempts to establish the diversity of forms of moral
argument and the dangers of any attempt (as he later puts it in “Ought”)
to “homogenize” our moral vocabulary or forms of moral argument. In
the end his claim is that intuitionism, emotivism, and naturalism each pick
out some feature of moral judgment and moral argument and elevate it to
a kind of paradigmatic status. The central mistake made by the classical
metaethicists is one of oversimplification, a mistake that can only be made
good by attending to the variety and complexity of moral language and
moral discussion. He ends the thesis with this characteristic MacIntyrean
flourish:

It is because they enable us to solve problems of appraisal and of action
that moral judgements possess significance. They are part of a pattern
of language and action, continually to be adjusted and criticized, and just
because they are never exempt from criticism to be accorded the title of
reasonable or unreasonable, as the case may be. Above all they arise out
of the way in which we see the world and the way in which our language
allows us to see the world. We cannot sufficiently emphasize the direction
given to our appraisals by the language which happens to be available for
our descriptions. It is as we see the facts that we judge the world. But
even within the limits of our language, vague and imprecise as it so often
is, there is better and worse reasoning, there are correct and mistaken
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decisions. But on this topic one can only be conscious of how little has
been said, how much remains to say. (Significance of Moral Fudgments,
p. 92)

Maclntyre attempts to say over the next half century much of what he
regards at mid-century as remaining to be said. His later work continues
to emphasize themes clearly enunciated in this early work: (1) that moral
judgments are important because of their connection with “problems of
appraisal and of action”; (2) that moral judgments are never beyond criticism
and dispute and that just for this reason the categories of the reasonable
and the unreasonable apply to them and the arguments for them; (3) that
moral judgments grow out of how we see the world, and that vision is more
central to moral judgment than attitude; and (4) that the contours of our
moral thought and action are constrained by “the language which happens
to be available for our descriptions.”

Maclntyre pursues both his critical and constructive metaethical sugges-
tions at many places in his later works, particularly in the last chapter of the
Short History, a number of the essays reprinted in the second half of Against
the Self-Images of the Age, and, of course, in the opening chapters of After
Virtue. In all of these discussions he shows respect for the integrity of the
work done by the classical metaethicists while sharply criticizing many of
their conclusions and, more importantly, their self-understanding. His par-
ticular criticisms of the intuitionists and the noncognitivists in this tradition
differ little from many of those raised by other critics at the time (Strawson’s
criticism of intuitionism and Geach and Foot’s criticisms of noncognitivism
were particularly influential). His reaction to classical metaethics is dis-
tinctive, however, in at least two ways. First, unlike most other critics, he
is concerned to explore in some depth why the views of intuitionists like
Moore and emotivists like Stevenson were so persuasive; second, he is inter-
ested not only in assessing particular metaethical views but also in assessing
the enterprise of metaethics itself. His most important conclusions about
the metaethical enterprise are threefold: (1) the main metaethical views
are mistaken as metaethical views; (2) nevertheless, these views illuminate
important features of the cultures in which they were put forward; and
(3) the enterprise of metaethics as conceived by most of those engaging in
it embodies mistaken views about how moral concepts are related to their
cultural setting.

Maclntyre’s discussion of metaethics in A Short History once again
provides brief criticisms of all of the main positions in the metaethical
tradition.® His overall diagnosis of metaethical disagreement in this work,
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however, is more narrowly specified than it was in his thesis written a decade
and a half earlier. In Short History he argues that the central metaethical dis-
agreement between cognitivist and noncognitivist metaethical views is best
understood as growing out of a conflict between persons speaking from
outside any moral view and those speaking from within a particular moral
view.

Conceptual conflict is endemic in our situation, because of the depth of
our moral conflicts. Each of us therefore has to choose both with whom we
wish to be morally bound and by what ends, rules, and virtues we wish to be
guided. These two choices are inextricably linked. . . . Speaking from within
my own moral vocabulary, I shall find myself bound by the criteria embodied
init.... Yet I must choose for myself with whom I am to be morally bound.
I must choose between alternative forms of social and moral practice. Not
thatI stand morally naked until T have chosen. For our social past determines
that each of us has some vocabulary with which to frame and to make his
choice. (Short History, p. 268)

He puts the point even more pointedly when he says,

It follows that we are liable to find two kinds of people in our society:
those who speak from within one of these surviving moralities, and those
who stand outside all of them. Between the adherents of rival moralities and
between the adherents of one morality and the adherents of none there exists
no court of appeal, no impersonal neutral standard. For those who speak
from within a given morality, the connection between fact and valuation
is established in virtue of the meanings of the words they use. To those
who speak from without, those who speak from within appear merely to
be uttering imperatives which express their own liking and their private
choices. The controversy between emotivism and prescriptivism on the one
hand and their critics on the other thus expresses the fundamental moral
situation of our society. (Short History, p. 266)

In this discussion, MacIntyre seems primarily interested in combating
the view that moral concepts are timeless and unhistorical, a view that he
regards as giving support illegitimately to a range of “absolutist” views held
by philosophers as different as Jean-Paul Sartre, the British emotivists, and
the British naturalists. Emotivists and prescriptivists typically, according to
Maclntyre,

try to absolutize their own individualist morality and that of the age, by
means of an appeal to concepts, just as much as their critics try to absolutize
their own moralities by means of an appeal to conceptual considerations. But
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these attempts could only succeed if moral concepts were indeed timeless
and unhistorical and if there were only one available set of moral concepts.
One virtue of the history of moral philosophy is that it shows us that this
is not true and that moral concepts themselves have a history. To under-
stand this is to be liberated from any false absolutist claims. (Short History,
p. 269)

These are the concluding words of the Short History and they again rep-
resent an important MacIntyrean theme — that moral philosophers of all
stripes, absolutist or skeptical, cognitivists or noncognitivists, frequently at-
tempt to defend their views by appealing to some features of the conceptual
structure of moral thought and talk. MacIntyre has always contended that
such arguments that depend on the primacy of the conceptual in ethics fail.
His claim is not that conceptual investigations are not important, but that
they cannot be first philosophy in ethics. Concepts are prey to historical
development and philosophical transformations just as much as forms of
life and particular practices are. Moral language and styles of argument are
just one entrée into understanding the moral life — an important way in,
to be sure, but not the only way and certainly not a privileged way. The
investigations of historians and social scientists, as well as the imaginative
works of literature that use these concepts, are as important as the bare ex-
amination of the concepts. There is no privileged access to the structure of
moral thought. Concepts always have a history and are subject to pressures
of various sorts.

"This general picture of metaethics that emerges in the Short History is
explored in much more detail and extended in important respects in a series
of essays that MacIntyre writes over the next five years or so and that appear
in the second half of Against the Self-Images of the Age. In these essays, he is
especially concerned to come to grips with the prescriptivist views of R. M.
Hare, who had inherited the noncognitivist mantle from Stevenson and the
emotivists and who was the dominant figure in metaethics throughout the
late 1950s and 1960s. His criticisms of Hare focus — as one would expect —
on Hare’s view that the two central semantic features of morally evalu-
ative language are universalizability and prescriptivity. Hare argued that
one could identify these as the central semantic features of moral language
from a position that is neutral with regard to any substantive moral views.
Hare also claimed that, while the results of this semantic investigation were
morally neutral (i.e., did not entail, even together with additional “factual”
premises, any substantive moral views), these semantic facts about moral
language nevertheless gave us access to a distinctive method of approaching
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moral conflict and moral uncertainty that goes some way toward resolving
these conflicts in a reasonable fashion.

Maclntyre’s particular criticisms of this view (as found especially in
“What Morality Is Not” and “Imperatives, Reasons for Action and Morals”)
are complex and subtle, but grow out of two central points. First, he con-
tinues to argue, as we have seen above, that it is mistaken to suppose that
“moral language” can be regarded as a timeless object of analysis existing
outside historical change and differences in social practice. Hare talks about
“our moral concepts,” but MacIntyre argues that we must recognize the in-
dexical character of this phrase. In support of this point, he discusses in
some detail particular historical episodes (as he had already done in Short
History) in which we can see moral language developing and changing under
the pressure of historical contingency and philosophical argument. There
is no simple truth about “the” meaning of our moral concepts, and any at-
tempt like Hare’s to defend some simple truth on this matter will substitute
ideology or conventional moral opinion for genuine semantic analysis.

Second, MacIntyre argues that even if there were some hope of giving
“the” correct account of the meaning and use of moral language, Hare’s
particular attempt to characterize the meaning of moral language as essen-
tially one of prescribing behavior or attitudes overlooks the rich variety of
uses of this language, even if we restrict ourselves to the uses of language in
contemporary cultures. As Maclntyre says, “there are a great variety of uses
to which moral utterance may be put, none of which can claim the title of
‘the’ function of moral valuation” (1957¢, p. 101). He goes on to list “some
of the tasks which even so familiar a form of moral judgment as ‘X ought
to do Y’ may be set.” These tasks include:

1. The expression of indignation or other violent or mild emotion.
2. The expression of commands or exhortations.

3. The appraisal of actions.

4. The giving of advice.

5. Persuasion.

6.

The expression of one’s own principles.
Maclntyre comments after giving this list:

This incomplete catalogue of uses of “ought” in simple sentences such
as “X ought to do Y” has one main point: moral philosophy to date has
been insufficiently lexicographical. Even a partial enumeration of the dif-
ferences already noted between first-, second-, and third-person uses of
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“ought” ... should make us conscious of the need for a far wider range of
patterns of analysis than any contemporary writer has so far offered. (1957c,
p. 102)

It is important to note about this line of argument that Maclntyre is
not developing the kind of argument that was frequently brought against
Hare and the metaethical tradition generally — the argument, that is, that
metaethics was mistaken in placing semantic investigations at the heart of
ethics, thereby diverting the attention of moral philosophy from its real
concerns, such as concerns to develop comprehensive normative theories
or to discuss genuine moral dilemmas present in contemporary culture.
Maclntyre’s grounds for objecting are rather that the semantic investiga-
tions have not been done well enough — or as he puts it in the quotation
above, “moral philosophy to date has been insufficiently lexicographical.”
Hare goes wrong not in aiming to clarify the meaning of moral and more
broadly evaluative language and, by doing so, to illuminate the structures
of moral argument; rather, he goes wrong in doing so badly. He is insuffi-
ciently attentive to the historical changes in our moral language and to the
variety of uses of moral language. An adequate (“genuinely lexicographi-
cal”) account of moral language would need to be more historically aware
and more nuanced in its approach to the variegated uses of our vocabulary
for moral conversation and deliberation.

Maclntyre goes some way in the direction of modeling a genuinely
lexicographical investigation of moral language in the work that follows
his largely critical work of Hare. This later work, first introduced in two
remarkable articles, “Ought” and “Some More About ‘Ought’,” and then
later developed in the opening chapters of After Virtue, attempts simulta-
neously to illustrate what it would be to do genuine metaethics and why the
deep failures in metaethics in the twentieth-century are symptoms of im-
portant features of our moral situation. MacIntyre’s concern in “Ought” is
to investigate a particular case of metaethical disagreement — that between
Harean prescriptivists and Footean naturalists — and to attempt to draw
from this investigation some general lessons for thinking about procedure
in metaethics. He is struck, as were many at this time, by the deep impasse
between these two views. Both prescriptivism and naturalism had been
developed and elaborated by able philosophers using highly sophisticated
arguments. Each was familiar with the other’s objections to the favored
view and armed with responses to these objections. The arguments for and
against each view had been honed in countless philosophical articles and
been tested in dialectical exchanges at philosophical meetings.
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Maclntyre, writing in the early 1970s after this debate had been in full
swing for over a decade, is skeptical, however, that we are even in sight of a
resolution to this dispute. While he admits that “there has been no lack of
peacemakers attempting to patch up things between them,” he is confident
that “no conclusive argument is found at any point in these exchanges; con-
clusive, that s, in terms other than those of the party that propounds them”
(1971d, p. 140). The reason for his confidence that, given the present terms
of the dispute, no resolution of the disagreement will be forthcoming, is
that each of the sides in this disagreement are so expert at redescribing
the facts that would resolve this disagreement — and redescribing them, of
course, in a fashion that tends to support the favored conclusions of their
side. Prescriptivists, in developing their arguments, are allowed to describe
the “linguistic facts” in a way favorable to their view of the conceptual
landscape, while naturalists play the same game from their quite differ-
ent naturalistic perspective. Given this situation, MacIntyre argues that it
follows that

if the argument between prescriptivism and naturalism is not to be an empty
and pointless contest, which has by the very virtuosity of the contestants in
the performance of the task of redescription been deprived of that indepen-
dent subject matter, the characterization of which was the sole point of the
whole enterprise, one prerequisite is that as far as possible both theories are
matched against the facts, so far as these can be independently delineated,
and the tendency to redescribe the facts in accordance with the require-
ments of the rival theories must be curbed as far as possible. (Maclntyre

1971d, 141)

Maclntyre’s suggestion, then, is that the seemingly interminable dis-
putes within metaethics in twentieth-century Anglophone moral philos-
ophy can be settled only if we can hold these theories up to the facts,
“independently delineated,” where independence is to be understood as in-
dependence from the presuppositions and biases of the contending theories.
But what could be this perspective, independent of improper philosophical
influence, that might serve as the neutral arbiter in these debates? Not sur-
prisingly, Maclntyre opts for a historically and sociologically sophisticated
lexicography. What is required, that is, is that we approach

the linguistic facts at first as much as possible in the mode of the lexicog-
rapher rather than of the philosopher; by next setting the linguistic facts
in their social contexts; and finally by asking whether this does not en-
able us to discriminate, in relation to the theories of both prescriptivism
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and naturalism, the types of moral situation of which each doctrine is the
natural and convincing explanation and analysis from the types of moral
situation which one or the other doctrine has to distort. In so doing we
shall treat these doctrines as hypotheses, which invoke a stylized model of
argument to explain the actual patterns of moral speech and controversy.

(Maclntyre 1971d, p. 141)

In both “Ought” and “Some More About ‘Ought’,” Maclntyre strives
to put on the table some of the sociological and historical materials that
will open up the kind of genuinely lexicographical investigation that he
has argued will be necessary if progress in settling metaethical disputes is
to be possible. In “Ought” he introduces and develops in great detail a
taxonomy of uses of ‘ought’ rooted in close attention to social practices
and historical contingencies. He suggests that there are three stages in the
use of the English word ‘ought’: “a first in which ‘ought’ and ‘owe’ are
indistinguishable; a second in which ‘ought’ has become an auxiliary verb,
useable with an infinitive to give advice; and a third in which the use of
‘ought’ has become unconditional”(MacIntyre 1971d, p. 143). He further
suggests that there are particular social contexts in which these different uses
of ‘ought’ most naturally find their home and within which the nuances of
their usage can be examined. He looks in some detail at the Icelandic culture
of the Norse sagas as a place where linguistic equivalences of our ‘ought’
never go beyond his first stage of usage, the culture of classical Greece as a
place where usage never goes beyond the second stage, and modern culture
where “it is only perhaps that we have ‘oughts’ of all three stages marked
by the dictionary” (Maclntyre 1971d, p. 152). Maclntyre’s discussions of
the different social contexts in which these usages of ‘ought’ most naturally
find their homes is subtle and detailed, and it is impossible to summarize it
briefly without oversimplification.

The main conclusion of this discussion of relevance to Maclntyre’s
general attitude toward metaethical disagreement, however, is that
“naturalism and prescriptivism are most plausibly understood not as rival
accounts of the whole field of moral or even of evaluative discourse, but as
accounts of different types of moral and evaluative discourse” (Maclntyre
1971d, p. 154). Oversimplifying grandly, we can say that Maclntyre’s
claim is that neither naturalism nor prescriptivism can adequately account
for the first stage of ‘ought’, that naturalistic theories give a plausible
account of the second stage of ‘ought’, and that prescriptivist theories give
a plausible account of the decayed form of the third stage of ‘ought’. But
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since both views claim to give an adequate account of ‘ought’ simpliciter,
both are wrong. Maclntyre rejects not only the metaethical views of the
prescriptivist but also those of their naturalistic rivals — and he rejects them
both for the same general reason. They are one-sided in their focus on
a narrow range of examples and fail to appreciate the full complexity of
the use of moral language in modernity. Of the naturalists who refuse to
take seriously the late-developing, unconditional ‘ought’, he says, “The
nursery, like classical Greece or medieval Europe, is one of the natural
homes of naturalism. But societies change and people grow up” (MacIntyre
1971d, 154).

His criticisms of the prescriptivists, however, are even harsher. In
“Some More About ‘Ought’,” he focuses on the unconditional ‘ought’
of modernity, especially as it appears in the secularized moral vocabulary
of ninteenth-century moral earnestness and is canonically analyzed in
Prichard. Of this ‘ought’, Maclntyre argues that it is so cut off from the
presuppositions that could have made its use intelligible that it can at most
express a kind of superstition and be used to bully and deceive. Of the
“Prichardian or distinctively moral ‘ought’,” MacIntyre says, it

was a ghostand itis a ghost that still walks in certain quarters, although more
and more obviously, like other ghosts, a survival. Yet so long as it survives,
morality involves a degree of bluff and deception that can only have the
effect of engendering cynicism whenever it is once more expressed. This
paper is therefore not only an attempt at analysis; it is also hopefully an
exorcism. (MacIntyre 1971f, pp. 171-172)

Prescriptivist views — and noncognitivist views, in general — go wrong in
that, while they correctly diagnose intuitionist expressions of the moral
‘ought’ as mere bluff and deception, they replace the mistaken views of the
Prichardian intuitionists with the view thatall attempts to give ‘ought’ judg-
ments a cognitive role are equally mistaken. Maclntyre says of Stevenson’s
emotivist view on this score what he might well have said about Hare’s
prescriptivism: “His theory is not a true theory of moral utterance, but a
true theory of intuitionist moral utterance, if we understand by intuition-
ism not merely the doctrine of a group of philosophers, but the doctrine
of a social milieu” (MacIntyre 1971f, p. 171). So in the end, prescrip-
tivists attempt to elevate to a general account of the meaning of ‘ought’
a true account of the meaning of ‘ought’ as it is confusedly used by certain
moderns, while naturalists attempt to elevate to a general account of the
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meaning of ‘ought’ a true account of a certain usage of ‘ought’ at home
in classical Greek culture and the contemporary nursery. Both theories
are right about something, but neither is right about what it claims to be
right about. Both views aspire to give a general account of the meaning
of moral concepts and to draw from this account general methodological
guidelines for moral argument and deliberation. But both fail through their
parochial attention to only certain usages of our moral vocabulary, and both
defend approaches to moral argument that can only appear as one-sided
and out of touch with the real cultural situation of contemporary moral
discussion.

Maclntyre’s metaethical journey from his first groping approach to these
problems in his master’s thesis to the sophisticated historical and sociologi-
cal discussions in “Ought” and “Some More About ‘Ought’ ” is one in which
the results of his work are largely negative. He argues that both the partic-
ular metaethical views on offer in contemporary philosophy and the whole
enterprise of an ahistorical metaethics are mistaken. Although he produces
some examples of what a sufficiently rich lexicography might be in these ar-
ticles in Self-Images, it is clear that the investigations he is there undertaking
go beyond the bounds of anything that can any longer be called metaethics.
These developments in his views of metaethics throughout the 1950s and up
to the 1970s are simultaneous with his intellectual engagements with con-
temporary Marxism, contemporary theology, and contemporary psycho-
analysis and the therapeutic professions more generally. He also explores
issues in action theory and the philosophy of the social sciences during this
period. Although these investigations are explored in other chapters in this
volume, we must note here that they all come together in a powerful way
in After Virtue, which Maclntyre was writing in the 1970s. In this book —
clearly the most important and influential statement of MacIntyre’s views
up until its publication — results from his metaethical investigations come
together with views he had developed in other areas of his work in an expo-
sition and defense of a radical attack on most of what constitutes modern
moral philosophy and in the beginning of a constructive account of a new
kind of moral philosophy. In some sense, the narrowly metaethical investi-
gations of the first quarter century of Maclntyre’s work are left behind in
his work in After Virtue and later, but in another sense that work is taken
up into a larger synthesis of thought. This synthesis moves Maclntyre’s
work quite radically from the metaethical context in which it began into
the context of the disputes among comprehensive normative theories that
come back to center stage in moral philosophy with the publication of John
Rawls’s A Theory of Fustice in 1971.
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2. NORMATIVE ETHICS

When After Virtue appeared in 1981, the revolution in normative theory
had been underway for a decade or so. John Rawls and his students had been
the primary proponents of a sophisticated and updated Kantian rationalism
that aimed to provide a philosophical foundation for liberal-democratic
political systems and to address some of the social dislocations of the 1960s.
New forms of consequentialism were also developed by a number of moral
philosophers, especially students of Hare’s such as Derek Parfit and Peter
Singer, who seemed to understand before Hare did that his allegedly morally
neutral metaethical theory had mutated into a consequentialist normative
theory. The revival of these Kantian and consequentialist theories seemed
to many philosophers to exhaust the normative possibilities. Just as the
metaethical field had been dominated by the impasse between naturalism
and prescriptivism, it appeared that the normative possibilities would be
exhausted by broadly deontological and consequentialist possibilities.

It is one of the main themes of After Virtue that this picture of the
normative landscape as divided between warring deontological and con-
sequentialist alternatives is deeply flawed. In contrast, MacIntyre argues
that the contending deontological and consequentialist normative theories
are themselves to be understood as the decayed forms of Enlightenment
ethical theories that share much in common. In developing these views,
he deploys a complex set of considerations — historical, sociological, and
conceptual — that permanently expand the repertoire of contemporary eth-
ical theory. The appearance of After Virtue clearly marks a critical moment
in Maclntyre’s philosophical development. In the synthesis of his views
presented there, he draws together a number of strands of his thought de-
veloped over the previous thirty years and molds them into a powerful and
comprehensive attack on central features of modern culture and the style
of moral philosophy dominant within it.

In the twenty years since the publication of After Virtue, MacIntyre has
refined and extended the comprehensive view first deployed there. In Whose
Fustice? Which Rationality?, he refines his historical account of the develop-
ment of ethics in a number of different ways and develops a comprehensive
account of how rational dialogue among competing traditions of normative
thought can occur. In Three Rival Versions, he applies some of the lessons
taught in Whose Fustice? to examine in detail the arguments among three
particular traditions of ethical thought — the genealogist, the encyclopedist,
and the traditionalist. In his most recent book, Dependent Rational Animals,
he turns to a more detailed account of the human good and the virtues
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associated with it. In all three of these books, he does not hesitate to correct
mistakes he acknowledges in his earlier work and to take his view in direc-
tions that seem to depart from earlier statements, but he is for the most
part still filling in the outlines of the comprehensive view first adumbrated
in After Virtue. It is the urtext for MacIntyre’s later work.

A natural way to begin a discussion of MacIntyre’s mature contribution
to normative ethics would be to sort out the central questions and concerns
of contemporary normative ethics, to examine Maclntyre’s answers to these
questions, and to compare them with the answers given by his main com-
petitors in the contemporary dialogue. Since the normative revolution in
moral philosophy began some thirty years ago, there has developed a certain
canonical view of the field and its central questions into which some have
tried to fit MacIntyre in this way. The received story (vastly oversimplified)
goes something like this. There are four central contending positions in
the arena of normative ethics: (1) a deontological view, rooted in Kantian
rationalism or some form of contractarianism, which gives priority to the
right over the good and places rules in a privileged place at the heart of
normative theory; (2) a broadly consequentialist view, which places the no-
tion of maximizing good states of affairs in the privileged place at the heart
of normative theory; (3) virtue ethics, rooted in some broadly Aristotelian
or Humean conception of the virtues, which places the notion of a virtue
and the companion notions of human flourishing or well functioning at the
heart of normative theory; and (4) anti-theory with regard to ethics, which
is skeptical of the ambitions of any of these views and skeptical especially
of the claims of moral philosophy to be able to vindicate rationally some
substantive conception of the good life for humans.

The contemporary literature in moral philosophy is replete with de-
velopments and slight variations of this taxonomy, and the standard intro-
ductions to normative ethics explore the arguments and counterarguments
brought by proponents of one or another of these normative conceptions
against their rivals. Normative ethics is largely constituted by this set of
positions and debates, and to characterize someone’s views in normative
ethics is to locate them within this framework. Like all taxonomies of areas
of inquiry or academic debate, this one gains plausibility from the fact that
it no longer merely describes the landscape in normative ethics but also
functions normatively to guide discussions. It is not part of the purpose of
this chapter to criticize this received view of the field of normative ethics,
but it is important to notice that MacIntyre’s views do not fit neatly into
it. He is frequently identified as a proponent of virtue ethics, but many of
those whose views are regarded as instances of virtue ethics are wary of his
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views — and rightly so. Unlike the idealized virtue theorist of the canonical
view, Maclntyre gives rules a central place and returns to the topic of the
place of rules in an adequate theory repeatedly. He is also frequently iden-
tified as an anti-theorist, but his strong commitment to moral realism and
his rejection of postmodernist perspectivist and relativist views put him at
odds with many others characterized in this way, although he shares many
of the anti-theorists’ critical views of the pretensions of much contemporary
normative theory.

If one cannot find a way into Maclntyre’s views on normative ethics
by locating him within the textbook categories in normative ethics, how
should one proceed? Without claiming that it is the only way, or even the
best way, I will proceed by examining the broad outline of the views that he
deploys in After Virtue and develops in his later works. With this outline in
place, we can turn briefly to some critical remarks on the overall shape of
Maclntyre’s project.

After Virtue begins and ends on an apocalyptic note. It opens with an
evocation of a picture of contemporary culture as one of moral and ethical
fragments, the product of some cultural disaster, now forgotten by most,
but one which was responsible for the current disordered state of moral dis-
course in contemporary culture.” This disordered state, though invisible to
the untrained eye, is most in evidence in the deep moral disagreements that
characterize contemporary moral discussions.® MacIntyre examines three
areas of moral dispute in contemporary culture — debates over the moral
character of war, of abortion, and of economic justice — and argues that in
each case valid arguments of various sorts can be brought for a variety of
conflicting positions on each of these issues. Though these arguments are
valid, their premises differ and are in factincommensurable and drawn from
different historical sources. The depth of moral disagreement endemic
to contemporary culture, and the failure of the standard techniques for
resolving these disagreements, are the primary data for MacIntyre’s analysis
of contemporary culture and for the approach to normative ethical theory
that rests on this analysis. Those theorists who disagree with Maclntyre
about this matter will find much of what he claims to follow from it
unconvincing.

Maclntyre argues that there are four different responses one might
make to his claims about the depth of moral disagreement. One might, of
course, simply deny that moral disagreement is as deep and irresolvable as
he suggests. This would be, on his view, simply to deny the obvious. Second,
one might agree with his description but argue that this is always and in-
evitably the case, since the expression of moral views is simply a matter of
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the expression of moral attitudes that are a function of one’s upbringing and
the social forces impinging on one. Even if there were agreement in these
attitudes it would be merely a contingent matter, but, given the complexity
and diversity of environments within which human beings are socialized,
we should not expect such convergence. Since this second response is that
favored by emotivists and other noncognitivists who had been so influential
in the metaethical debates earlier in the century, we can call it the emotivist
response. Third, one might admit that moral disagreement is deep, but
deny that it is impossible to rise above these disagreements, and appeal to
certain rational principles, available to everyone, with the capacity to bring
agreement on even the most contested moral disputes. The resources of the
Enlightenment moral theories, Kantian rationalism, or Benthamite conse-
quentialism would be the prime examples of such theories that attempt, as
it were, to put the fragments back together. The contemporary resurgence
of normative theory (and its extension into the area of applied ethics) bears
witness to the fact that this hope is alive and well in contemporary culture.
"This response might be called the Enlightenment Response. Finally, one
can claim, as Maclntyre does, that the current state of moral disagreement is
as he described it, but thatitis neither a universal feature of ethical discourse
as the emotivist claims, nor a problem remediable by the proper application
of normative ethical theory as neoKantians and consequentialists claim. It
is rather a particular malady of contemporary culture to be explained by the
history of this culture that will vindicate the “fragmentation thesis.” Moral
disagreement is so deep and so little amenable to the techniques of rational
discussion because discussants are beginning with ill-assorted fragments of
a traditional, largely coherent approach whose coherence was shattered by
certain events in the history of modernity. This approach need not deny
that there are more or less rational ways of holding and defending ones
moral views. It must, however, deny that these rational techniques are of
the sort favored by the Enlightenment response.

The agenda of Maclntyre’s ethics is set by this picture of contemporary
moral disagreement and the cultural and philosophical responses to it. The
major themes in his later views on ethics emerge from his attempt to vindi-
cate this picture of moral disagreement and also to defend an appropriate
response to it. MacIntyre says that the two major tasks of After Virtue are to
defend his particular characterization of modernity as a culture of fragments
and incommensurable disagreement and to “identify and describe the lost
morality of the past and evaluate its claims to objectivity and authority”
(After Virtue, p. 22). The sweep of Maclntyre’s argument in carrying out
these tasks is breathtaking and its details and nuances far exceed the capacity
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of this survey paper to capture. It is important to look, however briefly, at
the manner in which Maclntyre pursues these two tasks.

Maclntyre’s Characterization of Modern Culture

Aswe noted above, Maclntyre takes the fact of fundamental and incommen-
surable moral disagreement to be the most obvious feature of contemporary
moral discourse. We have also seen, however, that he rejects the emotivist
view that attempts to explain this moral disagreement by defending the
view that the meaning of moral terms is exhausted by their role in express-
ing speakers’ attitudes and evoking similar attitudes in others. While he
rejects emotivism as an account of the meaning of moral terms (and draws
on familiar arguments in the literature to do so), he argues that emotivism
is an accurate portrayal of the use of moral terms, at least within certain
dominant social groups in contemporary culture. While moral terms re-
tain a meaning that allows them to assert moral claims that enjoy a certain
independent and objective force, they are typically used in contemporary
culture simply to express subjective aims.” There is a tension then in the use
of moral language in contemporary culture between an objective meaning
and an emotivist use. Maclntyre characterizes what such a tension in the
contemporary use of moral language would be like in the following way:

The meaning and use of moral expressions were, or at the very least had
become, radically discrepant with each other. Meaning and use would be
at odds in such a way that meaning would tend to conceal use. We could
not safely infer what someone who uttered a moral judgment was doing
merely by listening to what he said. Moreover the agent himself might well
be among those for whom use was concealed by meaning. He might well,
precisely because he was self-conscious about the meaning of the words
that he used, be assured that he was appealing to independent impersonal
criteria, when all that he was in fact doing was expressing his feelings to
others in a manipulative way. (After Virtue, p. 14)

Maclntyre argues for this complex condition of moral language in
modernity in two different ways. He argues against the emotivist account of
meaning using standard philosophical arguments familiar in the metaethical
discussions; he argues for the emotivist account of use by developing a com-
prehensive picture of contemporary social life that can only be explained,
he thinks, if we live in an emotivist culture in which moral terms are char-
acteristically used simply to express one’s attitudes in a manipulative way.
Since “every moral philosophy presupposes a sociology,” all genuine moral
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philosophies must be capable of being socially embodied, and every society
will embody some moral philosophy. And he claims that a close examina-
tion of contemporary culture suggests that it socially embodies emotivism,
even if the moral language we use in contemporary culture retains a kind of
meaning that suggests impersonality and objectivity in our moral discourse.

Maclntyre argues that the key mark of an emotivist culture is “the fact
that emotivism entails the obliteration of any genuine distinction between
manipulative and nonmanipulative social relations” (After Virtue, p. 23). It
moral expressions are used simply to express my attitudes and to shape the
attitudes of others, it is difficult to see how this distinction could be drawn.
The primary indication that contemporary culture has indeed obliterated
this distinction is the central role played in it by certain social roles — called
by Maclntyre “characters” — that function “to morally legitimate a mode of
social existence” (After Virtue, p. 29).1° Maclntyre identifies the characters
central to contemporary culture as the manager, the therapist, and the aes-
thete, and argues that those who embody those roles fail to acknowledge
the distinction between manipulative and nonmanipulative behavior. As he
puts it, “In our own time emotivism is a theory embodied in characters who
all share the emotivist view of the distinction between rational and non-
rational discourse, but who represent the embodiment of that distinction
in very different social contexts” (After Virtue, p. 30).

The emotivist character of contemporary culture also shows itself in
the concept of the self widely accepted by many prominent contemporary
theorists. Maclntyre says of this self:

The specifically modern self, the self that I have called emotivist, finds no
limits set to that on which it may pass judgment for such limits could only
derive from rational criteria for evaluation and, as we have seen, the emo-
tivist self lacks any such criteria. Everything may be criticized from whatever
standpoint the self has adopted, including the self’s choice of standpoint to
adopt. It is in this capacity of the self to evade any necessary identification
with any particular contingent state of affairs that some modern philoso-
phers, both analytical and existentialist, have seen the essence of moral
agency. (After Virtue, p. 34)

Maclntyre argues that it can only seem plausible to take this concept of the
self as the essence of moral agency if our culture is indeed emotivist.
Maclntyre’s detailed historical account of modern moral philosophy is
also intended to provide further support for the claim that contemporary
culture is an emotivist culture. This history is primarily intended to explore
two different matters — first, how we came to be in the fragmented condition
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in which we find ourselves, and second, why the Enlightenment theories,
which were intended to address our modern difficulties, not only failed but
had to fail.

In Chapters 4-6 of After Virtue, leading up to the hinge chapter entitled
“Nietzsche or Aristotle,” he gives an account of the history of modern
moral philosophy in reverse order, beginning with Kierkegaard and moving
backward through the Enlightenment project and its predecessors. The
Enlightenment project was flawed from its inception in that it set itself
a task that could not be carried out. It was asked to put back together a
puzzle in which certain pieces were missing; indeed, it was a condition of
any adequate solution to this puzzle that it proceed without the missing
pieces.

In this historical account, he argues that both Kantian rationalism and
Humean desire-based ethics — the two main instances of an Enlightenment
morality — grow out of a breakdown in a classical synthesis that found
a justification for moral rules in a structure that combined (in its most
complete form in the Thomist synthesis) a rich teleological conception of
human life together with a notion of Divine Law. The forces unleashed by
the scientific revolution and the Reformation, however, made this justifi-
catory structure untenable. Our ability to know and act in accord with the
divine law was denied by the voluntarism of the Protestant reformers and
their acceptance of a strong doctrine of original sin, while the teleological
conception of nature at the heart of the classical conception of human life
was abandoned with the acceptance of the new mechanistic science. With
these classical props for the moral rules no longer available, it was inevitable
that some alternative structure for justifying the moral rules should be
sought, and the Humean and Kantian constructions are the fruits of this
search.

Maclntyre argues that these Enlightenment responses had to fail pre-
cisely because the project of the Enlightenment with regard to the justifica-
tion of moral rules was incoherent. The moral rules that the Enlightenment
theories aimed to justify were crafted as corrective devices for human nature
as we find it. They arose as devices for perfecting human beings whose nat-
ural state is imperfect in various ways. The perfective process (whether in
Aristotle’s pagan view or in Aquinas’s Christian one) involved a movement
toward an idealized end of human life — a movement toward the human
good. It was only within a broadly teleological conception of human life
that such a conception of the moral rules was coherent. In the absence of
some rich notion of perfected humanity — a notion underwritten by clas-
sical teleology and the notion of divine law — the only remaining basis for
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grounding the moral rules are features of human nature in its unperfected
state. The major Enlightenment views accordingly attempted to anchor
moral rules either in the structures of our passions (an option taken by
Hume and his followers) or in the structure of reason (an option taken by
Kant and his followers). It is the final breakdown of these attempts — seen
clearly by Kierkegaard and Nietzsche — that explains the fragmented nature
of contemporary moral discourse.

MaclIntyre ends his description of the moral fragmentation of contem-
porary culture and his historical explanation of this fragmentation with
the presentation of a stark alternative for contemporary moral theorists —
Aristotle or Nietzsche? This question grows out of the claims in the first
half of After Virtue about the lessons to be learned from the careful ex-
amination of the history of modern moral philosophy. He claims to have
shown that the only defensible views in moral philosophy are a return
to the broadly Aristotelian conception of ethics or a Nietzchean view.
Nietzsche, Maclntyre claims, saw clearly the utter failure of the ambitions
of Enlightenment moralists like Kant and Hume. He also thought that
their failure gave us reason to reject any attempt at a rational vindication
of morality. Maclntyre describes the position of the moral philosopher in
late modernity in this way:

The defensibility of the Nietzschean position turns in the end on the answer
to the question: was it right in the first place to reject Aristotle? For if
Aristotle’s position in ethics and politics — or something very like it — could
be sustained, the whole Nietzschean enterprise would be pointless. This is
because the power of Nietzsche’s position depends upon the truth of one
central thesis: that all rational vindications of morality manifestly fail and
that belief in the tenets of morality needs to be explained in terms of a set of
rationalizations which conceal the fundamentally non-rational phenomena
of the will. My own argument obliges me to agree with Nietzsche that the
philosophers of the Enlightenment never succeeded in providing grounds
for doubting his central thesis: his epigrams are even deadlier than his
extended arguments. But, if my earlier argument is correct, that failure
itself was nothing other than an historical sequel to the rejection of the
Aristotelian tradition. And thus the key question does indeed become: can
Aristotle’s ethics, or something very like it, after all be vindicated? (After
Virtue, pp. 117-18)

In asking us to choose between Aristotle and Nietzsche, of course,
Maclntyre does not intend us to focus narrowly on the writings of these two
philosophers. He treats each of them as types. Aristotle “provide