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ity must be Aristotelian and teleological, that

there is no “is-ought gap”, and yet that there is a
distinctive modern ideal of “disengaged, free,
rational agency”, which has its claims on
us. By the same token, that ideal seems to require
that there are some goods that “transcend all our
practices”, so that goods cannot be tied to prac-
tices in quite the way Maclntyre thinks. This
accommodating view of the demands of moder-
nity culminates in the suggestion that an Aris-
totelian conception of justice needs to be supple-
mented by a Rawlsian conception.

This, however, is what MacIntyre won’t have.
In the first place, the idea of the wholly disen-
gaged autonomous rational self is, he thinks,
incoherent. We certainly may, and frequently
do, need to disengage ourselves from some par-
ticular context or tradition, in order to see mat-
ters in a less distorted light; but

it does not follow that there is some standpoint
which is that of reason disengaged as such, inde-
pendent of all practice-based standpoints. Belief in
reason disengaged as such is a philosophical illu-
sion, one that has both Cartesian and empiricist
versions. Just because it is an illusion, to tie impor-
tant beliefs about human dignity to it would be to
cast needless doubt on those beliefs.
Nor does he think that Aristotelian justice needs
“supplementation”. It needs thinking through,
so that questions about the justice of our prac-
tices de facto can be assessed, but there is no
point in trying to glue some other, incompatible
conception of justice to it, no matter what the
motivation.

This takes us to the heart of the argument
between MaclIntyre and his critics. The tempta-
tion is always to think that MacIntyre’s hostility
to the Enlightenment and to the liberalism of
modern industrial societies is part of a romantic
revolt against modernity as such. Then it
becomes easy to take a stand against nostalgia,
make a speech against the claustrophobia of tra-
ditional society, and wrap oneself in John Stuart
Mill’s On Liberty. 1 suspect that there may come
a moment when this is what we do have to do,
which is why it is a pity that an all-out critic of
Maclntyre's, like the American political theorist
Stephen Holmes, is not present here. But it
surely is not the first thing we should do.

For one of many things that MacIntyre does in
his reply to his interlocutors is disarm the
quicker objections to his views. Nicola Lacey
and Elizabeth Fraser observe, rightly enough,
that many traditional societies have practised
forms of marriage, family life, job allocation and
a great deal else that have imposed burdens on

women for which they received all too little in
return. This ought to make us wary about
hankering for the lost coherence of earlier times.
Maclntyre does not deny it; he acknowledges
that it is likely that he and his critics view some
of these arrangements differently, but he unhesi-
tatingly acknowledges that many of the injus-
tices of which feminists complain have certainly
existed and were certainly injustices. We may
adopt a practice-based view of the moral life,
insist that people develop moral virtues only by
learning how to engage in the practices in which
those virtues have their place, and still acknowl-
edge that their particular institutionalizations are
unjust or otherwise deplorable.

Still, there are clear limits to any reconcilia-
tion between MacIntyre and his critics. Explain-
ing what he means by a practice, MacIntyre
takes the example of fishing. Fishing has an
instrumental purpose: we fish to catch fish;
nobody would fish foraliving if it yielded too lit-
tle to keep body and soul together. None the less,
there is a clearly marked difference between a
group of fishermen who band together only so
long as they make more money than they would
by taking up some other occupation and a group
who see themselves as fishermen, bound to one
another by ties of friendship and habit, who
understand the excellences of their craft, and
who would not readily trade in their occupation
for a higher-paid one. The latter will provide the
basis for a community; the former will not.
Money-making and the market are great ene-
mies of practices.

The upshot is that those critics who try to
defend liberalism and other features of moder-
nity by showing that there are liberal practices,
and that there is a liberal tradition, or, as Charles
Taylor does, by identifying a modern project that
can sustain what Taylor elsewhere calls “the
modern identity”, cannot make much headway.
For Maclntyre’s philosophical project starts
from the thought that modern life is drastically
flawed in the ways he identified from After
Virtue onwards; it is nota conclusion to which he
reluctantly comes after dispassionate inquiry.
His critics’ doubts about the various formulas in
which he has encap d his condi ion of
the modern world will surely drive him to spell
them out more exactly, but it seems unlikely that
they will persuade him at this stage of the argu-
ment that liberals can be happily at home in the
world they have made.

Alan Ryan is Professor of Politics at Princeton
University.
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ntellectual reputations are changeable.

Thinkers who were revered during their

lifetimes are often forgotten afterwards. In

the late sixteenth century, the French
philosopher Peter Ramus was widely acclaimed
as the greatest logician since Aristotle, and most
Victorians regarded the polymathic Herbert
Spencer as the prime genius of their age. But
these two are now quite unread, and appear only
as footnotes in historical surveys.

During his lifetime Karl Popper was as
revered as it is possible for a philosopher tobe. In
addition to his many academic accolades, he was
knighted in 1965 and made a Companion of
Honour in 1982. He had the rare distinction of
election as a Fellow both to the Royal Society
and the British Academy. However, there is
room to doubt whether this standing will long
outlast him. Indeed, it is already becoming diffi-
cult to understand exactly how Popper acquired
his renown.

In large part, Popper’s eminence as a public
figure stems from his political works, The Open
Society and Its Enemies (1945) and The Poverty
of Historicism (1957). These were passionate
defences of social democracy against the twin
threats of fascism and Communism. For all the
virtues of social democracy, it is not often associ-
ated with passion, and many middle-of-the-road-
ers in the Butskellite years found Popper’s fer-
vour a welcome source of excitement. Even so,
few of his supporters would argue that his politi-
cal writings alone justify the stature of major
philosopher. If they are important, it is because
they express the political credo of a philosopher
of science who has shown us a new way to think
about the relation between theory and reality.

In The Logic of Scientific Discovery (1957,
originally Logik der Forschung, 1934), Conjec-
tures and Refutations (1963) and Objective
Knowledge (1972), Popper develops an analysis
of science which breaks radically with previous
views. If this analysis were right, it would have
significant implications for most aspects of our
intellectual life. Unfortunately, it does not stand
up to examination.

Popper’s philosophy of science centres on his
cejection of inductive reasoning. This is the kind
of reasoning by which we judge that some hith-
erto observed pattern will continue to hold good
in the future. Popper objects that all such infer-
ences are logically flawed, since nothing guaran-
tees that the future will be like the past. More-
over, he argues that inductive reasoning is dis-
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credited by the history of science, since the char-
acteristic fate of scientific theories, from
Ptolemy to Newton, has been failure.

For Popper, these failures of induction do not
demean science itself. This is because he views
science as an essentially conjectural activity. On
the conventional view of science, theories are
derived inductively from past observations. Pop-
per turns this conventional view of science on its
head. Rather than starting with past observa-
tions, scientists first propose their theories as
conjectures, and then try to test them against
experience. If the theories pass these tests, they
survive as conjectures. But if they fail, they must
be rejected, and replaced by new conjectures.

At first blush, this vision of science can seem
attractive. Popperian science is dynamic, yet free
from any taint of induction. However, there is an
obvious flaw. Popper’s falsificationist strategy
of conjectures and refutations can only deliver
negative knowledge. It can show that certain sci-
entific theories are false, but it never shows that
any theory is true.

Popper is driven to this denial of positive sci-
entific knowledge by his rejection of induction.
But the denial is hard to take seriously. Nobody
properly acquainted with the evidence doubts
that smoking cigarettes causes lung cancer, or
that matter is made of atoms. Science is a many-
sided institution, and not all its deliverances
deserve equal respect. But something is wrong
with a philosophy that tells us that science can
never yield any positive findings.

In retrospect, Popper’s falsificationism can be
seen as an over-reaction to the demise of classi-
cal physics at the turn of this century. The
replacement of Newton's physics by Einstein’s
was a great surprise, and showed that the evi-
dence underpinning the classical edifice was far
less firm than everybody had supposed. Popper’s
mistake, however, was to condemn all inductive
reasoning for this failure. Maybe inductive evi-
dence will never suffice to lay bare the large-
scale structure of space-time, or the other funda-
mental secrets of the cosmos. But this does not
mean that it can never identify such mundane
facts as that smoking causes cancer.

It is true that induction presents an abstract
philosophical puzzle. Inductive inferences are
not logically compelling, and because of this
their ultimate authority is an issue of philosophi-
cal controversy. But this is a puzzle, not the start
of a philosophical system. It is akin to the ques-
tion, “How do I know there is a table in front of
me?” This is a good issue for first-year philo-
sophy students to cut their teeth on. But outside
the classroom nobody seriously doubts that we
do know about tables, and it is just as unserious
for Popper to doubt that we know that smoking
causes cancer.

It is sometimes said that even if Popper is
wrong about induction, he still does a good job of
“demarcating” the difference between science
and non-science. Popper’s answer to this “prob-
lem of demarcation” is that proper sciences,
unlike “pseudo-sciences” such as astrology or
phrenology, are distinguished by their falsifi-
ability. They are for d precisely gh to
yield definite predictions against which they can
be tested.

However, this “problem of demarcation” is
not a genuine problem, but entirely of Popper’s
own making. The real difference between the
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atomic theory of matter, say, and astrology, is
that the atomic theory is firmly established by a
large amount of evidence, and astrology is mere
speculation. This is what most non-philosophers
would say, and they would be quite right. But
Popper cannot say this, because he thinks that
inductive evidence is impotent. So he is forced to
regard the atomic theory as no less speculative
than astrology, and is stuck with the non-prob-
lem of explaining why some speculations are
better than others.

Despite these manifest failings, Popper’s fal-
sificationism is popular among practising scien-
tists. The reason is probably that Popper’s story
best fits science at the cutting edge of research.
Most new ideas at the limits of knowledge do
start life as pure speculations, and it is true that
they are distinguished from the musings of mad-
men only by the precision which allows them to
yield definite predictions. By focusing exclu-
sively on this aspect of science, Popper creates
the impression that all scientists, however
workaday, are creative visionaries with minds of
steel.

But speculative research is not the only kind
of science, or even the most important kind.
There would be no point to science unless its
conjectures sometimes acquired enough induc-
tive evidence to graduate to the status of estab-
lished truths. This is the real reason for testing
hypotheses against predictions. The aim is not to
falsify them, but to identify those that can be
turned into the kind of positive knowledge that
enables us to build bridges and treat diseases.

Scientists who follow Popper in emphasizing
speculation over evidence are like architects
who admire the aesthetic use of new materials,
but don’t care if the building leaks. We can see
why they find innovation exciting. But they have
lost their intellectual moorings if they think that
originality for its own sake is the point of their
profession.

one of these criticisms of Popper’s

philosophy of science is new. They

have been well known among profes-

sional philosophers for over half a
century. However, Popper has never given
straight answers to the objections. Instead, he
has reassured his readers of the importance of his
views, while throwing up various smoke-
screens to hide their deficiencies.

One of Popper’s strategies is to use words ina
way which makes his views seem far more sensi-
ble than they are. The Australian philosopher
David Stove has pointed out (in Popper and
After, reviewed in the TLS, July 1, 1983) that
Popper characteristically talks about scientific
“knowledge”, “discovery” and “progress”, even
though his views imply there are no such things.
In the normal sense of these words, we can only
know or discover what we have reason to believe
is true. Popper’s official doctrine is that we never
have any reason to believe that any scientific
theory is true, but his non-standard usage often
serves to obscure this from the less than fully
attentive reader.

Another ploy is to refuse to engage with his
critics. Throughout his career, Popper has belit-
tled other professional philosophers for their
finicky concern with definitions. He is certainly
right to condemn much modern academic phi-
losophy for its scholastic introspection. But
modern philosophy is not all bad, and in particu-
lar its criticisms of Popper deserve answers. One
unfortunate result of Popper’s self-imposed
intellectual quarantine is that the tradition in phi-
losophy of science that he founded is having to
relearn many of the basic philosophical truths
that were omitted from its curriculum.,

‘When Popper does offer arguments, they are
not always strong. One of his objections to
inductive reasoning is that it militates against
bold theories of wide scope, since a wide-rang-
ing theory is harder to confirm inductively than a
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more cautious and limited one. But this argu-
ment mixes chalk with cheese. Boldness and
inductive confirmation are both important
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desiderata, and the fact that they pull agai
each other is not a good reason to discard the one
for the other.

Another favourite Popperian argument
against inductive reasoning is that it focuses on
support for subjective psychological states like
belief, and so is of no importance to the objective
realm of scientific methodology. This argument,
too, would not be taken seriously from anyone
but Popper. It is true that beliefs are subjective
states, but questions about which beliefs ought
to be held are as objective as any other normative
questions.

Towards the end of his career, Popper inflated
this jibe about the subjectivity of beliefs into an
overarching metaphysical system. He postu-
lated an interlinked universe of three worlds: the
world of physics, the world of subjective psy-
chological states, and the objective world of
knowledge, theories and problems. These three
worlds are quite distinct, in that none reduces to
any other, but at the same time each can influ-
ence the others.

Knowledge and the Body-Mind Problem is
largely concerned with this system of worlds.
The book is a version of a lecture series deliv-
ered by Popper at Emory University in 1969,
complete with a transcript of a question-and-
answer session from the end of each lecture. If
the transcripts are a fair sample, Popper’s non-
specialist audience let him offlightly. Even Pop-
per’s own followers regard his three worlds as
cranky. The discussion in this volume betrays
some of the effects of his intellectual isolation.
He does not seem to understand the workings of
alternative views, and the arguments he gives
in favour of the three-world system could
be countered by any well-trained philosophy
undergraduate.

Both the books under review are derived from
the archive of Popper’s papers now held at Stan-
ford University. The Myth of the Framework is a
more substantial volume, gathering together
nine essays, mostly first published in the 1960s
and 70s. In the course of these essays, Popper
touches on a number of topics, and his comments
on biology, the social sciences and the history of
physics are worth having. Most of the essays are
not easily accessible in their original places of
publication, and it is a service to have them gath-
ered in one volume.

The overall impression created by this vol-
ume, though, is not entirely pleasing. A constant
theme running through these papers is the
importance of free discussion and open-minded-
ness. Popper is, of course, right to emphasize
these matters. But he is wrong to suggest that
they are the special property of his falsification-
ism. Those who oppose Popper by seeking posi-
tive truths in science have just as much reason, if
not more, to insist on the importance of critical
discussion, and Popper has no basis for his accu-
sation that these opponents are all dogmatic
authoritarians.

The survival of critical standards in the mod-
ern academy is by no means assured, and the
fight to preserve them needs every support. It
does not help the defence of these standards if
their most prominent twentieth-century propo-
nent failed to uphold them in his own intellectual
practice. Popper preached the importance of
open debate and recognition of error, but
throughout his intellectual career he fought to
insulate a discredited idea against any possible
criticism. Perhaps it would be best now if we
remember what Popper preached, and lay the
rest of his doctrines quietly to rest.

David Papineau is Professor of Philosophy of
Science at King's College London and the
author of Philosophical Naturalism, /993,
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