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The Moral Sciences Club at Cambridge is the most famous philosophy 
forum in the world. It can be a daunting place to visit. I remember a 
meeting some 30 years ago at which the talk, by a distinguished visi-
tor X, met the usual ominous silence, broken by the philosopher John 
Wisdom asking in sepulchral, heartbroken tones: "Would X mind tell-
ing us what he has just said?" 
 
When I spoke there a few years afterwards, the late Elizabeth 
Anscombe arrived well into the talk, surrounded by groupies with 
whom she conversed in not very hushed tones throughout the paper. 
Such terrorism is much less common now. Philosophers still disagree 
with each other, of course, but boorishness and intimidation are out 
of fashion. 
 
Wittgenstein had been to blame. He taught a generation that intoler-
ance, rage, and rudeness were the duties of genius. They show that 
your own pursuit of truth is so exacting, so finely balanced and ex-
quisitely nuanced, that the least departure from standards that you 
alone can meet is agony. Having perfect pitch yourself, you find the 
sounds that other people make unbearable. 
 
But Wittgenstein was not the only philosopher to confuse purity with 
arrogance. Another was his fellow-Viennese Karl Popper, whose fierce 
intolerance of any kind of criticism was particularly ironic given his 
preaching of liberalism and openness. In fact, some said that his fa-
mous work, The Open Society and Its Enemies, should have been re-



 

named The Open Society by One of Its Enemies - but they did not say 
it to his face. Popper almost matched Wittgenstein for his "sheer aw-
fulness to others in discussion and debate". But Popper's tragedy was 
that few philosophers thought that intellectually he had perfect pitch, 
whereas many more were sure that Wittgenstein did. The tormented 
Wittgenstein played the part of God much better, crucified as well as a 
tyrant. 
 
So what happens when two such titans meet? Wittgenstein's Poker 
recounts the answer. On October 25, 1946, Popper travelled up to a 
bleak post-war Cambridge bent on confrontation with Wittgenstein. 
He was to read a paper on whether there exist real philosophical 
problems or only linguistic puzzles. The issue here is at the heart of 
Wittgenstein's early and later philosophies, both of which claim that a 
correct understanding of language can free us from the bewitchments 
of philosophy. For Wittgenstein, philosophical problems are really 
only puzzles that arise when language goes on holiday. For Popper 
there are genuine problems of metaphysics, of political theory, of 
knowledge and of scientific method. Like Bertrand Russell, who came 
to the meeting, Popper (wrongly) thought that Wittgenstein and his 
followers were trivialising the subject, substituting linguistic parlour-
games for real thought on real issues. 
 
In spite of the fact that the meeting was attended by a great number 
of acute and eminent people, there is no agreed version of what hap-
pened next. The outlines are clear, but the details blurred. Popper 
started by attempting to give a list of good, solid, philosophical prob-
lems. Wittgenstein, as usual, interrupted and became excited. At 
some point he picked up a poker and jabbed it to emphasise his 
points, as was also usual with him. At some point someone, almost 
certainly Russell, told Wittgenstein to put the poker down. And at 
some point, two further things happened: somebody asked Popper to 
give an example of a moral principle, to which he replied, "Not to 
threaten visiting speakers with pokers." And Wittgenstein walked out. 
 
As Popper recounted it, it was Wittgenstein who asked for a moral 
principle, and he departed humiliated by Popper's witty reply. Others 
present have accused Popper of lying. They say that Wittgenstein 



 

walked out as he often did, perhaps because he had been chided by 
Russell and perhaps because he couldn't bear the discussion. It was 
someone else, later, who asked for the example of a moral principle 
and was given Popper's reply. 
 
The eyewitness reports do not settle the issue, in my opinion, proba-
bly because the Moral Sciences Club used to be so thick with smoke 
that it was often hard to see across the room. It seems not to matter 
much, except for the charge of lying. And this was inappropriate in 
any case, given the way our memories reconstruct emotionally 
charged events in our own favour. 
 
The authors of this entertaining book vividly re-create the context to 
this sorry tale. They show us the stresses of being a Wittgenstein and 
a Popper, coming from very different social backgrounds in the hot-
house city of Vienna. And they do an excellent job of reconstructing 
the philosophical differences, and the passions rightly aroused by the 
seemingly innocuous choice between problems and puzzles. They 
even manage to be fair to both parties, which is more than either 
party was to anybody else. 
 
If people have recently been led to think of philosophy solely in terms 
of its consolations, a kind of chicken soup for the soul, this is a book 
to cure them. 
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