Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details




THE NEW WITTGENSTEIN

“This collection provides an accessible and stimulating introduction to a
radically different way of interpreting the philosophical significance of
Wittgenstein’s work (both early and late) that is becoming increasingly
influential. The editors and their contributors manage to illuminate the widely
ramifying implications of this interpretation without underplaying its highly
controversial status. Their work opens up an important and potentially fruitful
field for future debate.”

Stephen Mulhall, New College, Oxford

The New Wittgenstein offers a major re-evaluation of Wittgenstein’s thinking. This
book is a stellar collection of essays that present a significantly different portrait of
Wittgenstein. The essays clarify Wittgenstein’s modes of philosophical criticism and
shed light on the relation between his thought and different philosophical traditions
and areas of human concern. With essays by Stanley Cavell, James Conant, Cora
Diamond, Hilary Putnam and John McDowell, we see the emergence of a new way of
understanding Wittgenstein’s thought.

This is a controversial collection, with essays by the most highly regarded
Wittgenstein scholars that will change the way we look at Wittgenstein’s body of
work. Anyone interested in gaining a new and fresh understanding of Wittgenstein’s
work will find this a fascinating read.

Contributors: Stanley Cavell, David R.Cerbone, James Conant, Alice Crary, Cora
Diamond, David H.Finkelstein, Juliet Floyd, P.M.S.Hacker, John McDowell, Hilary
Putnam, Rupert Read, Martin Stone, Edward Witherspoon.

Alice Crary is a Tutor in Philosophy at Harvard University. Rupert Read is a
Lecturer in Philosophy at The University of East Anglia.






THE NEW
WITTGENSTEIN

Edited by
Alice Crary and Rupert Read

4 @ et
- .
wh =
o 3
* &
o
o ane*

London and New York



First published 2000
by Routledge
11 New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
29 West 35th Street, New York, NY 10001

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group
This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2003.

Selection and editorial matter © 2000 Alice Crary and
Rupert Read; individual chapters, respective contributors

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic,
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any
information storage or retrieval system, without permission in
writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data

The new Wittgenstein/edited by Alice Crary and Rupert Read.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
1. Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 1889-1951. I. Crary, Alice Marguerite,
1967-11. Read, Rupert J., 1966-
B3376.W564 N49 2000
192-dc21
99-048803

ISBN 0-203-44940-1 Master e-book ISBN

ISBN 0-203-75764-5 (Adobe eReader Format)
ISBN 0-415-17318-3 (hbk)
ISBN 0-415-17319-1 (pbk)



CONTENTS

List of contributors
Acknowledgements

Introduction

PART I
Wittgenstein’s later writings: the illusory comfort of an
external standpoint

1

Excursus on Wittgenstein’s vision of language
STANLEY CAVELL

Non-cognitivism and rule-following
JOHN MCDOWELL

Wittgenstein on rules and platonism
DAVID H.FINKELSTEIN

What ‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any
word’ could possibly mean
RUPERT READ

Wittgenstein on deconstruction
MARTIN STONE

Wittgenstein’s philosophy in relation to political thought
ALICE CRARY

Vil
viii

19

21

38

53

74

83

118



CONTENTS

PART Il
The Tractatus as forerunner of Wittgenstein’s later writings

7

10

11

12

13

Ethics, imagination and the method of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus
CORA DIAMOND

Elucidation and nonsense in Frege and early Wittgenstein
JAMES CONANT

Rethinking mathematical necessity
HILARY PUTNAM

Wittgenstein, mathematics and philosophy
JULIET FLOYD

Does Bismarck have a beetle in his box? The private
language argument in the Tractatus
CORA DIAMOND

How to do things with wood: Wittgenstein, Frege and the
problem of illogical thought
DAVID R.CERBONE

Conceptions of nonsense in Carnap and Wittgenstein
EDWARD WITHERSPOON

A dissenting voice

14

Was he trying to whistle it?
P.M.S.HACKER

Bibliography
Index

Vi

147

149

174

218

232

262

293

315

351

353

389
395



CONTRIBUTORS

Stanley Cavell is Walter M.Cabot Professor Emeritus of Aesthetics and the General
Theory of Value, at Harvard University. He is the author of Must We Mean What We
Say? A Book of Essays (Cambridge University Press, 1969; reprinted 1976), The Claim
of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality and Tragedy (Oxford University Press,
1979), In Quest of the Ordinary: Lines of Skepticism and Romanticism (University of
Chicago Press, 1988), This New yet Unapproachable America: Lectures after Emerson
after Wittgenstein (The Living Batch Press, 1989), Conditions Handsome and
Unhandsome: The Constitution of Emersonian Perfectionism (University of Chicago
Press, 1990), A Pitch of Philosophy (Harvard University Press, 1994) and Philosophical
Passages: Wittgenstein, Emerson, Austin, Derrida (Blackwell, 1995).

David R.Cerbone is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at West Virginia University.
He has published articles on Wittgenstein, Heidegger and the analytic and
phenomenological traditions more generally.

Alice Crary is a Tutor in Philosophy at Harvard University. Her interests include
ethics, moral psychology and philosophy and literature.

James Conant is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Chicago. He has
published articles on Kant, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Frege, William James,
Wittgenstein, Carnap and others.

Cora Diamond is Kenan Professor Philosophy and Professor of Law at the
University of Virginia. She has also taught at Princeton University, Aberdeen
University and the University of Sussex. She is the author of The Realistic Spirit:
Wittgenstein, Philosophy, and the Mind (MIT Press, 1991) and the editor of
Wittgenstein’s Lectures on the Foundations of Mathematics, Cambridge 1939
(University of Chicago Press, 1976).

David H.Finkelstein is Assistant Professor of Philosophy, Indiana University. His
interests include topics in epistemology and the philosophy of mind. He has written
about Wittgenstein on expression, the idea of inner sense and the distinction between
conscious and unconscious mental states.

Juliet Floyd is Associate Professor of Philosophy at Boston University. She has
published papers on Kant, Frege, Moore, Wittgenstein (early and late) and Gdodel.

vii



CONTRIBUTORS

She is the editor of Future Pasts: Perspectives on the Place of the Analytic Tradition
in Twentieth Century Philosophy (with Sanford Shieh; Oxford University Press,
2000).

P.M.S.Hacker is Fellow and Tutor in Philosophy at St.John’s College, Oxford. He is
the author of Insight and Illusion: Themes in the Philosophy of Wittgenstein (Oxford
University Press, 1972; revised edition, 1986), An Analytic Commentary on
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations in 4 volumes (vols 1 and 2 with G.P.
Baker; Blackwell, 1984), Scepticism, Rules and Language (with G.P.Baker;
Blackwell, 1984), Frege: Logical Excavations (with G.P.Baker; Blackwell, 1984),
Appearance and Reality (Blackwell, 1987) and Wittgenstein’s Place in 20th Century
Analytic Philosophy (Blackwell, 1996).

John McDowell is University Professor of Philosophy at the University of
Pittsburgh. His recent publications include Mind and World (Harvard University
Press, 1994; second edition, 1996), Mind, Value and Reality (Harvard University
Press, 1998) and Meaning, Knowledge and Reality (Harvard University Press,
1998).

Hilary W.Putnam is Cogan University Professor at Harvard University. His books
include Reason, Truth and History (Cambridge University Press, 1981), Realism
With A Human Face (Harvard University Press, 1990), Renewing Philosophy
(Harvard University Press, 1992), Words and Life (Harvard University Press, 1994)
and Pragmatism (Blackwell, 1995).

Rupert Read is Lecturer in Philosophy at the University of East Anglia (Norwich,
England). He has published articles in Philosophical Papers, Philosophical
Investigations and The Philosophical Forum. He is the editor of The New Hume
Debate (Routledge, 2000) and Thomas Kuhn (Polity, 2000).

Martin Stone is Professor of Law and Associate Professor of Philosophy at Duke
University. He also teaches in the Graduate Program in Literature at Duke. His
previously published essays are on the philosophy of law and on Wittgenstein.

Edward Witherspoon is Assistant Professor of Philosophy at Colgate University.

His interests include the history of analytic philosophy, epistemological skepticism
and twentieth-century continental philosophy.

viii



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like here to thank the many individuals who at different stages made
useful suggestions about this project and who in various ways helped to bring it to
completion. Our thanks are due, in particular, to Stanley Cavell, James Conant,
Tobyn DeMarco, Anne DeVivo, Cora Diamond, James Guetti, Nathaniel Hupert,
Kelly Dean Jolley, John McDowell, Hilary Putnam, Wes Sharrock and Emma
Willmer. We are indebted also to Adrian Driscoll, Anna Gerber and Ruth Jeavons, at
Routledge, for their support and suggestions.

Stanley Cavell, ‘Excursus on Wittgenstein’s vision of language’ is reprinted from
The Claim of Reason: Wittgenstein, Skepticism, Morality and Tragedy, copyright ©
1979 by Oxford University Press, Inc. Used by permission of Oxford University
Press, Inc., Oxford. John McDowell, “Non-cognitivism and rule-following’ is
reprinted from Wittgenstein: to Follow a Rule, S.H.Holtzman and C.M.Leich (eds),
London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981, pp. 141-62. Hilary Putnam, ‘Rethinking
mathematical necessity’ is reprinted by permission of the publisher from Words and
Life, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press. Copyright © 1994 by the
President and Fellows of Harvard College. Cora Diamond, ‘Ethics, imagination and
the method of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus’ is reprinted from Bilder der Philosophic,
R.Heinrich and H.Vetter (eds), Wiener Reihe: Themen der Philosophic, Vienna and
Munich, Oldenbourg, 1991, pp. 55-90.






INTRODUCTION

Alice Crary

This volume contains papers on Wittgenstein which (with one exception which I will
mention below) share certain fundamental and—with respect to received views about
Wittgenstein’s thought—quite unorthodox assumptions about his conception of the
aim of philosophy. This is not to say that the papers form a homogeneous body of
work. They are concerned with different periods and regions of his thought, and they
diverge from each other to various extents in their emphases and styles, and in the
views they attribute to him. Nevertheless, without regard to the period (or periods)
of his work with which they are concerned, they agree in suggesting that
Wittgenstein’s primary aim in philosophy is—to use a word he himself employs in
characterizing his later philosophical procedures—a therapeutic one. These papers
have in common an understanding of Wittgenstein as aspiring, not to advance meta-
physical theories, but rather to help us work ourselves out of confusions we become
entangled in when philosophizing. More specifically, they agree in representing him
as tracing the sources of our philosophical confusions to our tendency, in the midst
of philosophizing, to think that we need to survey language from an external point of
view. They invite us to understand him as wishing to get us to see that our need to
grasp the essence of thought and language will be met—not, as we are inclined to
think in philosophy, by metaphysical theories expounded from such a point of view,
but—>by attention to our everyday forms of expression and to the world those forms
of expression serve to reveal.

This description of what unites the papers in this volume may seem to fall short of
a description of an unorthodoxy about both Wittgenstein’s early and later thought. It
is extremely irregular to speak of a therapeutic aim in connection with the Tractatus.
But some of the most widely accepted interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later thought
characterize his main philosophical aspiration, in roughly the terms used above, as a
therapeutic one. If these familiar characterizations are taken at face-value, it will
seem as though accounts of Wittgenstein’s later thought as having a therapeutic aim,
of the sort developed in some of the papers in this volume, are anything but
unorthodox. And, further, it will seem as though a volume like this one which
represents his thought as having a therapeutic aim both early and late is
groundbreaking only in its suggestion that the Tractatus anticipates his later thought
in more significant ways than is ordinarily assumed.

It would not be wrong to say that what is most striking about the papers in this
volume has to do with their suggestion of significant continuity in Wittgenstein’s
thought. These papers criticize more standard interpretations of his work in so far as
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such interpretations furnish a narrative about the development of his thought which,
while it leaves room for important similarities between the views he holds at
different times, accents the idea of a decisive break in his mode of philosophizing
between the Tractatus and his later writings. But what is most striking about these
papers cannot be captured simply by saying that they challenge the idea of a decisive
break in his thought. The way in which the papers challenge this idea is a function of
the manner in which they depart, in their therapeutic understanding of Wittgenstein’s
conception of the aim of philosophy, from standard interpretations of the Tractatus
and from standard interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later writings. It is necessary to
appreciate how this understanding of Wittgenstein’s conception of the aim of
philosophy places them at odds with standard interpretations of both periods in order
to grasp the distinctive kind of continuity they suggest.

The narrative about the development of Wittgenstein’s thought told within standard
interpretations, sketched broadly enough to abstract from local disagreements,
proceeds as follows. It begins with Wittgenstein, in the Tractatus, giving an account of
the connection between language and the world. The main tenet of the account is that
the form of language and the form of the world reflect each other. The world is made
up of simple objects which can combine into facts, and language is made up of names
which can combine into propositions. These two types of combination mirror each
other, and the fact that they do so is what ensures that propositions have meaning. The
meaning of a name, on this allegedly Tractarian theory, is determined by an act which
ties it to a particular simple object. Simple objects have logical forms which are their
possibilities of combination with other objects, and names have logical forms—or
possibilities of combination with other names—derivatively. What a name means
determines what can be said with it in the sense that the logical form of a name reflects
the logical form of the object it denotes.

The standard narrative proceeds by telling us that in his post-Tractatus writings
Wittgenstein turns on this theory of meaning and rejects it in favor of a very different
kind of theory. Now the meaning of a word is fixed not by an act which serves to
connect it to particular features of reality but rather by the ways in which we use it—by
its place in the language-game or by its grammar. Further, the grammar of a word
fixes not only its meaning but also its logical character in the sense of its possibilities
of combination with other words in specific circumstances. So, according to standard
interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later writings, questions about whether or not a given
bit of language makes sense are questions about whether or not an utterance (i.e., a
combination of words used in particular circumstances) is intelligible, and the answers
to such questions are determined by grammar.

This gives us an outline of the standard narrative about the development of
Wittgenstein’s thought. Its centerpiece is a dramatic rupture between Tractarian and
post-Tractarian periods which allegedly comes as Wittgenstein moves from one kind
of theory of meaning to another kind of theory. The most well-known version of this
narrative runs as follows: in the Tractatus Wittgenstein advocates a truth-conditional
theory of meaning which has the characteristic features of realism, and later on he
rejects it and embraces a theory of meaning as consisting in assertibility-conditions
which has the characteristic features of anti-realism.'

This narrative about the development of Wittgenstein’s thought is often glossed as
a story about how Wittgenstein makes a transition from developing a metaphysical
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account of the relation between language and the world in the Tractatus to
relinquishing the project of developing such an account later on and limiting himself
to non-metaphysical descriptions of our linguistic practices. It is this conception of
Wittgenstein as rejecting any concern with traditional metaphysical theorizing
which, within standard interpretations, is sometimes taken to accommodate an
understanding of his philosophy as having a therapeutic aim. The idea is that he has
given up any ambition of providing a metaphysical explanation of how language
hooks on to the world and has turned instead to presenting therapies, in the form of
ordinary descriptions of language, intended to “cure” us of the belief that we require
such an explanation. In this way, standard interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later
thought seem to make room for the idea of a therapeutic aim. So it appears that here
the idea is by no means a surprising or unorthodox one.

This appearance is, however, fundamentally misleading. In the sense in which the
papers in this volume champion the idea of a therapeutic aim in connection with both
the Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, standard interpretations of his
later philosophy utterly fail to capture its therapeutic character. These papers agree
in at least implicitly offering a deep criticism of standard interpretations of
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. They charge that standard interpretations in effect
represent Wittgenstein as undertaking the very type of metaphysical project which,
even according to the interpretations themselves, he is repudiating. The result is that
such interpretations entirely fail to locate the therapeutic nature of his philosophical
procedures.

This criticism is developed, roughly, along the following lines. It takes as its point
of departure the fact that standard interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy
assume both that Wittgenstein abandons the idea of an external standpoint on
language and also that he construes the abandonment of this idea as having important
consequences for our entitlement to certain basic epistemic ideals. Within standard
interpretations, Wittgenstein is portrayed as holding that it follows from the
abandonment of the idea of such a standpoint that what counts as agreement between
the use of a sign and its meaning is fixed (not by objective reality, but) by
grammar—and that there can therefore be no such thing as fully objective agreement.
There is, according to the criticism developed here, something essentially
unsatisfactory about this picture of Wittgenstein’s philosophical concerns. The
difficulty is that abandoning the idea of an external standpoint on language only
appears to threaten our entitlement to talk about full-blooded objectivity if it is
assumed that we depend for any entitlement we enjoy on the existence of features of
reality which transcend our forms of thought and speech and determine their
correctness—features of reality which (we imagine) are only discernible from an
external stand-point—and if it is assumed, further, that in abandoning the idea of
such a standpoint we have tacitly admitted that there are no such features of reality.
It follows that to the extent that Wittgenstein is taken to be drawing the conclusion
that full-blooded objectivity is out of reach, he is, at the same time, understood as
preserving the idea of an external standpoint. He is understood as holding that it is
possible to occupy such a standpoint and to detect from there that nothing external
under-writes our ways of thinking and talking—and that something else (say, our
language-games themselves) must provide a standard of correctness. Thus, standard
interpretations, even though they claim to be depicting Wittgenstein as rejecting
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theidea of an external standpoint, offer representations of his thought which keep the
idea in play. This is the upshot of the criticism which is spelled out in these papers.
Standard interpretations portray Wittgenstein’s thought as governed by traditional
metaphysical presuppositions in a way which totally distorts its therapeutic
character.

This criticism of standard interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy
provides a framework within which it is possible more fully to characterize the
unorthodoxy which unites the papers in this volume. These papers claim that one
of Wittgenstein’s main aims throughout his work is getting us to see that the idea
of an external standpoint on language is thoroughly confused and that its
abandonment is accordingly without consequences for our entitlement to our basic
epistemic ideals. Our willingness to insist that abandoning the idea does have such
consequences is, by the lights of these papers, a sign that we are still participating
in the confusion Wittgenstein seeks to address. This understanding of Wittgenstein
as trying to free us in a quite radical manner from the idea of an external stand-
point is what licenses talk, in reference to the papers, of a therapeutic aspiration. It
is in so far as the papers represent Wittgenstein’s philosophy as therapeutic in this
sense—in a sense which, importantly, constitutes a divergence from standard
interpretations of his work at both periods—that they suggest a fundamentally
different kind of continuity in his thought and thus make a novel contribution to
Wittgenstein scholarship.

There is a further respect in which it may seem strange to speak of novelty in
connection with the papers in the volume which are specifically concerned with
Wittgenstein’s /ater philosophy. Readings of his later work on which its main aim is
therapeutic in the particular sense at issue in this volume were already available back
in the 1960s. Indeed, although such readings have never occupied a central place
within mainstream philosophical conversations about Wittgenstein, they have
nevertheless achieved a respectable level of recognition.

By the same token, it may seem more appropriate to speak of novelty in
connection with the writings on the Tractatus included here. Although some of the
original papers defending the view that Wittgenstein’s early book should be read as
having a therapeutic aim are now several decades old, this unorthodoxy about the
Tractatus has only very recently received anything like the same amount of attention
as the corresponding unorthodoxy about Wittgenstein’s later thought.

The sense in which this volume represents a novel contribution to conversations
about Wittgenstein is, however, not a function of these sorts of comparative
judgments about what is new and what is familiar in Wittgenstein scholarship. Its
novelty is a function of the fact that the papers in it, taken together, represent his
thought as characterized by a novel kind of continuity.

Any reasonable defense of this kind of continuity claim needs to address ways in
which standard interpretations of the Tractatus and standard interpretations of
Wittgenstein’s later writings inform each other. On standard interpretations,
Wittgenstein is depicted as favoring certain metaphysical theses about the nature of
logic and language in the Tractatus and then turning on them later on and rejecting
them in favor of something like their negations. This means that, within such
interpretations, a basic understanding of the Tractatus shapes and delimits the space
available for developing an interpretation of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. It is a
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consequence of this interdependence that unorthodox approaches to Wittgenstein’s
later philosophy, without regard to whether or not they explicitly take up questions
about how to read the Tractatus, at least implicitly make way for radically revising
standard interpretations of it. The possibility of a radically revised reading of the
Tractatus is in a sense already contained in “therapeutic” readings of Wittgenstein’s
later writings.

The structure of the volume is designed to underline this fact. Part I contains a set
of papers which are primarily concerned with Wittgenstein’s later writings, and Part
II contains a set which are in the first instance concerned with Wittgenstein’s early
writings. The papers in Part I, although only a few of them explicitly touch on the
fact that they make possible a new approach to thinking about the Tractatus, can
none the less be seen as developing an understanding of Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy which calls for the sort of reassessment of the Tractatus carried out in
the papers in Part II. The papers in Part II, in turn, recognize and explicitly theorize
the fact that they anticipate the central lines of thought in Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy accented in the papers in Part I.

There is one paper in the volume which represents an exception to the principle
which otherwise guided the volume’s composition and which therefore deserves
special mention here. P.M.S.Hacker’s paper, placed at the end of the volume (after
Part II), is a defense of a traditional interpretation of the Tractatus (it is an
interpretation he himself helped to make famous) against the heterodox reading
developed by two other contributors to the volume—Cora Diamond and James
Conant. Since the reading of the 7ractatus Diamond and Conant lay out in their
respective contributions to this volume has received relatively little critical
attention, it seemed that, with regard to it, the best strategy for fostering discussion
would involve including a voice dissenting from their dissenting voices and thus
making way for the reader to decide for herself.

These remarks enable me to describe the main aim of this volume more
succinctly: its aim is, by bringing together for the first time discussions of
Wittgenstein’s later writings and discussions of the Tractatus which agree in
representing his primary philosophical aim as therapeutic, to create a space in which
it is at last possible to gauge the philosophical significance of these unorthodox
approaches to both his early and later work.

This introduction is devoted to an overview of how the specific papers included in
Parts I and II of the volume contribute to telling a narrative about the development
of Wittgenstein’s thought suggestive of a distinctive kind of continuity in his
conception of the aim of philosophy. It also contains a few comments about P.M.S.
Hacker’s paper.

Part I: Wittgenstein’s later writings: the illusory
comfort of an external standpoint

Before turning to any of the specific papers in Part I (i.e., those that focus primarily
on Wittgenstein’s later philosophy), it will be helpful to have a slightly more
expansive description of the understanding of Wittgenstein’s conception of the aim
of philosophy which they have in common—a description which encompasses the
understanding they share of the modes of criticism and methods he employs in
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pursuing his aim. The description which follows initially applies to the papers in Part
I, but it does not only apply to these papers. This volume is distinguished by the fact
that all the papers in it, both those that focus primarily on Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy and those that focus primarily on the Tractatus, agree in attributing to
him the same fundamental conception of the aim of philosophy. So the description
that follows, in as far as it bears on the papers in Part I, also has a bearing on those
in Part II (i.e., those that focus at least in the first instance on Wittgenstein’s early
thought). Indeed, as it will emerge below, even the part of the description having to
do with the method Wittgenstein employs in later writings for pursuing his main
philosophical aim has a bearing on some of the research on the Tractatus contained
in Part II.

It is possible to describe the understanding of Wittgenstein’s conception of the
aim of philosophy which unites these papers by saying that, on their terms, his
fundamental aim is to get us to see that the point of view on language we aspire to or
think we need to assume when philosophizing—a point of view on language as if
outside from which we imagine we can get a clear view of the relation between
language and the world—is no more than the i//usion of a point of view. To speak of
“illusion” here is to signal that these papers, without regard to whether or not they
actually use the language of illusion, represent Wittgenstein as telling us that when
we envision ourselves occupying such a point of view we don’t wind up saying
anything coherent about the way things stand. That is, their suggestion is not that
Wittgenstein hopes to get us to acknowledge that when we envision ourselves
occupying such a point of view we are led to make claims which are false or in some
way misleading—as if he believed our difficulty were to find a true or appropriate
description of how things look from there. Nor is it that he hopes to get us to
acknowledge that when we envision ourselves occupying such a point of view we are
led to come out with sentences which express thoughts the logical structure of
language prohibits us from saying—as if he believed our difficulty were that the
kinds of thoughts we are attracted to in philosophy are thoughts which, due to the
nature of language, are forever out of our reach. Their suggestion is, rather, that he
hopes to get us to see that when we envision ourselves occupying an external point
of view on language we don’t succeed in articulating any thoughts—and that he sees
our difficulty as one of coming to recognize that the idea of such a point of view
creates the il/lusion of understanding the sentences we want to utter in philosophy.

This basic understanding of Wittgenstein’s conception of the aim of philosophy
has important implications—implications taken up in all the papers in this volume—
for how we should conceive his modes of philosophical criticism. It follows from it
that we should take the gestures in which Wittgenstein distances himself from this or
that metaphysical sentence (i.e., from this or that sentence presented as if from an
external point of view on language) as indicating—not that he thinks the sentence is
false or that it expresses an impermissible thought, but rather—that he thinks it fails
to make any claim at all.

Many of the papers in this volume make this general point about Wittgenstein’s
modes of philosophical criticism in connection with his use of “nonsense” as a term
of philosophical appraisal. (This includes all of the papers in Part II and Martin
Stone’s and my own in Part I.) The idea is that when Wittgenstein says that a
combination of words we are tempted to utter in philosophy is nonsense, he is
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saying, not that we know what the words attempt to say and that that cannot properly
be put into words, but instead that those words do not say anything, that they haven’t
(yet) been given any significant use. Now it is perhaps useful to observe that if we
appeal to this way of characterizing (what here are taken as) Wittgenstein’s
characteristic modes of philosophical criticism, it is possible to give a rough
indication of the kinds of considerations which make these modes of philosophical
criticism, together with the conception of the aim of philosophy they underwrite,
seem attractive. In endorsing these modes of philosophical criticism, we thereby
distance ourselves from the idea, as we might now put it, that we can survey the
logical structure of language from outside meaningful uses of language and
determine that some nonsensical sentences express impermissible thoughts. One
consideration which seems to speak in favor of distancing ourselves from this idea—
and at the same time in favor of endorsing these modes of philosophical criticism—
is that if we retain the idea we thereby retain an image of ourselves as somehow
capable of identifying the logical roles played by the parts of nonsensical (and hence
presumably logically defunct) sentences. (Cora Diamond was the first philosopher to
underscore the interest of Wittgenstein’s use of “nonsense” as a term of
philosophical appraisal in connection with the above general point about his
characteristic modes of philosophical criticism.?)

This view of Wittgenstein’s characteristic modes of philosophical criticism,
whether or not it is specifically developed with reference to his use of “nonsense”
as a term of philosophical appraisal, is reflected in the exegetical strategies of all
the papers in Part [—in their tacit assumptions about the method of Wittgenstein’s
later writings. These papers assume that the exchanges in Wittgenstein’s later
writings between different “interlocutory voices” should be understood as
realizing his modes of philosophical criticism as these modes of criticism are
conceived here. More precisely, they assume that some of these voices describe, as
if from within the sorts of illusions that tempt us in philosophy, the attractions of
metaphysical forms of words and, further, that others endeavor to show us—by
giving expression to various plain renderings of the words in question and inviting
the recognition that no construal of them satisfies us—that we have conflicting
desires with regard to our own words and that our sense that we understand what
we want to say in our efforts to philosophize is merely illusory. Thus, by the lights
of these papers, the dialectical structure of Wittgenstein’s writing makes an
internal contribution to the philosophical instruction it contains. The success of his
writing depends on its leading us to identify, successively, with the images of
ourselves expressed by the different voices at play in it and on its thereby bringing
us to the recognition that certain words we are tempted to utter in philosophy are
nonsense, that they fail to say anything we want to say. (Stanley Cavell’s writings
contain the earliest descriptions, in this basic vein, of the method of Wittgenstein’s
later writings.?)

It will be convenient to have a label for readings of Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy which attribute to him the closely interwoven set of views just
described—i.e., the above set of views about his conception of the aim of
philosophy, his characteristic modes of criticism and his distinctive method—since
such readings are developed in all of the papers in Part I of this volume. I will
hereafter refer to them as “therapeutic readings” of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy.



INTRODUCTION

The goals of Part I of this volume are two-fold. It is designed both to give a
modest road-map of the original emergence of therapeutic readings of Wittgenstein’s
later philosophy and, in addition, to provide a selection of some of the most
interesting and insightful recent research which further elaborates and defends such
readings. It is with an eye towards the first of these goals that Part I reprints
influential papers by two philosophers whose work helped to introduce therapeutic
readings of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy—Stanley Cavell and John McDowell.
(There are others whose work on Wittgenstein’s later philosophy might also have
been presented in this context—e.g., G.GE.M.Anscombe and Rush Rhees.)

Cavell was one of the first philosophers to develop a therapeutic reading of
Wittgenstein’s later thought. The section of The Claim of Reason included here
(“Excursus on Wittgenstein’s vision of language”) was selected for the
forcefulness with which it describes such a reading. Here Cavell claims that, for
Wittgenstein, what leads us into philosophical confusion is our attraction to
explanations of projections of words which seem to insure agreement in so far as
they appear to go beyond or cut deeper than our ordinary practices with words.
Wittgenstein’s ambition in philosophy, as Cavell evokes it here, is to facilitate the
recognition that the demand for reflective understanding that drives us to
philosophize will be met, not by explanations of our lives with language which
thus seem to proceed from outside, but rather by explanations grounded in the
ordinary circumstances of those lives.

Cavell’s therapeutic understanding of Wittgenstein shapes his sense of the
importance of Wittgenstein’s emphasis throughout his later writings on situations of
instruction—an emphasis Cavell inherits in this section of the Claim of Reason with
his own investigations of situations of teaching and learning a word.* What is of
interest about such investigations, from the perspective of this understanding, is that
they return us to our human natures. Cavell’s investigations bring out with great
clarity that our ability to follow those who teach us is “no more than natural” in the
sense that it is not somehow propped up by features of reality perceptible from
outside our natural reactions. His investigations remind us that someone who did not
share our sense of what is funny and what sad, who did not try to make the sounds
and gestures we make, who couldn’t recognize the similarities our ways of
projecting words track (and so on) “would not grow into our world.”

A recurring theme in Cavell’s writing about Wittgenstein is that, for Wittgenstein,
our tendency to become entangled in philosophical confusion is the product of a
natural disappointment with the conditions of human knowledge. Cavell sounds this
theme here when he suggests that, confronted with Wittgenstein’s “vision of
language,” we will be inclined to think that we are being asked to believe our
language “rests upon very shaky foundations” and to go in search, once again, of
explanations which somehow reach beyond—or outside—our ordinary forms of
thought and speech and which can (we imagine) therefore furnish them with “solid
foundations.” What Wittgenstein wishes to get us to see, according to Cavell, is that
the demand for such foundations is inherently confused and will inevitably lead to
frustration.

Like Cavell, John McDowell contributed significantly to the initial development
of a therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein’s later writings. Now it is a striking feature
of recent philosophical conversations about Wittgenstein that, although Cavell and
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McDowell are often both mentioned as favoring unorthodox readings of
Wittgenstein, it is rare that the existence of any philosophically interesting points of
convergence between their work is registered. One consideration which weighed
heavily in the choice of the particular paper of McDowell’s which appears here
(“Non-cognitivism and Rule-Following”) was the desire to remedy this neglect of
affinities between their work. What spoke in favor of this paper was the fact that in it
McDowell appeals to a passage in one of Cavell’s early discussions of Wittgenstein
(“The availability of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy”) at a central juncture in his
own description of a therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein.

The moment in Wittgenstein’s thought which particularly concerns McDowell in
this paper is the moment at which Wittgenstein considers a picture of a rule as an
infinitely long and ideally rigid rail. What makes the picture attractive to us, while
we are philosophizing, is the idea that our practices of rule-following depend for
their stability on being underwritten by features of reality which transcend them in
the sense of being discernible from a standpoint external to the reactions which
characterize us as participants in the practices. The picture of a rule-as-rail
incorporates this idea in its suggestion that the meaning of a rule reaches out in front
of its application and determines correct linguistic behavior in the same brute way
that the tracks of an infinitely long rail determine its extension. If we conceive of our
practices in terms of the picture, we will, however, be unable to locate the grounds of
our confidence in their stability. This, according to McDowell, is the lesson
Wittgenstein’s treatment of the picture is intended to impart. In contrast to what the
picture suggests to us “there is nothing that keeps our practices in line except the
reactions and responses we learn in learning them.” It is just at this point in his
discussion that McDowell makes the connection with Cavell’s reading of
Wittgenstein.

A conception of our practices as resting on nothing external may, McDowell
acknowledges, strike us as too flimsy to accommodate talk of objectivity, and it may
lead us to “recoil” into insistence that, if our practices in fact accommodate such
talk, the picture of rules as rails must capture an important truth about them. But any
tendency towards “recoil” simply repeats the confusion of thinking that we need a
glimpse of language from outside in order to determine whether or not it is built on
secure foundations. On McDowell’s reading, the dialectic of Wittgenstein’s
treatment of rule-following comes to rest in a naive realism which does not present
itself, in the way traditional realism does, as furnishing an answer to a philosophical
question raised from an external standpoint. (The sort of naive realism in question
here is no less at odds with anti-realism than with traditional realism in so far as both
positions return answers, albeit opposing ones, to such a philosophical question.)’

Over the last couple of decades, therapeutic approaches to Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy—approaches which can be seen as developing the work of philosophers
like Cavell and McDowell—have figured more prominently in philosophical
discussions of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. These approaches have been
defended against traditionally dominant interpretations, and their distinctiveness has
been brought to light. The interest of the remaining papers in Part I of this volume
should be seen within this general framework.

Consider, for instance, David Finkelstein’s discussion of the sense in which
Wittgenstein is attacking platonism. The idea that Wittgenstein distances himself



INTRODUCTION

from platonistic modes of thought is familiar from standard interpretations of his
later philosophy. What the idea typically amounts to, within such interpretations, is
an understanding of Wittgenstein as both pointing out that there is a kind of gulf
between any spoken or written rule and the behavior which is said to satisfy it and
also denying that an appeal to a rule’s meaning can bridge such a gulf. This
understanding speaks in favor of a portrait of Wittgenstein as a sort of “anti-realist”
who maintains that there can be no fully objective answer to the question whether or
not some activity is in accord with a particular rule. What is noteworthy about
Finkelstein’s discussion of platonism, viewed in this larger interpretative context, is
his claim that, while there is a sense in which it is correct to speak of Wittgenstein as
repudiating platonism, this familiar portrait not only fails to capture the relevant
sense but is, moreover, itself platonistic. On the therapeutic reading of Wittgenstein
Finkelstein defends, if we want to understand “platonism” as the name of a position
Wittgenstein criticizes, we need to understand it in terms of the assumption that
there is an external standpoint on language from which we can perceive a gulf
between any rule and the behavior it calls for. Where Wittgenstein’s “resistance to
platonism” is thus taken to center on his rejection of the idea of such a standpoint, it
leaves in place the possibility of objectivity in the relation between the rules and
their applications (while implying that realizing the possibility doesn’t require
somehow “getting outside language™). The sort of “resistance to platonism”
Finkelstein thinks is at issue is thus consistent with a position we might yet describe
as innocently platonistic. There is an important point of contact here with
McDowell’s talk of a naive realism in connection with his reading of Wittgenstein.

One of Finkelstein’s concerns in his discussion of Wittgenstein and platonism is
questioning the merits of Crispin Wright’s well-known anti-realist interpretation of
Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. Rupert Read’s paper deserves mention here, since
it explores a similar set of issues—now with an eye towards discrediting central
tenets of Saul Kripke’s famous ‘skeptical’ interpretation of Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy.

Therapeutic approaches to Wittgenstein’s later work have implications for how
we understand the relation between his philosophy and other intellectual traditions.
Standard (‘anti-realist’) interpretations of his later work invite its alignment with
contemporary skeptical or relativistic intellectual trends. It is, for instance, a sign of
the enormous influence of such interpretations that it is widely accepted that there
are deep and thorough-going parallels between Wittgenstein’s philosophy and the
style of philosophical criticism Jacques Derrida dubs deconstruction. But this
assimilation to deconstruction depends for its apparent plausibility on the acceptance
of standard interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. Viewed from the
perspective of a therapeutic reading, the assimilation appears to obscure precisely
what is distinctive about Wittgenstein’s philosophical procedures.

Martin Stone’s recent work develops an insightful defense of a therapeutic
reading of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy against an assimilation to Derridean
deconstruction. In his paper for this volume, Stone tries to account for the appeal of
deconstructive readings of Wittgenstein by noting that there is what might aptly be
called a “deconstructive moment” in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. The moment
Stone identifies as deconstructive is, he points out, one which is central not only to
deconstruction but also to standard interpretations of Wittgenstein’s later
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philosophy—and, in particular, to Kripke’s interpretation. What Stone has in mind is
the moment at which an interlocutory voice insists that it is impossible to rule out a//
possible misunderstandings of signs and that the stability of our concourse with
signs must therefore depend on a “ubiquitous interpretative activity.” Stone argues
that this moment should be understood as one at which Wittgenstein expresses a
view he ultimately rejects. Wittgenstein’s exploration of the view represents a
preliminary stage in his treatment of rules, not its end-stage. His aim is to show that
there is something inherently confused about the idea of a pure standpoint on
language from which our inability to rule out a// misunderstandings might be
experienced as a lack. It follows that he should not be read as recommending a
“deconstructive” view of meaning which draws conclusions about our epistemic
condition from our inability to demonstrate that no misunderstandings are possible.
Such a reading would err, Stone maintains, in representing him as entangled in the
very form of confusion he aspires to illuminate.

My own paper, like Stone’s, questions the assimilation of Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy to relativistic intellectual trends—in particular, in so far as such an
assimilation informs an on-going debate about the bearing of Wittgenstein’s
philosophy on political thought.

The papers mentioned thus far—those included in Part [—share a concern with
defending therapeutic readings of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy against the claims
of more standard interpretations. In challenging standard interpretations, these
papers implicitly criticize the narrative about the development of Wittgenstein’s
thought to which such interpretations belong, and they thus in effect call for an
exploration of the possibility of a new narrative about that development—an
exploration of the sort undertaken in the papers in Part II.

Part II: the Tractatus as forerunner of Wittgenstein’s
later writings

There is a small body of secondary literature on the 7ractatus, dating back to the
1960s, which argues that various parts of the book should be understood, not—as
they traditionally are—as putting forward metaphysical doctrines about how
language hooks onto the world, but instead as attacking the assumption that we
require any such doctrines. Within this body of literature, passages of the Tractatus
are represented as characterized by what I am calling a therapeutic aim. (The
original contributors to this body of literature include Hidé Ishiguro, Rush Rhees
and Peter Winch.) There is a sense in which this body of literature, in spite of the
fact that it represents different passages of the Tractatus as therapeutic, falls short of
delivering a full-fledged therapeutic reading of the book. What is at issue has to do
with the most notoriously perplexing feature of the Tractatus—namely, its closing
claim that its sentences are nonsense and that as readers we should treat them as the
rungs of the ladder which we have now ascended. Although this body of literature
describes various remarks in the Tractatus as therapeutic in intent, it nevertheless
does not explain how these instructions for reading the book can be understood in
therapeutic terms. It thus falls short of furnishing a therapeutic reading of
Wittgenstein’s early book in failing to provide an account of how the peculiar
method of the book serves a therapeutic aim.

11
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Until very recently, this body of literature on Wittgenstein’s early thought was
routinely overlooked in mainstream philosophical discussions of Wittgenstein. But
over the last decade or so, there has been greater interest in questions about whether
the Tractatus can be read as having a therapeutic aspiration. One reason for this new
interest is Cora Diamond’s and James Conant’s development of a therapeutic
reading of Wittgenstein’s early book—a reading which includes an account of how
its enigmatic ladder-structure promotes a therapeutic aim. Diamond and Conant
explicitly align their reading of the Tractatus with what they see as congenial lines
of thought in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. What emerges in their work on the
Tractatus is thus the most forceful and direct case for a reading of Wittgenstein on
which there is significant continuity in his philosophical ambitions. The
suggestiveness of the case they make has contributed to creating interest in research
into affinities between Wittgenstein’s early and later philosophical procedures.

Part IT of this volume has two main goals. It aspires both to make available some
of Diamond’s and Conant’s central writings on the method of the Tractatus and also
to provide an exemplary selection of some of the other recent research on
Wittgenstein’s philosophy which is concerned with emphasizing the continuity of his
early and later thought.

Conant’s paper and one of the two papers by Diamond (“Ethics, imagination and
the method of the Tractatus™) are both devoted primarily to the question of how to
read the Tractatus. Their reading places emphasis on Wittgenstein’s statements in the
Preface and in the concluding remarks that the book’s sentences are nonsense, and it
does so in a manner which draws on the understanding of his use of “nonsense” as a
term of philosophical appraisal outlined above. Diamond and Conant argue that
when Wittgenstein describes his sentences as nonsense, he does not mean they are
improperly formed but we can still make out what they are trying to say. Rather, he
means that they are not logically distinct from gibberish—i.e., to use one of
Diamond’s examples, not logically distinct from “piggly wiggle tiggle”—and that we
should give up the idea that they are trying to say anything. (Diamond and Conant
refer to this as an austere view of nonsense.)

This account of the significance of the ‘framing statements’ of the Tractatus
stands in direct opposition to standard interpretations on which the book’s
sentences advance genuine claims which make up the steps of an argument about
the representational character of language and on which its framing description of
its sentences as nonsense is a conclusion which follows from that argument. Within
such interpretations, the frame of the Tractatus refers to the very sorts of logical
distinctions among kinds of nonsense which, according to Diamond and Conant,
the book as a whole invites us to question. The guiding idea of the interpretations
is that the book’s metaphysical sentences, although officially nonsensical by
Wittgenstein’s lights, nevertheless somehow succeed in gesturing at what they fail
to say. Such sentences are accordingly treated as logically distinct from “piggly
wiggle tiggle.”

Diamond’s and Conant’s basic account of the method of the Tractatus
presupposes that, while it excludes as confused logical distinctions among types of
nonsense, it is nevertheless happy to acknowledge that there are psychological
distinctions among nonsensical sentences—i.e., distinctions with respect to the
tendencies of different nonsensical sentences to lead us to imagine that we can make
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sense of them. As they understand it, the method of the book involves the
employment of nonsensical forms of words psychologically distinguished by how
they produce illusions of sense. Their thought is that the Tractatus combats as
illusory the idea of an external standpoint on language from which we can offer a
metaphysical account of linkages between language and the world, and they take the
book’s nonsense-sentences to be composed to explode that illusion from within.
These sentences serve as a sort of metaphysical lure—first encouraging the reader to
envision herself occupying an external standpoint and then, by inviting her fully to
articulate the things she imagines she can say once she has occupied it, placing her in
a position in which she can recognize that she is putting inconsistent pressures on
her words and that no rendering of them will satisfy her. Thus the Tractatus delivers
us from the illusion that we can do philosophy in a traditional vein through its
presentation of nonsensical sentences which, to the extent that they seduce us, equip
us to lead ourselves out of our state of illusion.

Both Diamond and Conant note that at the close of the Tractatus Wittgenstein
writes that the person who understands /im recognizes the sentences of the book as
nonsense (7Tractatus, 6.54). They take it to be of philosophical moment that he
stresses that recognition of the nonsensicality of the book’s sentences reflects an
understanding of the book’s author and not, as we might have expected, of those
sentences themselves. This remark signals that he has written a book which consists,
not in a line of argument which would require us to understand its premises, but
rather in a form of activity designed to lead us to a point at which we come to see
that the appearance that the book is advancing metaphysical claims is an illusion.

This gives us a rough outline of Diamond’s and Conant’s account of the method of
the Tractatus: the book presents us with metaphysical sentences which lead us to
participate in an imaginative activity of articulating the structure of the illusion of an
external standpoint on language—an imaginative activity through which we can
come to recognize that illusion as an illusion.

Diamond and Conant accent the fact that, on their reading, the method of the
Tractatus is similar in important respects to the method of Wittgenstein’s later
writings (which they understand roughly along the lines I traced out above in
discussing therapeutic readings of his later writings). They argue that, although the
Tractatus lacks the particular kind of dialectical structure his later writings have
(since it does not contain dialogues between different interlocutory voices), its
method nevertheless anticipates the method of the later writings in a fundamental
respect. It is designed to lead its reader to the recognition that certain words she is
inclined to utter in philosophy fail to express anything she wants to say—to teach her
“to pass from a piece of disguised nonsense to something that is patent nonsense”
(Investigations, §464). Thus Diamond and Conant give us a picture of the
philosophy of Wittgenstein, early and late, on which it is unified in its fundamental
aim, in its characteristic modes of criticism and even, to some degree, in its methods.

Diamond’s and Conant’s work on the Tractatus has contributed to an increase in
interest in research on the question of the continuity of Wittgenstein’s thought. Some
of this research is concerned with reassessing the main intellectual influences that
shaped the Tractatus—above all, Frege and Russell—and asking whether an
understanding of these influences speaks in favor of a reading of the book which
enables us to align it with therapeutic readings of his later work.

13
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This volume contains three papers which count among their central concerns
reassessing, in this basic spirit, Wittgenstein’s inheritance from Frege—viz., the
papers by Conant, Hilary Putnam and David Cerbone. These papers converge on a
view of the relation between Frege and Wittgenstein which is noteworthy, not only
for its embodiment of a philosophically unorthodox understanding of Wittgenstein as
favoring early and late a view of logic consistent with the idea of a therapeutic aim
in philosophy, but also for its embodiment of a no less philosophically unorthodox
understanding of Frege as an important source for this view.

Putnam’s and Cerbone’s papers form a natural grouping together with a
previously published paper of Conant’s which does not appear here—viz., “The
search for logically alien thought: Descartes, Kant, Frege and the Tractatus”® These
three papers agree in making the following claims about the relation between Frege
and Wittgenstein, (i) Frege holds that logic is internal to thought, and there is
therefore, for him, no such thing as illogical thought. This first claim merits a
comment. It is worth noting that what is in question here is not the claim that Frege
holds that we never contradict ourselves. It would not be unreasonable to speak of
illogical thought in connection with our tendency to come out with contradictory
statements or espouse contradictory beliefs, but this tendency has nothing to do with
the putatively Fregean doctrine in question. What is in question is a claim to the
effect that, for Frege, logical notions represent a condition of the possibility of
thought so that there can be no such thing as recognizing something as an episode of
thought without seeing it as logically articulated—and hence no such thing as
recognizing something as illogical thought. (This philosophically radical claim about
Frege was originally defended in writings on Frege by Cora Diamond, Thomas
Ricketts, Hans Sluga and Joan Weiner.) (ii) Frege is also committed to another view
of logic, a view on which the laws of logic stand in some normative relation to
thought and furnish constraints that we can run up against—and transgress—in our
thinking, (iii) These two views of logic are in tension with each other, (iv)
Wittgenstein is, both early and late, concerned to show that Frege’s formulations of a
view of logic which leaves no room for illogical thought is undermined by his
tendency to construe logic as supplying normative constraints on thought. And (v)
Wittgenstein’s early and later writings explore different approaches to rescuing a
view of logic which leaves no room for illogical thought from ways of conceiving
logic that come into conflict with it.

Conant’s paper for this volume considers this same basic picture of Wittgenstein’s
relation to Frege—only now in connection with Frege’s explorations of the idea of
“illogical thought” at the level of the proposition. The analogue to (i), above, within
this new paper of Conant’s, is the following claim: Frege holds that the logical
segmentation of a sentence takes for granted a grasp of its sense, and therefore there
is for him no such thing as the logical segmentation of a nonsensical sentence—and
hence no such thing as concatenating words so that they express an illegitimate (or
illogical) thought in virtue of their logical categories. Conant’s concern with
Wittgenstein’s relationship to Frege’s work is central to the account he gives, in this
paper, of the method of the Tractatus. He believes that “the neglect of Frege”—i.e.,
the neglect of this unfamiliar picture of Frege—has left most readers of the Tractatus
ill-prepared to appreciate the directions Wittgenstein gives us for reading his book.
The main device the Tractatus uses to engage its reader is, Conant suggests,

14



INTRODUCTION

helpfully understood in terms of Wittgenstein’s working through of what he sees as a
tension in Frege’s thought. Conant’s specific proposal is that the Tractatus tries to
deliver us from the illusion of an external point of view on language by taking us
through the following sequence of steps: (a) leading us to imagine ourselves
occupying a standpoint from which we can identify illogical thought, (b) offering a
corrective in the form of the Fregean idea that illogical thought is impossible, (c)
encouraging us to participate in what Wittgenstein sees as Frege’s internally
inconsistent formulation of this idea by inviting us to imagine that, while the
structure of language prohibits us from saying that there is some particular thing—
namely, illogical thought—which is impossible, we can nevertheless somehow
gesture at what we cannot say; and, finally, (d) placing the inconsistency before our
eyes and bringing us to the point of throwing all the preceeding “rungs” of the ladder
cleanly away.

In the paper of his reprinted here (“Rethinking mathematical necessity”), Hilary
Putnam takes up the same basic set of claims about Wittgenstein’s relation to Frege
(i.e., (1)—(v), above)—only now primarily out of an interest in bringing into focus
Wittgenstein’s later view of logic. Like Conant, Putnam holds that in the Tractatus
Wittgenstein is responding to a tension in Frege’s view of logic. Further, he wants to
show that the view of logic which emerges from this conversation with Frege
importantly prefigures (in spite of what Putnam sees as some “metaphysical excess
baggage”) Wittgenstein’s later view—a view Putnam describes as one on which there
is no such thing as an external standpoint from which we can theorize about logic
and hence no such thing as a standpoint from which we can answer a question about
whether or not the laws of logic are revisable.

To the extent that a significant portion of the interest of Conant’s and Putnam’s
discussions of Frege and early Wittgenstein in their papers for this volume thus turns
on the idea that Wittgenstein’s early relationship to Frege has implications for his
later view of logic, the paper of David Cerbone’s included here forms a helpful
complement to both. Cerbone in effect tries to vindicate the suggestion that
Wittgensten’s later view of logic bears the imprint of his inheritance from Frege by
drawing attention to and underlining the importance of a passage in the Remarks on
the Foundations of Mathematics in which Wittgenstein specifically describes his
view of logic in terms of the resolution of the sort of tension in Frege’s thought
which, according to Putnam and Conant, exercises him in the Tractatus.

The project of demonstrating continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought is one which
needs to involve, not only the sort of reassessment of influences on his work with
which these papers on his relationship to Frege are concerned, but also some sort of
explanatory account of the original reception of his work. Edward Witherspoon’s
paper on Wittgenstein’s relationship to Rudolf Carnap is of note in this context.
Witherspoon attempts to show that the reception of Wittgenstein’s work, from the
Tractatus to later writings, has mirrored stages of Carnap’s work, from his “logical
syntax phase” to his “linguistic frameworks phase.” Witherspoon argues that the
appearance of convergence between Wittgenstein’s thought and Carnap’s is deeply
misleading. He attempts to show that the theories of meaning Carnap champions at
different times, in spite of their apparently great differences, are similar in drawing
on the presupposition that it is possible logically to partition a nonsensical
sentence—a presupposition which, on the terms of the therapeutic understanding of
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Wittgenstein Witherspoon favors, is at odds with Wittgenstein’s thought both early
and late.

An important way of investigating the idea of continuity in Wittgenstein’s thought
involves examining his approach to specific problems which engaged him
throughout his life. Any adequate account of the most important recent research
along these lines would need to mention Juliet Floyd’s work on Wittgenstein’s
philosophy of mathematics. In the paper of hers included here, Floyd examines
Wittgenstein’s life-long fascination with classical impossibility proofs and above all
with the proof of the impossibility of trisecting the angle. She argues that
Wittgenstein’s interest in this proof reflects his thought that demonstrations of
impossibility in mathematics produce a form of understanding which, on the
therapeutic understanding of Wittgenstein Floyd defends here and elsewhere, his
philosophical investigations are likewise intended to produce: viz., a form of
understanding issuing from the recognition that there is nothing of the sort we took
ourselves to want and that we were laboring under an illusion of understanding.

In the second of her papers for this volume (“Does Bismarck have a beetle in his box?
The private language argument in the Tractatus”), Cora Diamond is similarly concerned
with tracing Wittgenstein’s approach throughout his life to certain specific issues—in
particular, to issues of privacy. She discusses a line of thought in the Tractatus which she
maintains its author thinks should be brought to bear on Russell’s views of knowledge by
acquaintance and knowledge by description and on the view of quantifiers that comes
with those views. What is troubling about these views from the perspective of the
Tractatus, according to Diamond, is that they seem to make room for us to talk about
“judgments I cannot make” (e.g., to mention the Russellian example Diamond considers,
judgments directly about someone else’s private sensations) and to represent such
judgments as standing in logical relations with judgments I can make. Russell’s views
come into conflict with the Tractarian idea that grasping what a sentence says just is
grasping the inferential relations in which it stands with other meaningful sentences or
placing it in “logical space.” On Diamond’s reading, the Tractatus develops a line of
thought which shows that “judgments I cannot make about someone’s private objects”
have no place in logical space and drop out as nonsensical or irrelevant. Her quite
arresting conclusion is that there is a basic similarity between this line of thought and an
important moment in the Investigations discussion of the idea of a “private language™:
namely, the moment at which Wittgenstein suggests that if we use the metaphor of a
beetle in a box for what we think we want when we cling to the idea of “items in our
mind which no one else can know,” the beetle has no place in the language-game and
drops out as nonsensical or irrelevant.

This ends this introductory overview of the way in which the papers in Parts I and
IT of this volume challenge the suggestion, internal to standard interpretations of
Wittgenstein’s philosophy, of a sharp break in his mode of philosophizing between
the Tractatus and later writings. The overview emphasizes the tendency of the
papers to highlight similarities in the views Wittgenstein holds in the Tractatus and
in later writings, but its point is not that they do not flag or theorize differences. The
papers which are explicitly concerned with continuity claims (i.e., those in Part II)
are also concerned, albeit in different ways and to different degrees, with such
differences. Further, many of the differences the papers accent bespeak metaphysical
views Wittgenstein holds at the time of the Tractatus which are in conflict with the
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therapeutic aspirations the papers themselves claim to identify as distinctive of the
book. (In this connection, see, especially, Putnam’s paper and the second of
Diamond’s papers.) The principle uniting these papers is not that we would be wrong
to understand Wittgenstein as having any metaphysical commitments in the Tractatus
from which he frees himself later on. The principle is rather that the Tractatus shares
with his later writings a therapeutic aim and that, although it may have certain
metaphysical commitments, these metaphysical commitments are largely
unselfconscious and don’t essentially qualify that aim.

A dissenting voice

It remains to say a word about P.M.S.Hacker’s paper. His paper is anomalous in this
volume in its defense of a standard interpretation of the Tractatus against the
therapeutic account of its aim and method laid out in the work of Diamond and
Conant. What recommends its inclusion here is this volume’s aim of fostering
discussion about the merits of therapeutic accounts of both the Tractatus and of
Wittgenstein’s later work.

The title of Hacker’s paper—“Was he trying to whistle it?”—is taken from a
remark of Frank Ramsey’s: “But what we can’t say, we can’t say, and we can’t
whistle it either.” Ramsey took the Tractatus to contain a metaphysical argument
intended to show that all metaphysical arguments are nonsense, and his point was
that only intellectually suspicious maneuvering could make it appear that the
argument of the book somehow succeeded in hinting at—or whistling—what, by its
own lights, could not be said. In adopting Ramsey’s quip as his title, Hacker signals
that, like Ramsey, he thinks Wittgenstein was “trying to whistle it.” (His answer to
his titular question turns out to be: “Yes!”) His main criticisms of Diamond’s and
Conant’s therapeutic reading of the Tractatus include the following three: (i) he
charges that the passages they mention in favor of attributing an “austere” view of
nonsense to Wittgenstein fail to support such an attribution; (ii) he argues that in so
far as they represent Wittgenstein both as favoring an austere view of nonsense and
also as trying to engage and teach his readers by means of nonsense-sentences, they
represent him as employing an inconsistent method; and (iii) he claims that a great
deal of external evidence—in particular, material from Wittgenstein’s
correspondence and conversations as well as from various published and
unpublished manuscripts—indicates that Wittgenstein consciously holds various
metaphysical doctrines in the Tractatus and thus flies in the face of the suggestion
that the book has a therapeutic aim. Where we are left is with the task of determining
whether Hacker’s charges hit their mark and whether, to the extent that they do so,
an account of the Tractatus as possessing a therapeutic aim and method can
nevertheless survive them.’

Notes

1 This description of Wittgenstein’s philosophy originates with Michael Dummett. (See,
e.g., The Logical Basis of Metaphysics, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press,
1991, esp. chapters 14 and 15.) Dummett’s description has been taken up and elaborated
by a number of prominent commentators—such as, e.g., Saul Kripke and David Pears.
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See the essays in The Realistic Spirit: Wittgenstein, Philosophy and the Mind,
Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1991.

See especially “The availability of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy,” in Must We Mean
What We Say? A Book of Essays, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1976, pp. 70-2.

See also “The argument of the ordinary: scenes of instruction in Wittgenstein and
Kripke,” in Conditions Handsome and Unhandsome: The Constitution of Emersonian
Perfectionism, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1990.

Elsewhere McDowell explicitly frames his reading of Wittgenstein in terms of the
contemporary debate between realism and anti-realism. See, e.g., Mind, Value and
Reality, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1998, chapters 11, 12 and 14.
This paper of Conant’s was written in response to the paper of Putnam’s included here.
Cerbone’s paper for this volume is, in turn, a response to this paper of Conant’s.

I am indebted to Nathaniel Hupert, John McDowell and Rupert Read for comments on a
previous draft, and I am indebted to James Conant, Cora Diamond and Kelly Dean Jolley
for discussing this introduction with me and making a number of helpful suggestions.
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Part 1

WITTGENSTEIN’S LATER
WRITINGS

The illusory comfort of an
external standpoint






EXCURSUS ON WITTGENSTEIN’S
VISION OF LANGUAGE

Stanley Cavell

Now I want to say something more specific about what it is Wittgenstein has
discovered, or detailed, about language (i.e., about the entire body and spirit of
human conduct and feeling which goes into the capacity for speech) which raises the
sorts of problems I have so crudely and vaguely characterized in terms of
“normality” and “our world”.

What I wish to say at this point can be taken as glossing Wittgenstein’s remark
that “we learn words in certain contexts” (e.g., Blue Book, p. 9). This means, I take
it, both that we do not learn words in all/ the contexts in which they could be used
(what, indeed, would that mean?) and that not every context in which a word is used
is one in which the word can be learned (e.g., contexts in which the word is used
metaphorically). And after a while we are expected to know when the words are
appropriately used in further contexts. This is obvious enough, and philosophers
have always asked for an explanation of it: “How do words acquire that generality
upon which thought depends?” As Locke put it:

All things that exist being particulars, it may perhaps be thought reasonable
that words, which ought to be conformed to things, should be so too, I mean
in their signification: but yet we find quite the contrary. The far greatest part
of words that make all languages are general terms; which has not been the
effect of neglect or chance, but of reason and necessity.... The next thing to
be considered is, how general words come to be made. For since all things
that exist are only particulars, how come we by general terms, or where find
we those general natures they are supposed to stand for?
[An Essay Concerning Human Understanding,
Book III; Chapter III; Sections I and VI]

This is one of the questions to which philosophers have given the answer, “Because
there are universals”; and the “problem of universals” has been one of assigning, or
denying, an ontological status to such things and of explaining, or denying, our
knowledge of them. What Wittgenstein wishes us to see, if I understand, is that no
such answers could provide an explanation of the questions which lead to them.
“We learn words in certain contexts and after a while we are expected to know
when they are appropriately used in (= can appropriately be projected into) further
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contexts” (and, of course, our ability to project appropriately is a criterion for our
having learned a word). Now I want to ask: (1) What is (do we call) “learning a
word”, and in particular (to keep to the simplest case) “learning the general name of
something”?; and (2) what makes a projection an appropriate or correct one? (Again,
traditionally, the answer to (1) is: “Grasping a universal”, and to (2): “The
recognition of another instance of the same universal”, or “the fact that the new
object is similar to the old”.)

Learning a word

Suppose we ask: “When a child learns the name of something (e.g., ‘cat’, ‘star’,
‘pumpkin’), obviously he doesn’t learn merely that this (particular) sound goes with
that (particular) object; so what does he learn?” We might answer: “He learns that
sounds /ike this name objects /ike that.” We can quickly become very dissatisfied
with that answer. Suppose we reflected that that answer seems to describe more
exactly a situation in which learning that “cat” is the name of that means learning
that “rat” (a sound /ike “cat”) is the name of that (an object /ike a cat). That
obviously is not what we meant to say (because that obviously is not what happens?).
How is what we meant to say different? We might try: “He learns that sounds exactly
similar to this name objects exactly similar to that.” But that is either false or
obviously empty. For what does it mean to say that one cat is exactly similar to
another cat? We do not want to mean that you can not tell them apart (for that
obviously would not explain what we are trying to explain). What we want to say is
that the child learns that a sound that is (counts as) this word names objects which
are cats. But isn’t that just what we thought we needed, and were trying to give, an
explanation for?

Suppose we change the point of view of the question and ask: What do we teach
or tell a child when we point to a pumpkin and say, “Pumpkin”? Do we tell him what
a pumpkin is or what the word “pumpkin” means? I was surprised to find that my
first response to this question was, “You can say either”. (Cf. “Must We Mean What
We Say?”, p. 21.) And that led me to appreciate, and to want to investigate, how
much a matter knowing what something is is a matter of knowing what something is
called; and to recognize how limited or special a truth is expressed in the motto,
“We may change the names of things, but their nature and their operation on the
understanding never change” (Hume, Treatise, Book II, Part 111, Section I).

At the moment I will say just this: That response (“You can say either”) is true, at
best, only for those who have already mastered a language. In the case of a child still
coming to a mastery of its language it may be (fully) true neither that what we teach
them is (the meaning of) a word nor that we tell them what a thing is. It looks very
like one or the other, so of course it is very natural to say that it is one or the other;
but so does malicious gossip often look like honesty, and so we very often call it
honesty.

How might saying “Pumpkin” and pointing to a pumpkin not be “telling the
child what a word means”? There are many sorts of answers to that. One might be:
it takes two to tell someone something; you can’t give someone a piece of
information unless he knows how to ask for that (or comparable) information. (Cf.
Investigations, §31.) And this is no more true of learning language than it is true of

22



EXCURSUS ON WITTGENSTEIN’S VISION OF LANGUAGE

learning any of the forms of life which grow language. You can’t tell a child what a
word means when the child has yet to learn what “asking for a meaning” is (i.e.,
how to ask for a meaning), in the way you can’t lend a rattle to a child who has yet
to learn what “being lent (or borrowing) something” means. Grownups like to think
of children (especially their own) as small grownups, midgets. So they say to their
child, “Let Sister use your shovel”, and then nudge the child over towards Sister,
wrest the shovel from the child’s hand, and are later impatient and disappointed
when the child beats Sister with a pail and Sister rages not to “return” the shovel.
We learn from suffering.

Nor, in saying “Pumpkin” to the child, are we telling the child what a pumpkin is,
i.e., the child does not then know what a pumpkin is. For to “know what a pumpkin
is” is to know, e.g., that it is a kind of fruit; that it is used to make pies; that it has
many forms and sizes and colors; that this one is misshapen and old; that inside
every tame pumpkin there is a wild man named Jack, screaming to get out.

So what are we telling the child if we are telling him neither what a word means
nor what a thing is? We might feel: “If you can’t tell a child a simple thing like what
a pumpkin is or what the word ‘pumpkin’ means, then how does learning ever
begin?” But why assume we are telling him anything at all? Why assume that we are
teaching him anything? Well, because obviously he has learned something. But
perhaps we are too quick to suppose we know what it is in such situations that makes
us say the child is learning something. In particular, too quick to suppose we know
what the child is learning. To say we are teaching them language obscures both how
different what they learn may be from anything we think we are teaching, or mean to
be teaching; and how vastly more they learn than the thing we should say we had
“taught”. Different and more, not because we are bad or good teachers, but because
“learning” is not as academic a matter as academics are apt to suppose.

First, reconsider the obvious fact that there is not the clear difference between
learning and maturation that we sometimes suppose there is. Take this example:
Suppose my daughter now knows two dozen words. (Books on child development
must say things like: At age 15 months the average child will have a vocabulary of
so many words.) One of the words she knows, as her Baby Book will testify, is
“kitty”. What does it mean to say she “knows the word”? What does it mean to say
she “learned it”? Take the day on which, after I said “Kitty” and pointed to a kitty,
she repeated the word and pointed to the kitty. What does “repeating the word” mean
here? and what did she point to? All I know is (and does she know more?) that she
made the sound I made and pointed to what I pointed at. Or rather, I know less (or
more) than that. For what is “her making the sound I made”? She produced a sound
(imitated me?) which I accepted, responded to (with smiles, hugs, words of
encouragement, etc.) as what I had said. The next time a cat came by, on the prowl
or in a picture book, she did it again. A new entry for the Baby Book under
“Vocabulary”.

Now take the day, some weeks later, when she smiled at a fur piece, stroked it,
and said “kitty”. My first reaction was surprise, and, I suppose, disappointment: she
doesn’t really know what “kitty” means. But my second reaction was happier: she
means by “kitty” what I mean by “fur”. Or was it what [ mean by “soft”, or perhaps
“nice to stroke”? Or perhaps she didn’t mean at all what in my syntax would be
recorded as “That is an X”. After all, when she sees real kittens she not only utters
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her allophonic version of “kitty”, she usually squeals the word over and over, squats
down near it, stretches out her arm towards it and opens and closes her fingers (an
allomorphic version of “petting the kitten”?), purses her lips, and squints with
pleasure. All she did with the fur piece was, smiling, to say “kitty” once and stroke
it. Perhaps the syntax of that performance should be transcribed as “This is like a
kitty”, or “Look at the funny kitty”, or “Aren’t soft things nice?”, or “See, I
remember how pleased you are when I say ‘kitty’”, or “I like to be petted”. Can we
decide this? Is it a choice between these definite alternatives? In each case her word
was produced about a soft, warm, furry object of a certain size, shape, and weight.
What did she learn in order to do that? What did she learn from having done it? 1If
she had never made such leaps she would never have walked into speech. Having
made it, meadows of communication can grow for us. Where you can leap to
depends on where you stand. When, later, she picks up a gas bill and says “Here’s a
letter”, or when, hearing a piece of music we’ve listened to together many times, she
asks “Who’s Beethoven?”, or when she points to the tele-vision coverage of the
Democratic National Convention and asks “What are you watching?”, I may realize
we are not ready to walk certain places together.

But although I didn’t tell her, and she didn’t learn, either what the word “kitty”
means or what a kitty is, if she keeps leaping and I keep looking and smiling, she
will learn both. I have wanted to say: Kittens—what we call “kittens”—do not exist
in her world yet, she has not acquired the forms of life which contain them. They do
not exist in something like the way cities and mayors will not exist in her world until
long after pumpkins and kittens do; or like the way God or love or responsibility or
beauty do not exist in our world; we have not mastered, or we have forgotten, or we
have distorted, or learned through fragmented models, the forms of life which could
make utterances like “God exists” or “God is dead” or “I love you” or “I cannot do
otherwise” or “Beauty is but the beginning of terror” bear all the weight they could
carry, express all they could take from us. We do not know the meaning of the words.
We look away and leap around.

“Why be so difficult? Why perversely deny that the child has learned a word, and
insist, with what must be calculated provocativeness, that your objects are ‘not in her
world’? Anyone will grant that she can’t do everything we do with the word, nor
know everything we do about kitties—I mean kittens; but when she says ‘Kitty’s
nice’ and evinces the appropriate behavior, then she’s learned the name of an object,
learned to name an object, and the same object we name. The differences between
what she does and what you do are obvious, and any sensible person will take them
for granted.”

What I am afraid of is that we take too much for granted about what the learning
and the sharing of language implies. What’s wrong with thinking of learning
language as being taught or told the names of things? Why did Wittgenstein call
sharp attention to Augustine’s having said or implied that it is, and speak of a
particular “picture” of language underlying it, as though Augustine was writing from
a particular, arbitrary perspective, and that the judgment was snap?

There is more than one “picture” Wittgenstein wishes to develop: one of them
concerns the idea that all words are names, a second concerns the idea that learning a
name (or any word) is being told what it means, a third is the idea that learning a
language is a matter of learning (new) words. The first of these ideas, and
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Wittgenstein’s criticism of it, has, I believe, received wider attention than the other
two, which are the ones which concern us here. (The ideas are obviously related to
one another, and I may say that I find the second two to give the best sense of what
Wittgenstein finds “wrong” with the first. It isn’t as I think it is usually taken, merely
that “language has many functions” besides naming things; it is also that the ways
philosophers account for naming make it incomprehensible how language can so
much as perform that function.)

Against the dominant idea of the dominant Empiricism, that what is basic to
language (basic to the way it joins the world, basic to its supply of meaning, basic to
the way it is taught and learned) are basic words, words which can (only) be learned
and taught through “ostensive definitions”, Wittgenstein says, among other things,
that to be fold what a word means (e.g., to know that when someone forms a sound
and moves his arm he is pointing to something and saying its name, and to know
what he is pointing to) we have to be able to ask what it means (what it refers to);
and he says further: “One has already to know (or be able to do) something in order
to be capable of asking a thing’s name. But what does one have to know?”
(Investigations, §30). 1 want to bring out two facts about this question of
Wittgenstein’s: that it is not because naming and asking are peculiarly mental or
linguistic phenomena that a problem is created; and that the question is not an
experimental but a conceptual one, or as one might put it, that the question “What do
we call ‘learning or asking for a name’?” had better be clear before we start
experimenting to find out “how” “it” is done.

It will help to ask: Can a child attach a label to a thing? (Wittgenstein says that
giving a thing a name is like attaching a label to something (§15). Other
philosophers have said that too, and taken that as imagining the essential function of
language. But what I take Wittgenstein to be suggesting is: Take the label analogy
seriously; and then you’ll see how little of language is like that. Let us see.) We
might reply: “One already has to know (or be able to do) something in order to be
capable of attaching a label to a thing. But what does one have to know?” Well, for
example, one has to know what the thing in question is; what a label is; what the
point of attaching a label to a thing is. Would we say that the child is attaching a
label to a thing if he was pasting (the way a child pastes) bits of paper on various
objects? Suppose, even, that he can say: “These are my labels” (i.e., that he says
{:yyzir may leybils:)). (Here one begins to sense the force of a question like: What
makes “These are labels” say that these are labels?) And that he says: “I am putting
labels on my jars.” Is he?

Mightn’t we wish to say either Yes or No? Is it a matter of deciding which to say?
What is it a decision about? Should we say, “Yes and No”? But what makes us want
to say this? Or suppose we ask: In what sense does a child pay for something (cp.
say something) (e.g., for groceries, or tickets to a puppet show)? Suppose he says
“Let me pay” (and takes the money, handing it to the clerk (putting it on the
counter?)). What did he do?

Perhaps we can say this: If you say “No, he is not putting labels on things, paying
money (repeating names)”, you are thinking: He doesn’t know the significance of his
behaviors; or, he doesn’t know what labels or money or names are; or, he isn’t
intending to do these things, and you can’t do them without intending to (but is that
true?); anyway, he doesn’t know what doing those things really would be (and what
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would be “doing them really”? Is he only pretending to?). If you say “Yes, he is
pasting labels on”, etc., then won’t you want to follow this with: “only not the way
we do that”? But how is it different?

Maybe you feel: “What else would you say he’s doing? It’s not wrong to say ‘He’s
pasting labels, paying money, learning names’, even though everyone knows that he
isn’t quite or fully doing those things. You see the sense in which that is meant.” But
what has begun to emerge is how far from clear that “sense” is, how little any of the
ways we express that sense really satisfy us when we articulate them.

That the justifications and explanations we give of our language and conduct,
that our ways of trying to intellectualize our lives, do not really satisfy us, is
what, as I read him, Wittgenstein wishes us above all to grasp. This is what his
“methods” are designed to get us to see. What directly falls under his criticism
are not the results of philosophical argument but those unnoticed turns of mind,
casts of phrase, which comprise what intellectual historians call “climates of
opinion”, or “cultural style”, and which, unnoticed and therefore unassessed,
defend conclusions from direct access—fragments, as it were, of our critical
super-egos which one generation passes to the next along with, perhaps as the
price of, its positive and permanent achievements: such fragments as “To be
clear about our meaning we must define our terms”, “The meaning of a word is
the experience or behavior it causes”, “We may change the names of things but
their operation on the understanding never changes”, “Language is merely
conventional”, “Belief is a (particular) feeling”, “Belief is a disposition caused
by words (or signs)”, “If what I say proves false then I didn’t (don’t?) know it”,
“We know our own minds directly”, “Moral judgments express approval or
disapproval”, “Moral judgments are meant to get others to do something, or to
change their attitudes”, “All rationally settleable questions are questions of
language or questions of fact”, “Knowledge is increased only by reasoning or by
collecting evidence”, “Taste is relative, and people might like, or get pleasure
from anything”... If philosophy is the criticism a culture produces of itself, and
proceeds essentially by criticizing past efforts at this criticism, then
Wittgenstein’s originality lies in having developed modes of criticism that are
not moralistic, that is, that do not leave the critic imagining himself free of the
faults he sees around him, and which proceed not by trying to argue a given
statement false or wrong, but by showing that the person making an assertion
does not really know what he means, has not really said what he wished. But
since self-scrutiny, the full examination and defense of one’s own position, has
always been part of the impulse to philosophy, Wittgenstein’s originality lies not
in the creation of the impulse, but in finding ways to prevent it from defeating
itself so easily, ways to make it methodical. That is Freud’s advance over the
insights of his predecessors at self-knowledge, e.g., Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, and
the poets and novelists he said anticipated him.

Now let me respond, in two ways, to the statement: “It’s not wrong to say the
child is pasting labels, repeating names; everyone sees the sense in which that is
meant.”

First of all, it is not true that everybody knew that he wasn’t quite “learning a
thing’s name” when Augustine said that in learning language he learned the names of
things, and that we all “knew the sense” in which he meant what he said. (We do
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picture the mind as having inexplicable powers, without really knowing what these
powers are, what we expect of them, nor in what sense they are inexplicable.)

Again, neither Wittgenstein nor I said it was wrong to say the child was
“learning the names of things”, or “paying for the tickets”, or “pasting labels on
her jars”. One thing we have heard Wittgenstein say about “learning names” was:
“...Augustine describes the learning of human language as if the child came into a
strange country and did not understand the language of the country; that is, as if it
already had a language, only not this one” (§32). And, in the same spirit, we could
say: To describe the child as “pasting labels on his jars” or “paying for the tickets”
is to describe the child as if he were an adult (or anyway, master of the adult
activity). That is, we say about a child “She is pasting labels on jars” or “He paid
for the tickets”, when we should also say “She’s a mommy” or “He was Uncle
Croesus today”. No one will say it’s wrong (because untrue?) to say those things.
And here we do begin more clearly to see the “sense” in which they are meant. You
and the child know that you are really playing—which does not mean that what
you are doing isn’t serious. Nothing is more serious business for a child than
knowing it will be an adult—and wanting to be, i.e., wanting to do the things we
do—and knowing that it can’t really do them yet. What is wrong is to say what a
child is doing as though the child were an adult, and not recognise that he is still a
child playing, above all growing. About “putting on labels”, “playing school”,
“cooking supper”, “sending out invitations”, etc., that is, perhaps, easy to see. But
elsewhere perhaps not.

Consider the older child, one ignorant of, but ripe for a pumpkin (knows how to
ask for a name, what a fruit is, etc.). When you say “That is a pumpkin” we can
comfortably say that this child learns what the word “pumpkin” means and what a
pumpkin is. There may still be something different about the pumpkins in his world;
they may, for example, have some unknown relation to pumps (the contrivance or the
kind of shoe) and some intimate association with Mr. Popkin (who lives next door),
since he obviously has the same name they do. But that probably won’t lead to
trouble, and one day the person that was this child may, for some reason, remember
that he believed these things, had these associations, when he was a child. (And does
he, then, stop believing or having them?)

And we can also say: When you say “I love my love” the child learns the meaning
of the word “love” and what love is. That (what you do) will be love in the child’s
world; and if it is mixed with resentment and intimidation, then love is a mixture of
resentment and intimidation, and when love is sought that will be sought. When you
say “I’ll take you tomorrow, I promise”, the child begins to learn what temporal
durations are, and what frust is, and what you do will show what trust is worth. When
you say “Put on your sweater”, the child learns what commands are and what
authority is, and if giving orders is something that creates anxiety for you, then
authorities are anxious, authority itself uncertain.

Of course the person, growing, will learn other things about these concepts and
“objects” also. They will grow gradually as the child’s world grows. But all he or she
knows about them is what he or she has learned, and a// they have learned will be
part of what they are. And what will the day be like when the person “realizes” what
he “believed” about what love and trust and authority are? And how will hestop
believing it? What we learn is not just what we have studied; and what we have been
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taught is not just what we were intended to learn. What we have in our memories is
not just what we have memorized.

What is important in failing to recognize “the spirit” in which we say “The child,
in learning language, is learning the names of things” is that we imagine that we have
explained the nature of language when we have only avoided a recognition of its
nature; and we fail to recognize how (what it really means to say that) children learn
language from us.

To summarize what has been said about this: In “learning language” you
learn not merely what the names of things are, but what a name is; not merely
what the form of expression is for expressing a wish, but what expressing a
wish is; not merely what the word for “father” is, but what a father is; not
merely what the word for “love” is, but what love is. In learning language, you
do not merely learn the pronunciation of sounds, and their grammatical orders,
but the “forms of life” which make those sounds the words they are, do what
they do—e.g., name, call, point, express a wish or affection, indicate a choice
or an aversion, etc. And Wittgenstein sees the relations among these forms as
“grammatical” also.

Instead, then, of saying either that we tell beginners what words mean, or that
we teach them what objects are, I will say: We initiate them, into the relevant
forms of life held in language and gathered around the objects and persons of our
world. For that to be possible, we must make ourselves exemplary and take
responsibility for that assumption of authority; and the initiate must be able to
follow us, in however rudimentary a way, naturally (look where our finger points,
laugh at what we laugh at, comfort what we comfort, notice what we notice, find
alike or remarkable or ordinary what we find alike or remarkable or ordinary, feel
pain at what we feel pain at, enjoy the weather or the notion we enjoy, make the
sounds we make); and he must want to follow us (care about our approval, like a
smile better than a frown, a croon better than a croak, a pat better than a slap).
“Teaching” here would mean something like “showing them what we say and do”,
and “accepting what they say and do as what we say and do”, etc.; and this will be
more than we know, or can say.

In what sense is the child’s ability to “follow” us, his caring what we do, and
his knowing when we have and have not accepted the identity of his words and
deeds, learned? 1f 1 say that all of this is natural, I mean it is nothing more than
natural. Most people do descend from apes into authorities, but it is not
inevitable. There is no reason why they don’t continue crawling, or walk on all
fours, or slide their feet instead of lifting them; no reason why they don’t laugh
where they (most) now cry; no reason why they make (or “try” to make) the
sounds and gestures we make; no reason why they see, if they do, a curving lake
as like a carousel; no reason why, having learned to use the phrase “turn down
the light” they will accept the phrase “turn down the phonograph” to mean what
it means, recognizing that the factor “turn down” is the same, or almost the same,
in both; and then accept the phrases “turn down the bed” and “turn down the
awning” and “turn down the offer” to mean what they mean, while recognizing
that the common factor has less, if any, relation to its former occurrences. If they
couldn’t do these things they would not grow into our world; but is the avoidance
of that consequence the reason they do them?
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We begin to feel, or ought to, terrified that maybe language (and understanding,
and knowledge) rests upon very shaky foundations—a thin net over an abyss. (No
doubt that is part of the reason philosophers offer absolute “explanations” for it.)
Suppose the child doesn’t grasp what we mean? Suppose he doesn’t respond
differently to a shout and a song, so that what we “call” disapproval encourages
him? Is it an accident that this doesn’t normally happen? Perhaps we feel the
foundations of language to be shaky when we look for, and miss, foundations of a
particular sort, and look upon our shared commitments and responses—as moral
philosophers in our liberal tradition have come to do—as more like particular
agreements than they are. Such an idea can give us a sense that whether our words
will go on meaning what they do depends upon whether other people find it worth
their while to continue to understand us—that, seeing a better bargain elsewhere they
might decide that we are no longer of their world; as though our sanity depended
upon their approval of us, finding us to their liking.

This vision of our relation to the child prompts me—in addition to my suggestions
in the early essays of Must We Mean What We Say?, along with the suggestions listed
in Chapter VI [of The Claim of Reason—editor’s note] (at the end of the section
“The Appeal to Projective Imagination”)—to a further characterization of the kind
of claims made by philosophers who proceed from an examination of ordinary
language, about the kind of validity appealed to when a philosopher says things like
“When we say...we are implying...” or “We wouldn’t call that (say) ‘recounting’”.
In such appeals such a philosopher is voicing (reminding us of) statements of
initiation, telling himself or herself, and us, how in fact we (must) go about things,
not predicting this or that performance. He is not claiming something as true of the
world, for which he is prepared to offer a basis—such statements are not synthetic;
he is claiming something as true of himself (of his “world”, I keep wanting to say)
for which he is offering himself, the details of his feeling and conduct, as authority.
In making such claims, which cannot be countered by evidence or formal logic, he is
not being dogmatic; any more than someone who says “I didn’t promise to...”, or “I
intend to...”, “I wish...”, or “I have to...” is being dogmatic, though what he says
cannot be countered, in the usual way, by evidence. The authority one has, or
assumes, in expressing statements of initiation, in saying “We”, is related to the
authority one has in expressing or declaring one’s promises or intentions. Such
declarations cannot be countered by evidence because they are not supported by
evidence. We may, of course, be wrong about what we say and do or will say and do.
But that failure is not one which can be corrected with a more favorable position of
observation or a fuller mastery in the recognition of objects; it requires a new look at
oneself and a fuller realization of what one is doing or feeling. An expression of
intention is not a specific claim about the world, but an utterance (outerance) of
oneself; it is countered not by saying that a fact about the world is otherwise than
you supposed, but by showing that your world is otherwise than you see. When you
are wrong here, you are not in fact mistaken but in soul muddled.

Projecting a word
I said that in trying to sketch the vision of language underlying the appeals to

ordinary language I would have to discuss both what it meant to say that “a word is
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learned in certain contexts” and what I had in mind in speaking of “appropriate
projections into further contexts”. It is the second of these topics which is most
directly relevant to what more I shall have to say about the limitations of the appeal
to ordinary language as a direct criticism of traditional philosophy; but a discussion
of the first was necessary to give a concrete sense of the nature of this problem.

If what can be said in a language is not everywhere determined by rules, nor
its understanding anywhere secured through universals, and if there are always
new contexts to be met, new needs, new relationships, new objects, new
perceptions to be recorded and shared, then perhaps it is as true of a master of a
language as of his apprentice that though “in a sense” we learn the meaning of
words and what objects are, the learning is never over, and we keep finding new
potencies in words and new ways in which objects are disclosed. The “routes of
initiation” are never closed. But who is the authority when all masters? Who
initiates us into new projections? Why haven’t we arranged to /imit words to
certain contexts, and then coin new ones for new eventualities? The fact that we
do not behave this way must be at the root of the fierce ambiguity of ordinary
language, and that we won’t behave this way means that for real precision we are
going to have to get words pinned to a meaning through explicit definition and
limitation of context. Anyway, for some sorts of precision, for some purposes, we
will need definitions. But maybe the very ambiguity of ordinary language,
though sometimes, some places, a liability, is just what gives it the power, of
illumination, of enriching perception, its partisans are partial to. Besides, to say
that a word “is” ambiguous may only be to say that it “can” mean various things,
can, like a knife, be used in various ways; it doesn’t mean that on any given
occasion it is being used various ways, nor that on the whole we have trouble in
knowing which way it is being used. And in that case, the more uses words “can”
have, then the more precise, or exact, that very possibility might allow us to be,
as occasion arises. But let’s move closer.

We learn the use of “feed the kitty”, “feed the lion”, “feed the swans”, and one
day one of us says “feed the meter”, or “feed in the film”, or “feed the machine”, or
“feed his pride”, of “feed wire”, and we understand, we are not troubled. Of course
we could, in most of these cases, use a different word, not attempt to project or
transfer “feed” from contexts like “feed the monkey” into contexts like “feed the
machine”. But what should be gained if we did? And what would be lost?

What are our choices? We could use a more general verb, like “put”, and say
merely “Put the money in the meter”, “Put new material into the machine”, “Put film
into the camera”, etc. But first, that merely deprives us of a way of speaking which
can discriminate differences which, in some instances, will be of importance; e.g., it
does not discriminate between putting a flow of material into a machine and putting
a part made of some new material into the construction of the machine. And it would
begin to deprive us of the concept we have of the emotions. Is the idea of feeding
pride or hope or anxiety any more metaphorical, any less essential to the concept of
an emotion, than the idea that pride and hope, etc., grow and, moreover, grow on
certain circumstances? Knowing what sorts of circumstances these are and what the
consequences and marks of over-feeding are, is part of knowing what pride is. And
what other way is there of knowing? Experiments? But those are the very concepts
an experiment would itself be constructed from.
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Second, to use a more general verb does not reduce the range of transfer or
projection, but increases it. For in order that “put” be a relevant candidate for this
function, it must be the same word we use in contexts like “Put the cup on the
saucer”, “Put your hands over your head”, “Put out the cat”, “Put on your best
armor”, “Put on your best manner”, “Put out the light and then put out the light”.

We could, alternatively, use a more specific verb than “feed”. There would be
two ways of doing this, either (a) to use a word already in use elsewhere, or (b) to
use a new word. In (a) we have the same case as before, In (b) we might “feed
eels”, “fod lions”, “fawd swans”, “fide pride”, “fad machines”.... Suppose we find
a culture which in fact does “change the verb” in this way. Won’t we want to ask:
Why are these forms different in the different cases? What differences are these
people seeing and attaching importance to, in the way these things are (as we say,
but they cannot say) “fed”? (I leave open the question whether the “f—d” form is
morphemic; I assume merely that we have gathered from the contexts in which it is
used that it can always be translated by our word “feed”.) We could try to answer
that by seeing what else the natives would and would not accept as “feeding”,
“fodding”, “fawding”, etc. What other animals or things or abstractions they would
say they were “fiding” or “fadding”.... (I am also assuming that we can tell there is
no reason in superficial grammar why the forms are as they are, e.g., no agreement
in number, gender, etc.) Could we imagine that there were no other contexts in
which these forms were used; that for every case in which we have to translate
their verb as “feed” they use a different form of (the “morpheme”) “f—d”? This
would be a language in which forms were perfectly intolerant of projection, one in
which the natives would simply look puzzled if we asked whether you could feed a
lion or fod an eecl. What would we have to assume about them, their forms of life,
in order to “imagine” that? Presumably, that they saw no connection between
giving food to eels, to lions, and to swans, that these were just different actions, as
different as feeding an eel, hunting it, killing it, eating it. If we had to assume that,
that might indeed be enough to make us call them “primitive”. And wouldn’t we, in
addition, have to assume, not only that they saw them as different, but that these
activities were markedly different; and not different in the way it is different for us
to feed swans and lions (we don’t hold bread crumbs to a lion’s mouth, we don’t
spear whole loaves with a pitchfork and shovel them at swans) but different in
some regularized way, e.g., in the preparations gone through in gathering the
“food”, in the clothes worn for the occasion, in the time of day at which it was
done, in the songs sung on each occasion...? And then don’t we have to imagine
that these preparations, clothes, times, songs are never used for other purposes, or
if they are, that no connection between these activities and those of “feeding” are
noticed or noted in the language? And hence further imagine that the way these
clothes, times, songs are used are simply different again, different the way wearing
clothes is from washing them or rending or mending them? Can everything be just
different?

But though language—what we call language—is tolerant, allows projection, not
just any projection will be acceptable, i.e., will communicate. Language is equally,
definitively, intolerant—as love is tolerant and intolerant of differences, as materials
or organisms are of stress, as communities are of deviation, as arts or sciences are of
variation.
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While it is true that we must use the same word in, project a word into, various
contexts (must be willing to call some contexts the same), it is equally true that what
will count as a legitimate projection is deeply controlled. You can “feed peanuts to a
monkey” and “feed pennies to a meter”, but you cannot feed a monkey by stuffing
pennies in its mouth, and if you mash peanuts into a coin slot you won’t be feeding
the meter. Would you be feeding a lion if you put a bushel of carrots in his cage?
That he in fact does not eat them would not be enough to show that you weren’t; he
may not eat his meat. But in the latter case “may not eat” means “isn’t hungry then”
or “refuses to eat it”. And not every case of “not eating” is “refusing food”. The
swan who glides past the ecaster egg on the shore, or over a school of minnows, or
under the pitchfork of meat the keeper is carrying for the lion cage, is not refusing to
eat the egg, the fish, or the meat. What will be, or count as, “being fed” is related to
what will count as “refusing to eat”, and thence related to “refusing to mate”,
“refusing to obey”, etc. What can a lion or a swan refuse? Well, what can they be
offered? (If we say “The battery refuses to respond” are we thinking of the battery as
stubborn?)

I might say: An object or activity or event onto or into which a concept is
projected, must invite or allow that projection; in the way in which, for an object to
be (called) an art object, it must allow or invite the experience and behavior which
are appropriate or necessary to our concepts of the appreciation or contemplation or
absorption...of an art object. What kind of object will allow or invite or be fit for
that contemplation, etc., is no more accidental or arbitrary than what kind of object
will be fit to serve as (what we call) a “shoe”. Of course there are variations
possible; because there are various ways, and purposes, for being shod. On a given
occasion one may fail to recognize a given object as a shoe—perhaps all we see is a
twist of leather thong, or several blocks of wood. But what kind of failure is this? It
may help to say: What we fail to see here is not that the object in question is a shoe
(that would be the case where, say, we failed to notice what it was the hostess shoved
under the sofa, or where we had been distracted from our inventory of the objects in
a painting and later seem to remember a cat’s being where you say a shoe lies on its
side), but rather we fail to see Zow the object in question is a shoe (how it would be
donned, and worn, and for what kind of activities or occasions).

The question “How do we use the word ‘shoe’ (or ‘see’ or ‘voluntary’ or ‘anger’
or ‘feed’ or ‘imagine’ or ‘language’)?” is like the question a child once asked me,
looking up from the paper on which she was drawing and handing me her crayon,
“How do you make trees?”’; and perhaps she also asked, “How do you make a house
or people or people smiling or walking or dancing or the sun or a ship or the
waves...?”. Each of these questions can be answered in two or three strokes, as the
former questions can each be answered in two or three examples. Answered, that is,
for the moment, for that question then. We haven’t said or shown everything about
making trees or using the expression “But now imagine...”. But then there is no
“everything” to be said. For we haven’t been asked, or asked ourselves, everything
either; nor could we, however often we wish that were possible.

That there are no explanations which are, as it were, complete in themselves, is
part of what Wittgenstein means when he says, “In giving explanations I already
have to use language full-blown...; this by itself shows that I can adduce only
exterior facts about language” (/nvestigations, §120). And what goes for
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explaining my words goes for giving directions and for citing rules in a game and
for justifying my behavior or excusing my child’s or for making requests...or for
the thousands of things I do in talking. You cannot use words to do what we do
with them until you are initiate of the forms of life which give those words the
point and shape they have in our lives. When I give you directions, I can adduce
only exterior facts about directions, e.g., I can say, “Not that road, the other, the
one passing the clapboard houses; and be sure to bear left at the railroad crossing”.
But I cannot say what directions are in order to get you to go the way I am
pointing, nor say what my direction is, if that means saying something which is not
a further specification of my direction, but as it were, cuts below the actual
pointing to something which makes my pointing finger point. When I cite or teach
you a rule, I can adduce only exterior facts about rules, e.g., say that it applies
only when such-and-such is the case, or that it is inoperative when another rule
applies, etc. But I cannot say what following rules is iiberhaupt, nor say how to
obey a rule in a way which doesn’t presuppose that you already know what it is to
follow them.

For our strokes or examples to be the explanations we proffer, to serve the need
we see expressed, the child must, we may say, see iow those few strokes are a tree
or a house (“There is the door, there is the window, there’s the chimney with smoke
coming out....”); the person must see how the object is a shoe (“There is the sole,
that’s for the toe...”); how the action was—why you call it one, say it was—done
in anger (“He was angry at...”, “He knew that would hurt”, “That gesture was no
accident”, “He doesn’t usually speak sharply to his cat”...). Those strokes are not
the only way to make a house (that is not the only instance of what we call a shoe;
that is not the only kind of action we call an affront, or one performed voluntarily)
but if you didn’t see that and how they made a house, you probably wouldn’t find
or recognize any other ways. “How much do we have to imagine?” is like the
question, “How many strokes do we have to use?”; and mustn’t the answer be, “It
depends”? “How do we know these ten strokes make a house?” is like the question,
“How do we know that those ten words make that question?”. It is at this level that
the answer “Because we know the grammar of visual or verbal representation” is
meant to operate.

Things, and things imagined, are not on a par. Six imagined rabbits plus one real
rabbit in your hat do not total either seven imagined or seven real rabbits. But the
very ability to draw a rabbit, like the ability to imagine one, or to imagine what we
would feel or do or say in certain circumstances, depends upon the mastery of a form
of representation (e.g., knowing what “That is a pumpkin” says) and on the general
knowledge of the thing represented (e.g., knowing what a pumpkin is). That
language can be represented in language is a discovery about language, one which
shows the kind of stability language has (viz., the kind of stability an art has, the
kind of stability a continuing culture has) and the kind of general knowledge we have
about the expressions we use (viz., the kind we have about houses, faces, battles,
visitations, colors, examples...) in order to represent or plan or use or explain them.
To know how to use the word “anger” is to know what anger is. (“The world is my
representation.”)

I am trying to bring out, and keep in balance, two fundamental facts about human
forms of life, and about the concepts formed in those forms: that any form of life and
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every concept integral to it has an indefinite number of instances and directions of
projection; and that this variation is not arbitrary. Both the “outer” variance and the
“inner” constancy are necessary if a concept is to accomplish its tasks—of meaning,
understanding, communicating, etc., and in general, guiding us through the world,
and relating thought and action and feeling to the world. However many instances or
kinds of instances of a concept there are—however many kinds of objects we call
shoes—the word “shoe” can be (verbally) defined, and in that sense has ¢ meaning
(cf. Berkeley, Principles, Introduction, section 18). The aspect of meaning I am
trying to get at, that condition of stability and tolerance I have described as essential
to the function of a concept (the use of a word), can perhaps be brought out again
this way: to say that a word or concept has a (stable) meaning is to say that new and
the most various instances can be recognized as falling under or failing to fall under
that concept; to say that a concept must be tolerant is to say that were we to assign a
new word to “every” new instance, no word would have the kind of meaning or
power a word like “shoe” has. Or: there would be no instances, and hence no
concepts cither.

It is one thing to say that words have both connotation and denotation and that
these are not the same; it is something else to try to say szow these are related to one
another—beyond remarks at the level of “on the whole (with obvious exceptions)
they vary inversely”. The level at which I could wish an answer to this question
would be the level at which we could answer the questions: How do we know that an
instance “falls under” a concept?; or: How, having a word “defined” ostensively, do
we know what point or points of the displayed object the ostension is to strike? (Is
that even a fair formulation of the problem? For upon what specific point or definite
set of points does the “ostensive definition” of, e.g., a monkey or an organ grinder
turn? There would be definite points only where there are definite alternatives—e.g.,
the difference between an Old World and a New World monkey.) Or: What is the
difference between regarding an object now as an individual, now as an example?
One way of putting the problem about examples (and hence one problem of
universals) is: How is the question “Of what is this object (say what we call a shoe)
an example?” to be answered? One wants to answer it by holding up the shoe and
crying out, “Why, an example of this!”. Would it help to hold up a different shoe? If
you did, and someone then replies, “Now I see what it (the first shoe) is an example
of”, what would he have seen? (This seems to be what Berkeley’s idea of a particular
idea (or object) representing others of “the same sort” amounts to.)

I might summarize the vision I have been trying to convey of the tempering of
speech—the simultaneous tolerance and intolerance of words—by remarking that
when Wittgenstein says “Essence is expressed by grammar” (§371), he is not
denying the importance, or significance, of the concept of essence, but retrieving it.
The need for essence is satisfied by grammar, if we see our real need. Yet at an early
critical juncture of the Investigations, the point at which Wittgenstein raises the
“great question that lies behind all these considerations” (§65), he imagines someone
complaining that he has “nowhere said what the essence of a language-game, and
hence of language, is: what is common to all these activities, and what makes them
into language....”; and he replies: “...this is true.—Instead of producing something
common to all that we call language, I am saying that these phenomena have no one
thing in common which makes us use the same word for all.” He then goes on to
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discuss the notion of “what is common” to all things called by the same name,
obviously alluding to one familiar candidate philosophers have made to bear the
name “universal” or “essence”; and he enjoins us, instead of saying “there must be
something in common”—which would betray our possession by a philosophical
“picture”—to “look and see” whether there is. He says that what we will actually
find will be “a complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing:
sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail.... I can think of no
better expression to characterize these similarities than ‘family resemblances’” (§66,
§67); and it looks as if he is here offering the notion of “family resemblances” as an
alternative to the idea of “essence”. But if this is so, his idea is empty, it explains
nothing. For a philosopher who feels the need of universals to explain meaning or
naming will certainly still feel their need to explain the notion of “family
resemblance”. That idea would counter the idea of universals only if it had been
shown that family resemblance is all we need to explain the fact of naming and that
objects may bear a family resemblance to one another and may have nothing in
common; which is either false or trivial. It is false if it is supposed to mean that,
asked if these brothers have anything in common and we cannot say what, we will
say “Nothing at all”. (We may not be able to say very well what it is, but we needn’t,
as Wittgenstein imagines to be our alternative, merely “play with words” and say
“There is something common to all...—namely the disjunction of all their common
properties” (§67). For that would not even seem to say, if we see something in
common among them, what we see. We might come up with, “They all have that
unmistakeable Karamazov quality”. That may not tell you what they have in
common, but only because you don’t know the Karamazovs; haven’t grasped their
essence, as it were.) Or else it is trivial, carries no obvious philosophical
implication; for “They have nothing in common” has as specific and ordinary a use
as “They have something in common” and just as Wittgenstein goes on to show
ordinary uses of “what is common” which do not lead us to the idea of universals (cf.
§72), so we can show ordinary uses of “there is nothing common to all” (which we
may say about a set of triplets) which will equally not lead us away from the idea of
universals.

But I think that all that the idea of “family resemblances” is meant to do, or
need do, is to make us dissatisfied with the idea of universals as explanations of
language, of how a word can refer to this and that and that other thing, to suggest
that it fails to meet “our real need”. Once we see that the expression “what is
common” has ordinary uses, and that these are different from what universals are
meant to cover; and, more importantly, see that concepts do not usually have, and
do not need “rigid limits”, so that universals are neither necessary nor even useful
in explaining how words and concepts apply to different things (cf. §68); and
again, see that the grasping of a universal cannot perform the function it is
imagined to have, for a new application of a word or concept will still have to be
made out, explained, in the particular case, and then the explanations themselves
will be sufficient to explain the projection; and see, finally, that I know no more
about the application of a word or concept than the explanations I can give, so that
no universal or definition would, as it were, represent my knowledge (cf. §73)—
once we see all this, the idea of a universal no longer has its obvious appeal, it no
longer carries a sense of explaining something profound. (Obviously the drive to
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universals has more behind it than the sense that the generality of words must be
explained. Another source of its power is the familiar fact that subjects and
predicates function differently. Another is the idea that all we can know of an
object is its intersection of essences.)

I think that what Wittgenstein ultimately wishes to show is that it makes no sense
at all to give a general explanation for the generality of language, because it makes
no sense at all to suppose words in general might not recur, that we might possess a
name for a thing (say “chair” or “feeding”) and yet be willing to call nothing (else)
“the same thing”. And even if you say, with Berkeley, that “an idea [or word] which
considered in itself is particular, becomes general by being made to represent or
stand for all other particular ideas of the same sort” (Principles, Introduction,
section 12) you still haven’t explained sow this word gets used for these various
“particulars”, nor what the significance is if it doesn’t. This suggests that the effort
to explain the generality of words is initiated by a prior step which produces the idea
of a word as a “particular”, a step of “considering it in itself”. And what is that like?
We learn words in certain contexts.... What are we to take as the “particular” present
here? Being willing to call other ideas (or objects) “the same sort” and being willing
to use “the same word” for them is one and the same thing. The former does not
explain the latter.

There is a Karamazov essence, but you will not find it if you look for a quality
(look, that is, with the wrong “picture” of a quality in mind); you will find it by
learning the grammar of “Karamazov”: it is part of its grammar that that is what “an
intellectual Karamazov” is, and that is what “a spiritual Karamazov” is, and that is
what “Karamazov authority” is,... Each is too much, and irresistible.

To ask for a general explanation for the generality of language would be like
asking for an explanation of why children acquiring language take what is said to
them as consequential, as expressing intention, as projecting expectations which
may or may not be satisfied by the world. But do we imagine that we know why we
(non-children) take what is said and what is written as inconsequential, as without
implication, as not mattering? It seems to me that growing up (in modern culture?
in capitalist culture?) is learning that most of what is said is only more or less
meant—as if words were stuffs of fabric and we saw no difference between shirts
and sails and ribbons and rags. This could be because we have too little of
something or too much, or because we are either slobs or saints. Driven by
philosophy outside language-games, and in this way repudiating our criteria, is a
different way to live, but it depends on the same fact of language as do the other
lives within it—that it is an endless field of possibility and that it cannot dictate
what is said now, can no more assure the sense of what is said, its depth, its
helpfulness, its accuracy, its wit, than it can insure its truth to the world. Which is
to say that language is not only an acquirement but a bequest; and it is to say that
we are stingy in what we attempt to inherit. One might think of poetry as the
second inheritance of language. Or, if learning a first language is thought of as the
child’s acquiring of it, then poetry can be thought of as the adult’s acquiring of it,
as coming into possession of his or her own language, full citizenship. (Thoreau
distinguishes along these lines between what he calls the mother tongue and the
father tongue.) Poetry thereby celebrates its language by making it a return on its
birth, by reciprocating.
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It is of immediate relevance to what [ have been asking about Wittgenstein’s view
of language, and indicates one general and important limitation in my account, to
notice that in moving, in Part II of the Investigations, to “figurative” or “secondary”
senses of a word (which Wittgenstein explicitly says are not “metaphorical senses”,
cf. Investigations, p. 216), Wittgenstein is moving more concentratedly to regions of
a word’s use which cannot be assured or explained by an appeal to its ordinary
language games (in this, these uses are /ike metaphorical ones). Such uses have
consequences in the kind of understanding and communication they make possible. I
want to say: It is such shades of sense, intimations of meaning, which allow certain
kinds of subtlety or delicacy of communication; the connection is intimate, but
fragile. Persons who cannot use words, or gestures, in these ways with you may yet
be in your world, but perhaps not of your flesh. The phenomenon I am calling
“projecting a word” is the fact of language which, I take it, is sometimes responded
to by saying that “All language is metaphorical”. Perhaps one could say: the
possibility of metaphor is the same as the possibility of language generally, but what
is essential to the projection of a word is that it proceeds, or can be made to proceed,
naturally, what is essential to a functioning metaphor is that its “transfer” is
unnatural—it breaks up the established, normal directions of projection.
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NON-COGNITIVISM AND
RULE-FOLLOWING

John McDowell

1 Non-cognitivists hold that ascriptions of value should not be conceived as
propositions of the sort whose correctness, or acceptability, consists in their being
true descriptions of the world; and, correlatively, that values are not found in the
world, as genuine properties of things are. Such a position should embody a
reasoned restriction on the sort of proposition that does count as a description (or at
worst misdescription) of reality: not merely to justify the exclusion of value-
ascriptions, but also to give content to the exclusion—to explain what it is that value
judgements are being said not to be. In fact presentations of non-cognitivist
positions tend to take some suitable conception of the descriptive, and of the world,
simply for granted. In this paper, if only to provoke non-cognitivists to explain how I
have missed their point, I want to bring out into the open the nature of a conception
that might seem to serve their purpose, and to suggest that there is room for doubt
about its serviceability in this context.

According to the conception I have in mind, how things really are is how things
are in themselves—that is, independently of how they strike the occupants of this or
that particular point of view. With a literal interpretation of the notion of a point of
view, this idea underpins our correcting for perspective when we determine the true
shapes of observed objects. But the idea lends itself naturally to various extensions.

One such extension figures in the thought, familiar in philosophy, that secondary
qualities as we experience them are not genuine features of reality. If, for instance,
someone with normal human colour vision accepts that the world is as his visual
experience (perhaps corrected for the effects of poor light and so forth) presents it to
him, then the familiar thought has it that he is falling into error. This is not merely
because the appropriate sensory equipment is not universally shared. That would
leave open the possibility that the sensory equipment enables us to detect something
that is really there anyway, independently of how things appear to us. But the
familiar thought aims to exclude this possibility with the claim that the appearances
can be satisfyingly explained away. If, that is, we suppose that how things really are
can be exhaustively characterized in primary-quality terms, then we can explain why
our colour experience is as it is without representing it as strictly veridical: the
explanation reveals the extent to which the world as colour experience presents it to
us is mere appearance—the extent to which colour vision fails to be a transparent
mode of access to something that is there anyway.'
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Now an analogy between colour experience and (so to speak) value experience
seems natural. We can learn to make colour classifications only because our sensory
equipment happens to be such as to give us the right sort of visual experience.
Somewhat similarly, we can learn to see the world in terms of some specific set of
evaluative classifications, aesthetic or moral, only because our affective and
attitudinative propensities are such that we can be brought to care in appropriate
ways about the things we learn to see as collected together by the classifications.
And this might constitute the starting-point of a parallel argument against a naive
realism about the values we find ourselves impelled to attribute to things.?

There is an extra ingredient that threatens to enter the argument about values and
spoil the parallel. In the argument about colours, we are led to appeal to the
explanatory power of a description of the world in primary-quality terms, in order to
exclude the suggestion that colour vision is a mode of awareness of something that is
there anyway. The parallel suggestion, in the case of values, would be that the
members of some specific set of values are genuine features of the world, which we are
enabled to detect by virtue of our special affective and attitudinative propensities. And
it might be thought that this suggestion can be dismissed out of hand by an appeal to
something with no analogue in the argument about secondary qualities; namely, a
philosophy of mind which insists on a strict separation between cognitive capacities
and their exercise, on the one hand, and what eighteenth-century writers would classify
as passions or sentiments, on the other.? The suggestion involves thinking of exercises
of our affective or conative natures either as themselves in some way percipient, or at
least as expanding our sensitivity to how things are; and the eighteenth-century
philosophy of mind would purport to exclude this a priori.

But perhaps this gets things the wrong way round. Do we actually have any reason
to accept the eighteenth-century philosophy of mind, apart from a prior conviction of
the truth of non-cognitivism?* The question is at least awkward enough to confer
some attractions on the idea of a route to non-cognitivism that bypasses appeal to the
eighteenth-century philosophy of mind, and proceeds on a parallel with the argument
about secondary qualities, claiming that the character of our value experience can be
satisfyingly explained on the basis of the assumption that the world—that is, the
world as it is anyway (independently of value experience, at any rate’)—does not
contain values. (I shall return to a version of the eighteenth-century philosophy of
mind later: § 4 below.)

How is the explanatory claim made out? Typically, non-cognitivists hold that
when we feel impelled to ascribe value to something, what is actually happening can
be disentangled into two components. Competence with an evaluative concept
involves, first, a sensitivity to an aspect of the world as it really is (as it is
independently of value experience), and, second, a propensity to a certain attitude—
a non-cognitive state which constitutes the special perspective from which items in
the world seem to be endowed with the value in question. Given the disentangling,
we could construct explanations of the character of value experience on the same
general lines as the explanations of colour experience that we have in mind when we
are tempted by the argument about secondary qualities: occupants of the special
perspective, in making value judgements, register the presence in objects of some
property they authentically have, but enrich their conception of this property with
the reflection of an attitude.¢
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2 Now it seems reasonable to be skeptical about whether the disentangling
manoeuvre here envisaged can always be effected: specifically, about whether,
corresponding to any value concept, one can always isolate a genuine feature of the
world—by the appropriate standard of genuineness: that is, a feature that is there
anyway, independently of anyone’s value experience being as it is—to be that to
which competent users of the concept are to be regarded as responding when they
use it; that which is left in the world when one peels off the reflection of the
appropriate attitude.

Consider, for instance, a specific conception of some moral virtue: the conception
current in a reasonably cohesive moral community. If the disentangling manoeuvre is
always possible, that implies that the extension of the associated term, as it would be
used by someone who belonged to the community, could be mastered independently
of the special concerns which, in the community, would show themselves in
admiration or emulation of actions seen as falling under the concept. That is: one
could know which actions the term would be applied to, so that one would be able to
predict applications and withholdings of it in new cases—not merely without oneself
sharing the community’s admiration (there need be no difficulty about that), but
without even embarking on an attempt to make sense of their admiration. That would
be an attempt to comprehend their special perspective; whereas, according to the
position I am considering, the genuine feature to which the term is applied should be
graspable without benefit of understanding the special perspective, since sensitivity
to it is singled out as an independent ingredient in a purported explanation of why
occupants of the perspective see things as they do. But is it at all plausible that this
singling out can always be brought off?

Notice that the thesis I am skeptical about cannot be established by appealing to
the plausible idea that evaluative classifications are supervenient on non-evaluative
classifications. Supervenience requires only that one be able to find differences
expressible in terms of the level supervened upon whenever one wants to make
different judgements in terms of the supervening level.” It does not follow from the
satisfaction of this requirement that the set of items to which a supervening term is
correctly applied need constitute a kind recognizable as such at the level supervened
upon. In fact supervenience leaves open this possibility, which is just the possibility
my skepticism envisages: however long a list we give of items to which a
supervening term applies, described in terms of the level supervened upon, there
may be no way, expressible at the level supervened upon, of grouping just such items
together. Hence there need be no possibility of mastering, in a way that would enable
one to go on to new cases, a term which is to function at the level supervened upon,
but which is to group together exactly the items to which competent users would
apply the supervening term.® Understanding why just those things belong together
may essentially require understanding the supervening term.

I shall reserve till later (§ 5) the question whether there may be a kind of non-
cognitivist who can happily concede this possibility. Meanwhile it is clear that the
concession would at any rate preclude explaining the relation between value
experience and the world as it is independently of value experience in the manner I
described above (§ 1). And actual non-cognitivists typically assume that they must
disallow the possibility I have envisaged.” They may admit that it is often difficult to
characterize the authentic property (according to their standards of authenticity) that

40



NON-COGNITIVISM AND RULE-FOLLOWING

corresponds to an evaluative concept; but they tend to suppose that there must be
such a thing, even if it cannot be easily pinned down in words. Now there is a
profoundly tempting complex of ideas about the relation between thought and reality
which would make this “must” seem obvious; but one strand in Wittgenstein’s
thought about “following a rule” is that the source of the temptation is the desire for
a security which is actually quite illusory.

3 A succession of judgements or utterances, to be intelligible as applications of a
single concept to different objects, must belong to a practice of going on doing the
same thing. We tend to be tempted by a picture of what that amounts to, on the
following lines. What counts as doing the same thing, within the practice in question,
is fixed by its rules. The rules mark out rails along which correct activity within the
practice must run. These rails are there anyway, independently of the responses and
reactions a propensity to which one acquires when one learns the practice itself; or,
to put the idea less metaphorically, it is in principle discernible, from a standpoint
independent of the responses that characterize a participant in the practice, that a
series of correct moves in the practice is really a case of going on doing the same
thing. Acquiring mastery of the practice is pictured as something like engaging
mental wheels with these objectively existing rails.

The picture comes in two versions. In one, the rules can be formulated, as a
codification of the practice in independently accessible terms. Mastery of the
practice is conceived as knowledge, perhaps implicit, of what is expressed by these
formulations; and running along the rails is a matter of having one’s actions dictated
by proofs of their correctness within the practice, with these formulations as major
premisses. Sometimes, however, a practice of concept-application resists
codification other than trivially (as in “It is correct to call all and only red things
‘red’”), and in such cases we tend to resort to the other version of the picture. Here
we appeal to grasp of a universal, conceiving this as a mechanism of an analogous
sort: one which, like knowledge of an explicitly stateable rule, constitutes a capacity
to run along a rail that is independently there.

Extending a number series is an example of going on doing the same thing which
should constitute an ideal case for the application of this picture. Each correct move
in a series of responses to the order “Add 2” is provably correct, as in what seems
the clearest version of the picture. But in fact the idea that the rules of a practice
mark out rails traceable independently of the reactions of participants is suspect
even in this apparently ideal case; and insistence that wherever there is going on in
the same way there must be rules that can be conceived as marking out such
independently traceable rails involves a misconception of the sort of case in which
correctness within a practice can be given the kind of demonstration we count as
proof.

We can begin working up to this conclusion by coming to appreciate the
emptiness, even in what should be the ideal case, of the psychological component of
the picture: that is, the idea that grasp of a rule is a matter of having one’s mental
wheels engaged with an independently traceable rail. The picture represents
understanding of, for instance, the instruction “Add 2”—command of the rule for
extending the series 2, 4, 6, 8,...—as a psychological mechanism which, apart from
mistakes, churns out the appropriate behaviour with the sort of reliability which, say,
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a clockwork mechanism might have. If someone is extending the series correctly, and
one takes this to be because he has understood the instruction and is complying with
it, then, according to the picture, one has hypothesized that the appropriate
psychological mechanism, the engagement with the rails, underlies his behaviour.
(This would be an inference analogous to that whereby one might postulate a
physical mechanism underlying the behaviour of an inanimate object.)

But what manifests understanding of the instruction, so pictured? Suppose we ask
the person what he is doing, and he says “Look, I’m adding 2 each time”. This
apparent manifestation of understanding will have been accompanied, whenever it
occurs, by at most a finite fragment of the potentially infinite range of behaviour
which we want to say the rule dictates. The same goes for any other apparent
manifestation of understanding. Thus the evidence we have at any point for the
presence of the pictured state is compatible with the supposition that, on some future
occasion for its exercise, the behaviour elicited by the occasion will diverge from
what we would count as correct, and not simply because of a mistake. Wittgenstein
dramatizes this “possibility” with the example of the person who continues the
series, after 1000, with 1004, 1008,...(§ 185). Suppose a divergence of the 1004,
1008,...type turned up, and we could not get the person to admit that he was simply
making a mistake; that would show that his behaviour hitherto was not guided by the
psychological conformation we were picturing as guiding it. The pictured state, then,
always transcends any grounds there may be for postulating it.

There may be a temptation to protest as follows: “This is nothing but a familiar
inductive skepticism about other minds. After all, one knows in one’s own case that
one’s behaviour will not come adrift like that.” But this objection is mistaken in
itself, and it misses the point of the argument.

First, if what it is for one’s behaviour to come adrift is for it suddenly to seem that
everyone else is out of step, then any skeptical conclusion the argument were to
recommend would apply in one’s own case just as much as in the case of others.
(Imagine the person who goes on with 1004, 1008,...saying in advance “I know in
my own case that my behaviour will not come adrift”.) If there is any skepticism
involved, it is not especially about other minds.

Second, it is anyway a mistake to construe the argument as making a skeptical
point: that one does not know that others’ behaviour (or one’s own, once we have
made the first correction) will not come adrift. The aim is not to suggest that we
should be in trepidation lest “possibilities” of the 1004, 1008,...type be realized."
We are in fact confident that they will not, and the argument aims, not to undermine
this confidence, but to change our conception of its ground and nature. Our picture
represents the confident expectation as based on whatever grounds we have via the
mediation of the postulated psychological mechanism. But we can no more find the
putatively mediating state manifested in the grounds for our expectation (say about
what someone else will do) than we can find manifested there the very future
occurrences we expect. Postulation of the mediating state is an idle intervening step;
it does nothing to underwrite the confidence of our expectation.

(Postulation of a mediating brain state might indeed figure in a scientifically
respectable argument, vulnerable only to ordinary inductive skepticism, that some
specifically envisaged train of behaviour of the 1004, 1008, ...type will not occur; and
our picture tends to trade on assimilating the postulation of the psychological
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mechanism to this. But the assimilation is misleading. Consider this variant of
Wittgenstein’s case: on reaching 1000, the person goes on as we expect, with 1002,
1004,..., but with a sense of dissociation from what he finds himself doing; it feels as
if something like blind habit has usurped his reason in controlling his behaviour. Here
the behaviour is kept in line, no doubt, by a brain state; but the person’s sense of how
to extend the series correctly shows a divergence from ours, of the 1004, 1008, ...type.
Of course we confidently expect this sort of thing not to happen, just as in the simpler
kind of case. But a physically described mechanism cannot underwrite confidence in
the future operations of someone’s sense of what is called for; and once again
postulation of a psychological mechanism would be an idle intervening step.'')

What, then, is the ground and nature of our confidence? Stanley Cavell has
described the view Wittgenstein wants to recommend as follows:

We learn and teach words in certain contexts, and then we are expected, and
expect others, to be able to project them into further contexts. Nothing
insures that this projection will take place (in particular, not the grasping of
universals nor the grasping of books of rules), just as nothing insures that
we will make, and understand, the same projections. That on the whole we
do is a matter of our sharing routes of interest and feeling, senses of humour
and of significance and of fulfilment, of what is outrageous, of what is
similar to what else, what a rebuke, what forgiveness, of when an utterance
is an assertion, when an appeal, when an explanation—all the whirl of
organism Wittgenstein calls “forms of life”. Human speech and activity,
sanity and community, rest upon nothing more, but nothing less, than this. It
is a vision as simple as it is difficult, and as difficult as it is (and because it
is) terrifying.'?

The terror of which Cavell writes at the end of this marvellous passage is a sort of
vertigo, induced by the thought that there is nothing that keeps our practices in line
except the reactions and responses we learn in learning them. The ground seems to
have been removed from under our feet. In this mood, we are inclined to feel that the
sort of thing Cavell describes is insufficient foundation for a conviction that some
practice really is a case of going on in the same way. What Cavell offers looks,
rather, like a congruence of subjectivities, not grounded as it would need to be to
amount to the sort of objectivity we want if we are to be convinced that we are really
going on in the same way.

It is natural to recoil from this vertigo into the picture of rules as rails. But the
picture is only a consoling myth elicited from us by our inability to endure the
vertigo. It consoles by seeming to put the ground back under our feet; but we see that
it is a myth by seeing, as we did above, that the pictured psychological mechanism
gives only an illusory security. (Escaping from the vertigo would require seeing that
this does not matter; I shall return to this.)

The picture has two interlocking components: the idea of the psychological
mechanism correlates with the idea that the tracks we follow are objectively there to
be followed, in a way that transcends the reactions and responses of participants in
our practices. If the first component is suspect, the second component should be
suspect too. And it is.
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In the numerical case, the second component is a kind of platonism. The idea
is that the relation of our arithmetical thought and language to the reality it
characterizes can be contemplated, not only from the midst of our mathematical
practices, but also, so to speak, from sideways on—from a standpoint
independent of all the human activities and reactions that locate those practices
in our “whirl of organism”; and that it would be recognizable from the sideways
perspective that a given move is the correct move at a given point in the practice:
that, say, 1002 really does come after 1000 in the series determined by the
instruction “Add 2”. It is clear how this platonistic picture might promise to
reassure us if we suffered from the vertigo, fearing that the Wittgensteinian
vision threatens to dissolve the independent truth of arithmetic into a collection
of mere contingencies about the natural history of man. But the picture has no
real content.

We tend, confusedly, to suppose that we occupy the external standpoint
envisaged by platonism, when we say things we need to say in order to reject the
reduction of mathematical truth to human natural history. For instance, we deny
that what it is for the square of 13 to be 169 is for it to be possible to train human
beings so that they find such and such calculations compelling. Rather, it is
because the square of 13 really is 169 that we can be brought to find the
calculations compelling. Moved by the vertigo, we are liable to think of remarks
like this as expressions of platonism. But this is an illusion. To suppose that such a
remark is an expression of platonism is to suppose that when we utter the words
“the square of 13 is 1697, in the context “It is because...that we can be brought to
find the calculations compelling”, we are speaking not from the midst of our
merely human mathematical competence but from the envisaged independent
perspective instead. (As if, by a special emphasis, one could somehow manage to
speak otherwise than out of one’s own mouth.) We cannot occupy the independent
perspective that platonism envisages; and it is only because we confusedly think
we can that we think we can make any sense of it.

If one is wedded to the picture of rules as rails, one will be inclined to think that
to reject it is to suggest that, say, in mathematics, anything goes: that we are free to
make it up as we go along."’ But none of what I have said casts any doubt on the idea
that the correctness of a move, in a mathematical case of going on doing the same
thing, can be proved—so that it is compulsory to go on like that. The point is just
that we should not misidentify the perspective from which this necessity is
discernible. What is wrong is to suppose that when we describe someone as
following a rule in extending a series, we characterize the output of his mathematical
competence as the inexorable workings of a machine: something that could be seen
to be operating from the platonist’s standpoint, the standpoint independent of the
activities and responses that make up our mathematical practice. The fact is that it is
only because of our own involvement in our “whirl of organism” that we can
understand a form of words as conferring, on the judgement that some move is the
correct one at a given point, the special compellingness possessed by the conclusion
of a proof. So if dependence on the “whirl of organism” induces vertigo, then we
should feel vertigo about the mathematical cases as much as any other. No security is
gained by trying to assimilate other sorts of case to the sort of case in which a hard-
edged proof of correctness is available.
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Consider, for instance, concepts whose application gives rise to hard cases, in this
sense: there are disagreements, which resist resolution by argument, as to whether or
not a concept applies.'* If one is convinced that one is in the right on a hard case,
one will find oneself saying, as one’s arguments tail off without securing acceptance,
“You simply aren’t seeing it”, or “But don’t you see?” (cf. § 231). One will then be
liable to think oneself confronted by a dilemma.

On the first horn, the inconclusiveness of the arguments results merely from a
failure to get something across. This idea has two versions, which correspond to the
two versions of the picture of rules as rails. According to the first version, it is
possible, in principle, to spell out a universal formula that specifies, in
unproblematic terms, the conditions under which the concept one intends is correctly
applied. If one could only find the words, one could turn one’s arguments into
hardedged proofs. (If the opponent refused to accept the major premiss, that would
show that he had not mastered the concept one intended; in that case his inclination
not to accept one’s words would reveal no substantive disagreement.) According to
the second version, the concept is not codifiable (except trivially), and one’s
problem is to use words as hints and pointers, in order to get one’s opponent to
divine the right universal. (This is really only a variant of the first version. The idea
is that if one could only convey which universal was at issue, the opponent would
have a sort of non-discursive counterpart to the formulable proof envisaged in the
first version; and as before, if he grasped what one was trying to get across and still
refused to accept one’s conclusion, that would show that there was no substantive
disagreement.)

If neither of these alternatives seems acceptable, then one is pushed on to the
second horn of the dilemma by this thought: if there is nothing such that to get it
across would either secure agreement or show that there was no substantive
disagreement in the first place, then one’s conviction that one is genuinely making an
application of a concept (genuinely going on in some same way) is a mere illusion.
The case is one which calls, not for finding the right answer to some genuine
question, but rather for a freely creative decision as to what to say.

In a hard case, the issue seems to turn on that appreciation of the particular
instance whose absence is deplored, in “You simply aren’t seeing it”, or which is
(possibly without success) appealed to, in “But don’t you see?” The dilemma reflects
a refusal to accept that a genuine issue can really turn on no more than that; it
reflects the view that a putative judgement that is grounded in nothing firmer than
that cannot really be a case of going on as before. This is a manifestation of our
vertigo: the idea is that there is not enough there to constitute the rails on which a
genuine series of applications of a concept must run. But it is an illusion to suppose
one is safe from vertigo on the first horn. The illusion is the misconception of the
mathematical case: the idea that provable correctness characterizes exercises of
reason in which it is, as it were, automatically compelling, without dependence on
our partially shared “whirl of organism”. The dilemma reflects a refusal to accept
that when the dependence that induces vertigo is out in the open, in the appeal to
appreciation, we can genuinely be going on in the same way; but the paradigm with
which the rejected case is unfavourably compared has the same dependence, only
less obviously. Once we see this, we should see that we make no headway, in face of
the discouraging effects of the vertigo, by trying to assimilate all cases to the sort of

45



JOHN MCDOWELL

case where proofs are available. We should accept that sometimes there may be
nothing better to do than explicitly to appeal to a hoped-for community of human
response. This is what we do when we say “Don’t you see?” (though there is a
constant temptation to misconceive this as a nudge towards grasp of the unversal).

Once we have felt the vertigo, then, the picture of rules as rails is only an illusory
comfort. What is needed is not so much reassurance—the thought that after all there
is solid ground under us—as not to have felt the vertigo in the first place. Now if we
are simply and normally immersed in our practices, we do not wonder how their
relation to the world would look from outside them, and feel the need for a solid
foundation discernible from an external point of view. So we would be protected
against the vertigo if we could stop supposing that the relation to reality of some
areca of our thought and language needs to be contemplated from a standpoint
independent of that anchoring in our human life that makes the thoughts what they
are for us."”

At any rate, it is a bad move to allow oneself to conceive some area of thought
from the extraneous perspective at which vertigo threatens, but then suppose one can
make oneself safe from vertigo with the idea that rules mark out rails discernible
from that external point of view. Just such a move—seeing the anthropocentricity or
ethnocentricity of an evaluative outlook as generating a threat of vertigo, but seeking
to escape the threat by finding a solid, externally recognizable foundation—would
account for insistence (cf. § 2 above) that any respectable evaluative concept must
correspond to a classification intelligible from outside the evaluative outlook within
which the concept functions.'®

The idea that consideration of the relation between thought and reality requires
the notion of an external standpoint is characteristic of a philosophical realism
often considered in a different, more epistemologically oriented context, and in
areas where we are not inclined to question whether there are facts of the matter at
all. This realism chafes at the fallibility and inconclusiveness of all our ways of
finding out how things are, and purports to confer a sense on “But is it really so?”
in which the question does not call for a maximally careful assessment by our
lights, but is asked from a perspective transcending the limitations of our cognitive
powers. Thus this realism purports to conceive our understanding of what it is for
things to be thus and so as independent of our limited abilities to find out whether
they are. An adherent of this sort of realism will tend to be impressed by the line of
thought sketched in § 1 above, and hence to fail to find room for values in his
conception of the world; whereas opposition to this kind of realism about the
relation, in general, between thought and reality, makes a space for realism, in a
different sense, about values.!’

4 I want now to revert to the eighteenth-century philosophy of mind, mentioned and
shelved in § 1 above, and consider one way in which it connects with the line of
thought I have been discussing.

What I have in mind is an argument for non-cognitivism that goes back at least to
Hume (though I shall formulate it in rather un-Humean terms).'® It has two
premisses. The first is to the effect that ascriptions of moral value are action-
guiding, in something like this sense: someone who accepts such an ascription may
(depending on his opportunities for action) eo ipso have a reason for acting in a
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certain way, independently of anything else being true about him. The second
premiss is this: to cite a cognitive prepositional attitude—an attitude whose content
is expressed by the sort of proposition for which acceptability consists in truth—is to
give at most a partial specification of a reason for acting; to be fully explicit, one
would need to add a mention of something non-cognitive, a state of the will or a
volitional event. Clearly, it would follow that ascriptions of value, however
acceptable, can be at most in part descriptive of the world.

The key premiss, for my purposes, is the second. Notice that if this premiss is
suspect, that casts doubt not only on the non-cognitivism to which one would be
committed if one accepted both premisses, but also on a different position which
rejects the non-cognitivist conclusion, and, keeping the second premiss as a fulcrum,
dislodges the first. This different position might merit Hare’s label “descriptivism”,
meant as he means it—something that is not true of the anti-non-cognitivism I would
defend, which retains the first premiss.” (A version of descriptivism, without general
insistence on the second premiss—exceptions are allowed in the case of reasons that
relate to the agent’s interest—but with a restricted form of it used to overturn the
first premiss, is found in some of the writings of Philippa Foot.?")

I suspect that one reason why people find the second premiss of the Humean
argument obvious lies in their inexplicit adherence to a quasi-hydraulic conception
of how reason explanations account for action. The will is pictured as the source of
the forces that issue in the behaviour such explanations explain. This idea seems to
me a radical misconception of the sort of explanation a reason explanation is; but it
is not my present concern.

A different justification for the second premiss might seem to be afforded by a
line of thought obviously akin to what I have been considering; one might put it as
follows. The rationality that a reason explanation reveals in the action it explains
ought, if the explanation is a good one, to be genuinely there: that is, recognizable
from an objective standpoint, conceived (cf. § 3) in terms of the notion of the view
from sideways on—from outside any practices or forms of life partly constituted by
local or parochial modes of response to the world. This putative requirement is not
met if we conceive value judgements in the way I would recommend: the ascription
of value that one cites in giving an agent’s reason for an action, so far from revealing
the rationality in the action to an imagined occupier of the external standpoint, need
not even be intelligible from there. By contrast, insistence on the second premiss
might seem to ensure that the requirement can be met. For on this view an
explanation of an action in terms of a value judgement operates by revealing the
action as the outcome of an unproblematically cognitive state plus a non-cognitive
state—a desire, in some suitably broad sense?'; and if we think someone’s possession
of the desires in question could be recognized from a standpoint external to the
agent’s moral outlook, then it might seem that those desires would confer an obvious
rationality, recognizable from that objective standpoint, on actions undertaken with a
view to gratifying them.

I shall make two remarks about this line of thought.

First, I expressed skepticism (in § 2) about the possibility of mastering the
extension of a value concept from the external standpoint (so that one could
move to understanding the value concept by tacking on an evaluative extra). The
skepticism obviously recurs here, about the possibility of grasping, from the
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external stand-point, the content of the envisaged desires. On this view there is a
set of desires, a propensity to which constitutes the embracing of a particular
moral outlook; if the content of this set can be grasped from the external
standpoint, then the actions required by that moral stance are in theory
classifiable as such by a sheer outsider. This amounts to the assumption that a
moral stance can be captured in a set of externally formulable principles—
principles such that there could in principle be a mechanical (non-
comprehending) application of them which would duplicate the actions of
someone who puts the moral stance into practice. This assumption strikes me as
merely fantastic.?

Second, the underlying line of thought inherits whatever dubiousness is possessed
by its relatives in, say, the philosophy of mathematics. (See § 3, but I shall add a
little here.)

Consider the hardness of the logical “must”. One is apt to suppose that the
only options are, on the one hand, to conceive the hardness platonistically (as
something to be found in the world as it is anyway: that is, the world as
characterized from a standpoint external to our mathematical practices); or, on
the other (if one recoils from platonism), to confine oneself to a catalogue of
how human beings act and feel when they engage in deductive reasoning. (Taking
this second option, one might encourage oneself with the thought: at least all of
this is objectively there.) On the second option, the hardness of the logical
“must” has no place in one’s account of how things really are; and there must be
a problem about making room for genuine rationality in deductive practice, since
we conceive that as a matter of conforming our thought and action to the dictates
of the logical “must”. If one recoils from platonism into this second position, one
has passed over a fully satisfying intermediate position, according to which the
logical “must” is indeed hard (in the only sense we can give to that idea), and the
ordinary conception of deductive rationality is perfectly acceptable; it is simply
that we must avoid a mistake about the perspective from which the demands of
the logical “must” are perceptible. (As long as the mistake is definitely avoided,
there is something to be said for calling the intermediate position a species of
platonism.)*

Now it is an analogue to this intermediate position that seems to me to be most
satisfying in the case of ethics. The analogue involves insisting that moral values
are there in the world, and make demands on our reason. This is not a platonism
about values (except in a sense analogous to that in which the intermediate
position about the logical “must” might be called a species of platonism); the
world in which moral values are said to be is not the externally characterizable
world that a moral platonism would envisage.?* Non-cognitivism and
descriptivism appear, from this point of view, as different ways of succumbing to
a quite dubious demand for a more objective conception of rationality. If we
accept the demand, then they will indeed seem the only alternatives to a full-
blown moral platonism. But in the logical case, we should not suppose that
recoiling from platonism commits us to some kind of reduction of the felt
hardness of the logical “must” to the urging of our own desires.?* In the ethical
case too, we should not allow the different option that the intermediate position
affords to disappear.?
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5 Non-cognitivism, as I see it, invites us to be exercised over the question how value
experience relates to the world, with the world conceived as how things are anyway—
independently, as least, of our value experience being as it is. The non-cognitivism I
have been concerned with assumes that evaluative classifications correspond to kinds
into which things can in principle be seen to fall independently of an evaluative
outlook, and thereby permits itself to return an answer to the question which clearly
does not undermine the appearance that evaluative thinking is a matter of the genuine
application of concepts. As one’s use of an evaluative term unfolds through time, one
is genuinely (by the non-cognitivist’s lights) going on in the same way. Admittedly, the
non-cognitive ingredient in what happens makes the case more complex than our usual
paradigms of concept-application. But the non-cognitive extra, repeated as the practice
unfolds, is seen as a repeated response to some genuinely same thing (something
capturable in a paradigmatic concept-application): namely, membership in some
genuine kind. To put it picturesquely, the non-cognitive ingredient (an attitude, say)
can, without illusion by the non-cognitivist’s lights, see itself as going on in the same
way. Given that, the whole picture looks sufficiently close to the usual paradigms of
concept-application to count as a complex variant of them. But I have suggested that
the assumption on which the possibility of this partial assimilation depends is a
prejudice, without intrinsic plausibility.

Might non-cognitivism simply disown the assumption??” If what I have just
written is on the right track, it can do so only at a price: that of making it
problematic whether evaluative language is close enough to the usual paradigms of
concept-application to count as expressive of judgements at all (as opposed to a kind
of sounding off). Failing the assumption, there need be no genuine same thing (by
the non-cognitivist’s lights) to which the successive occurrences of the non-cognitive
extra are responses. Of course the items to which the term in question is applied
have, as something genuinely in common, the fact that they elicit the non-cognitive
extra (the attitude, if that is what it is). But that is not a property to which the
attitude can coherently be seen as a response. The attitude can see itself as going on
in the same way, then, only by falling into a peculiarly grotesque form of the alleged
illusion: projecting itself on to the objects, and then mistaking the projection for
something it finds and responds to in them. So it seems that, if it disowns the
assumption, non-cognitivism must regard the attitude as something which is simply
felt (causally, perhaps, but not rationally explicable); and uses of evaluative
language seem appropriately assimilated to certain sorts of exclamation, rather than
to the paradigm cases of concept-application.

Of course there are some who will not find this conclusion awkward.?® But anyone
who finds it unacceptable, and is sympathetic to the suggestion that the disputed
assumption is only a prejudice, has reason to suspect that the non-cognitivist is not
asking the right question. It is not that we cannot make sense of the non-cognitivist’s
conception of a value-free world; nor that we cannot find plausible some account of
how value experience relates to it (causally, no doubt). But if we resist both the
disputed assumption and the irrationalistic upshot of trying to read an account of the
relation between value experience and the world so conceived, not based on the
disputed assumption, as an account of the real truth about the conceptual content of
the experience, then we must wonder about the credentials of the non-cognitivist’s
question. If we continue to find it plausible that asking how value experience relates
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to the world should yield a palatable account of the content of value experience, we
must wonder whether the world that figures in the right construal of the question
should not be differently conceived, without the non-cognitivist’s insistence on
independence from evaluative outlooks.?’ In that case the non-cognitivist’s anxiety to
maintain that value judgements are not descriptive of Ais world will seem, not wrong
indeed, but curiously beside the point.
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Notes

Much of § 3 of this paper is adapted from my ‘Virtue and reason’, the Monist, 62, No. 3
(July 1979); T am grateful to the Editor and Publisher of the Monist for permission to use
the material here. I first delivered a version of this paper at a conference in Oxford, and
Simon Blackburn commented (a version of his comments was published as “Rule-
Following and Moral Realism”). In revising the paper I read at the conference, I have
been unable to resist trying to benefit from some of Simon Blackburn’s thoughtful
comments; but most of the changes are merely cosmetic.

There is an excellent discussion of this line of thought (though more sympathetic to it
than I should want to be myself) in Bernard Williams, Descartes: The Project of Pure
Enquiry, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1978, Chapter 8. (I shall not pause to criticize the
application to secondary qualities.)

The parallel is suggested by Williams, ibid., when (p. 245) he writes of “concepts...
which reflect merely a local interest, taste or sensory peculiarity”.

Cf. J.L.Mackie, Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong, Penguin, Harmondsworth, 1977, p. 22.
Cf. Mackie, ibid., pp. 40-1.

The non-cognitivist’s conception of the world is not exhausted by primary-quality
characterizations. (See David Wiggins, “Truth, invention, and the meaning of life”,
Proceedings of the British Academy, 62 (1976), pp. 361-3.) So his notion of the world
as it is anyway is not the one that figures in the argument about secondary qualities.
What is wanted, and what my parenthesis is intended to suggest, is an analogy, rather
than an addition, to the secondary-quality argument.

This formulation fits Mackie’s error theory, rather than the different sort of non-
cognitivism exemplified by R.M. Hare’s prescriptivism (see, e.g., Freedom and Reason,
Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1963), in which ordinary evaluative thinking has enough
philosophical sophistication not to be enticed into the projective error of which Mackie
accuses it. But the idea could easily be reformulated to suit Hare’s position; this
difference between Hare and Mackie is not relevant to my concerns in this paper.

Cf. Hare, ibid., p. 33 (on the thesis of universalizability): “What the thesis does forbid
us to do is to make different moral judgements about actions which we admit to be
exactly or relevantly similar”. In Chapter 2, Hare claims that this thesis of
universalizability just is the thesis that evaluative concepts have “descriptive” meaning
(which is Hare’s version of the thesis I am skeptical about): see p. 15. The identification
is undermined by my remarks about supervenience.

The point is not merely that the language may lack such a term: a gap that might perhaps
be filled by coining one. (See Hare, “Descriptivism”, Proceedings of the British
Academy, 49 (1963).) What I am suggesting is that such a coinage might not be learnable
except parasitically upon a mastery of the full-blown evaluation expression.

See Hare, op. cit., Chapter 2. Mackie (op. cit., p. 86) objects to the idea that a
corresponding value-neutral classification is (as in Hare’s position) part of the meaning
of an evaluative term, but evidently in the context of an assumption that there must be
such a corresponding classification.

Nor even that we really understand the supposition that such a thing might happen; see Barry
Stroud, “Wittgenstein and logical necessity”, Philosophical Review, 74 (1965), pp. 504-18.
In the context of a physicalistic conception of mind, this paragraph will be quite
unconvincing; this is one of the points at which a great deal more argument is necessary.
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Must We Mean What We Say?, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York, 1969, p. 52.

See Michael Dummett, “Wittgenstein’s philosophy of mathematics”, Philosophical
Review, 68 (1959), pp. 324-48. (For a corrective, see Stroud, op. cit.)

Simon Blackburn objected that the central “rule-following” passages in Wittgenstein
discuss cases where following the rule is a matter of course. (There are no hard cases in
mathematics.) In the end I do not mind if my remarks about hard cases correspond to
nothing in Wittgenstein; they indicate (at least) a natural way to extend some of
Wittgenstein’s thoughts. (Where hard cases occur, the agreement that constitutes the
background against which we can see what happens as, e.g., disputes about genuine
questions cannot be agreement in judgements as to the application of the concepts
themselves: cf. § 242. What matters is, for instance, agreement about what counts as a
reasonable argument; consider how lawyers recognize competence in their fellows, in
spite of disagreement over hard cases.)

This is not an easy recipe. Perhaps finding out how to stop being tempted by the picture
of the external standpoint would be the discovery that enables one to stop doing
philosophy when one wants to (cf. § 133).

The idea of rules as rails seems to pervade chapter 2 of Hare’s Freedom and Reason (cf.
notes 7 and 9 above). Hare argues there that evaluative words, if used with “that
consistency of practice in the use of an expression which is the condition of its
intelligibility” (p. 7), must be governed by principles connecting their correct
application to features of value-independent reality (that which can be “descriptively”
characterized, in Hare’s sense of “descriptively”). Hare mentions Wittgenstein, but only
as having introduced “‘family resemblance’ and ‘open texture’ and all that” (p. 26) into
“the patter of the up-to-date philosophical conjurer” (p. 7). It is hard to resist the
impression that Hare thinks we can respect everything useful that Wittgenstein said, even
while retaining the essentials of the picture of rules as rails, simply by thinking of the
mechanism as incompletely rigid and difficult to characterize in precise terms.

I distinguish opposition to the realism that involves the idea of the external standpoint from
anti-realism in the sense of Michael Dummett (see, e.g., Truth and Other Enigmas,
Duckworth, London, 1978, passim), which is the positive doctrine that linguistic competence
consists in dispositions to respond to circumstances recognizable whenever they obtain. (See
my “Anti-realism and the epistemology of understanding”, in Jacques Bouveresse and
Herman Parret (eds), Meaning and Understanding, De Gruyter, Berlin and New York, 1981.)
See A Treatise of Human Nature, 111. 1. 1, in the edition of L.A. Selby-Bigge, Clarendon
Press, Oxford, 1896, p. 457.

As Hare uses the word “descriptive”, a descriptive judgement is, by definition, not
action-guiding. Hare does not consider a resistance to non-cognitivism that accepts the
first premiss of the Humean argument.

See especially Virtues and Vices, Blackwell, Oxford, 1978, p. 156. From the point of
view of a resistance to non-cognitivism that accepts the first premiss of the Humean
argument, the difference between non-cognitivism and descriptivism tends to pale into
insignificance, by comparison with the striking fact that they share the disputable
conception of the world as such that knowing how things are in it cannot by itself move
us to moral action.

Either, as in non-cognitivism, acceptance of a moral judgement really is a composite
state including a desire; or, as in descriptivism, the moral judgement is itself strictly
cognitive, but it makes the behaviour intelligible only in conjunction with a desire.

See my “Virtue and reason” (cited in the remarks that precede the notes for this paper).

The following passage seems to be an expression of the intermediate position:

What you say seems to amount to this, that logic belongs to the natural history of man.
And that is not combinable with the hardness of the logical “must”.
But the logical ‘must’ is a component part of the propositions of logic, and these are
not propositions of human natural history.
(RFM VI, 49)
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Hence Mackie’s error is not committed. (It is a fascinating question whether Plato
himself was a moral platonist in the sense here envisaged: I am myself inclined to think
he was not.)

On these lines: to “perceive” that a proposition is, say, a conclusion by modus ponens
from premisses one has already accepted, since it constitutes having a reason to accept
the proposition, is really an amalgam of a neutral perception and a desire (cf. non-
cognitivism); or the perception constitutes having a reason only in conjunction with a
desire (cf. descriptivism). I am indebted to Susan Hurley here.

For the suggestion that Wittgenstein’s philosophy of mathematics yields a model for a
satisfactory conception of the metaphysics of value, see Wiggins, op. cit., pp. 369-71.
Simon Blackburn pressed this question, and what follows corresponds to nothing in the
paper I read at the conference.

I mean those who are content with a view of values on the lines of, e.g., A.J. Ayer,
Language, Truth and Logic, Gollancz, London, 1936, Chapter VI.

The pressure towards a conception of reality as objective, transcending how things
appear to particular points of view, is not something to which it is clearly compulsory to
succumb in all contexts, for all its necessity in the natural sciences. See Thomas Nagel,
“Subjective and objective”, in his Mortal Questions, Cambridge University Press, 1979.

52



WITTGENSTEIN ON RULES AND
PLATONISM

David H.Finkelstein

A rule or an instruction provides a standard against which a person trying to follow it
may be judged—as either behaving in accord with it or not. For example, my copy of
the Better Homes and Gardens New Cookbook includes a recipe for chocolate
soufflé that begins with the following instruction: “Beat 3 egg yolks till thick and
lemon-colored; set aside.” Imagine that you are helping me make a chocolate
soufflé. I read this instruction aloud to you, and you proceed to engage in various
activities around my kitchen. You locate a heavy porcelain bowl and place it on the
counter; you find a wire whisk and set it next to the bowl; you open the refrigerator
and pull out a carton of eggs.... Your activities may, in the end, satisfy—i.e., be in
accord with—the instruction I’ve given you.

Here, a philosopher might ask: “How is it that, in a situation like this, you come to
grasp which of your activities would accord, or fail to accord, with a sequence of
noises that you’ve heard? How, for that matter, is it that a sequence of activities can
accord, or fail to accord, with a sequence of noises or marks?” Especially since the
publication of Saul Kripke’s enormously influential book on Wittgenstein in 1982,'
questions such as these have been taken to lie at the heart of Wittgenstein’s concerns
in his later writings. Nonetheless, confusion still surrounds what he has to say about
them. In what follows I shall discuss Wittgenstein’s dissatisfaction with one
approach to answering these questions. The approach that I have in mind—a kind of
platonism about meaning and understanding—is taken up by Wittgenstein’s
interlocutor in passages such as the following:

How does it come about this arrow »)—) points? Doesn’t it seem to carry
in it something besides itself?—“No, not the dead line on paper; only the
psychical thing, the meaning, can do that.”

In this passage, Wittgenstein’s interlocutor is struck by the thought that a written
sign is just an ink mark, just a “dead line on paper.” In order to explain how such a
thing could have a kind of significance that random squiggles lack, he imagines
something behind the line on paper—something hidden—which, as it were, infuses it
with significance.

Let us say, provisionally, that a platonist about meaning is someone who, in an
effort to explain how mere noises and marks can have semantic significance, is
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driven to posit self-standing sources of significance—items which stand to the
significance of our dead marks and noises as the sun stands to the light of the
moon.’> While Wittgenstein’s commentators agree that some such view figures as an
important target of criticism in his discussions of rule-following, I believe that
most of them badly misunderstand the character—the depth, as it were—of this
criticism: they read Wittgenstein as endorsing one or another position that
participates in the very thing to which he objects in platonism. (In what follows,
Crispin Wright will serve as an example of such a commentator.) The aim of this
paper is to elucidate Wittgenstein’s response to platonism. I believe that we can
understand a good deal of what seems most opaque in his later writings by coming
to appreciate just what it is that he does and does not find objectionable in
platonism.

1 Rules and platonism: some preliminary remarks

In this section, I shall briefly describe the way in which platonism emerges as a
temptation in Wittgenstein’s discussions of rule-following. I’ll go on to say a little
bit about what’s unsatisfactory in the platonist’s understanding of rule-following.
The deep problem that Wittgenstein sees in platonism—the one shared by platonists
and anti-platonists alike—will come to light only later in the paper.

At Investigations, §185, Wittgenstein asks us to imagine a pupil who has been
taught to write out various mathematical series when given instructions of the form
“+n.” His teacher says, “+2,” and he writes, 72, 4, 6,” etc. But when the pupil is
asked to continue the +2 series beyond 1000, he writes, “1000, 1004, 1008.” Two
questions arise: first, how is the pupil supposed to know what the order calls for him
to do after he’s written “1000”? (He has not been explicitly trained to write “1002”
immediately after “1000.”) And second, what determines that “1002” is in fact what
he’s supposed to write at that point; what fixes it that writing “1002” after “1000”
would be in accord with the teacher’s instruction?

One kind of answer to these questions would appeal to the notion of
interpretation. We might say that what determines that the teacher’s utterance—
“+2”—calls for the pupil to write “1002” immediately after “1000” is that the
teacher attaches a particular interpretation to it. We might say, moreover, that the
pupil’s understanding the utterance requires that he attach the same, or a suitably
similar, interpretation to it.

But here we run into a problem. For let us allow that the teacher and the pupil do
attach an interpretation—the same interpretation—to what the teacher says. Let’s say
that they both take “+2” to mean: write “2,4,6,” and just continue to write the next
but one number after every number that you've written. How is the pupil to know
that this sentence requires him to write “1002” after “1000”? And what determines
that this sentence does indeed call for “1002” to be written at that point?

If we say that what a rule requires or means is determined by its interpretation, we
are left wondering how the interpretation gets izs meaning. If we say that the
interpretation requires its own interpretation, an infinite regress threatens: each
interpretation that we introduce requires the support of another. Thus at
Investigations, §198, Wittgenstein writes: “[A]ny interpretation still hangs in the air
along with what it interprets, and cannot give it any support. Interpretations by
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themselves do not determine meaning.” This conclusion gives rise to the famous
“paradox” of Investigations, §201:

This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule,
because every course of action can be made out to accord with the rule. The
answer was: if everything can be made out to accord with the rule, then it
can also be made out to conflict with it. And so there would be neither
accord nor conflict here.

Now, we can think of platonism as a desperate attempt to block the infinite regress of
interpretations that gives rise to the paradox of §201. The platonist posits special
items which—unlike noises, marks and gestures—are, as it were, intrinsically
significant: they neither need nor brook interpretation. According to the platonist,
what saves our words from emptiness is that such items stand behind them. The
regress of interpretations doesn’t arise as a problem because these intrinsically
significant items neither need be, nor can be, interpreted. We should read
Wittgenstein as describing the impulse toward such a position when he writes: “What
one wishes to say is: ‘Every sign is capable of interpretation; but the meaning
mustn’t be capable of interpretation. It is the last interpretation.””

k ok ok

I want to mention two reasons why we ought to be dissatisfied with a platonistic
account of meaning and understanding. One is: if we say that all of our words and
gestures derive their semantic significance from items that lie hidden behind them,
communication comes to look deeply problematic. How is it that when I say
something to you, you not only hear my words—you generally grasp my meaning? A
platonist might say: “My words and gestures can be interpreted any which way, but
the thing behind them—the meaning—needs no interpretation. Now, I can’t convey
this item directly to my interlocutor. All that I can do is talk to him, or gesture to
him, and all my words and gestures can be interpreted in various ways. But if he’s
lucky, he’ll guess what I have in mind and understand me.”

On this picture of things, if you and I are to successfully communicate, we must be
fortunate enough to guess each other’s meanings correctly. Not only must we correctly
guess the meanings of each other’s words; there is no way for us to determine that any
of our guesses have been correct. You can’t tell me whether I’ve guessed your meaning
correctly because you can only guess at what I have guessed. Given this picture of
communication, a conversation might be modeled by the following game. You draw a
picture on a piece of paper that is blocked from my view. Although I can’t see your
drawing, I try to produce a copy of it on a piece of paper that you can’t see. We go
back and forth like this without ever showing each other our drawings.®

I said that I would mention two problems with platonism, with the picture of
meaning as “the last interpretation.” One of these is that platonism makes
communication look miraculous. Another is that the platonist really has no idea how
anything could block the regress of interpretations and so be “the last
interpretation”—no idea how something could be a fount from which our dead
noises and marks derive their significance, rather than just another intrinsically
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contentless item awaiting interpretation. The platonist is driven in the course of his
theorizing to say that there are—there must be—such items, but they seem
mysterious even to him.

k ok ok

In summary, we can think of platonism as entering Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule-
following as a desperate and unsatisfactory attempt to avoid the regress of
interpretations which gives rise to the paradox of Investigations, §201. In his efforts
to explain how rule-following is possible at all, the platonist finds himself driven to
posit mysterious, regress-stopping items—items from which significance flows into
all our signs and gestures, but which themselves neither need nor brook
interpretation. The platonist himself has no real idea of how there could be such
items nor of how they might be communicated.

2 Wright’s “flat-footed response” to Kripke’s skeptic

According to Kripke, what’s at issue in Wittgenstein’s discussions of rule-following
is a form of skepticism according to which there are no facts concerning what our
words mean. Kripke tries to illustrate the line of thought that leads to this remarkable
conclusion by asking us to imagine a skeptic who challenges his interlocutor to show
that, given what he’d always meant by the term “plus” in the past, the correct answer
to the question, “What is 68 plus 57?” is “125” rather than “5.” In other words, the
skeptic challenges his interlocutor to prove that in the past he’d meant plus by “plus”
rather than some function (the “quus” function) whose value is 5 when its arguments
are 68 and 57. The interlocutor is to meet this skeptical challenge by citing facts
about his own past life that his meaning p/us by “plus” had consisted in. A range of
facts are adduced—tfacts not only about how the interlocutor has interpreted the
word “plus,” but also about the circumstances under which he’s used it, about his
dispositions to use it and about occurrent mental episodes he’s under-gone in
connection with it. The skeptic argues persuasively that none of these could have
determined, for an infinity of possible applications of “plus,” which ones would
accord with what the interlocutor had meant by the word. The skeptic concludes that
there is no fact about what his interlocutor had meant by “plus.” From here, he
argues that there are, in general, no facts about what our signs mean.

The problem raised by Kripke’s skeptic threatens more than the idea that there are
facts about what we mean when we speak and write. It is as much a problem about how
there could be contentful mental states. Kripke’s skeptic might have challenged his
interlocutor to show that he’d ever had an infention to add (rather than to “quadd”) with
similar results. (Indeed, Kripke sometimes puts the point this way.) Just as a person’s
having meant something determinate by “plus” requires that there be facts about whether
an infinity of possible uses of the word would accord with what she meant, someone’s
having had a determinate intention (or desire or wish) requires that there be facts about
whether an infinity of possible states of affairs would accord with what she’d intended
(or desired or wished). The conclusion reached by Kripke’s skeptic amounts to the claim
that there are no content-facts at all, and so no facts about what someone intends or
wishes, any more than facts about what she means when she speaks.
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According to Kripke, Wittgenstein recommends a “skeptical solution” to the
problem that is posed by the skeptic, i.e., a response to skepticism which concedes
“that the skeptic’s negative assertions are unanswerable.”” Precisely which negative
assertions does Kripke take Wittgenstein to concede to the skeptic? Because Kripke’s
text invites more than one answer to this question, I find it difficult to get into clear
focus the skeptical solution that he means to attribute to Wittgenstein.® There is,
however, a prevailing interpretation of Kripke’s Wittgenstein, and, for present
purposes, it will suffice for me to summarize it. According to this interpretation,
Kripke’s Wittgenstein concedes to the skeptic that a sentence like “Jones means plus
by ‘plus’” (or “Jones intends to add”) cannot be used to state a fact because there is
nothing about Jones’s behavior or state of mind for such a fact to consist in. What
saves assertions about meaning from being pointless is that such talk may be used for
purposes other than that of stating facts.” While a sentence like “Jones means plus”
cannot be true, it may yet have a kind of correctness: its utterance may be justified
within a communal language-game. Such a sentence may be used to register our
acceptance of Jones into the linguistic community. We, as it were, pin a membership

999,

badge on him when we say, “He means plus by ‘plus’”; we accept him as one of us.

k ok ok

At least as he is widely understood, then, Kripke takes the central conclusion of
Wittgenstein’s Investigations to be that there can be no fact of the matter concerning
what it is that someone means, intends, or wishes. In a pair of papers by Crispin
Wright to which I’ll refer in what follows, Wright rejects this conclusion; moreover,
he rejects the reading of the Investigations according to which Wittgenstein endorses
it. Wright follows a number of other commentators'® in noting that Kripke’s skeptic
unjustifiably assumes that if there are facts about content, they must reduce to facts
that can be characterized in terms of contentless states and events:

[TThere is an explicit and unacceptable reductionism involved at the stage at
which the Sceptic challenges his interlocutor to recall some aspect of his
former mental life which might constitute his, for example, having meant
addition by ‘plus’. It is not acceptable, apparently, if the interlocutor claims
to recall precisely that."

Wright says that the correct answer to the challenge raised by Kripke’s skeptic is what
he calls a “flat-footed response”'? along the following lines: “The fact about my past
usage of ‘plus’ that fixes it that I am now acting in accord with what I then meant by
‘plus’ is just that I meant plus by ‘plus’.” Wright, moreover, thinks that Wittgenstein
would have endorsed such a response. But, he says, this leaves us with a real
problem—that “of seeing how and why the correct answer just given can be correct.”"?

Wright begins his explanation of how and why the flat-footed response to
Kripke’s skeptic can be correct by describing a temptation which, he points out,
Wittgenstein is concerned to undermine—the temptation to think that when I give
someone a rule to follow, e.g., a rule governing an arithmetical series, I must
somehow bring him to guess what [ have in mind. I might say, “Continue the series
that begins 2, 4, 6, 8, 10.” Or I might say, “Start with 2 and just keep adding 2.” But
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I can’t name all/ the numbers in the series, and whatever words I say to my
interlocutor, they will be amenable to various interpretations, e.g., interpretations
under which the series that I have in mind includes a segment that goes: 1000, 1004.
So we are tempted to think that my interlocutor’s coming to understand me aright
requires that he guess at the essential thing behind my words—my meaning or
intention—where this is understood to transcend any description or explanation that
I can give of it. We are tempted, Wright says, toward platonism.

What does Wright think we should say about rule-following if we are not satisfied
with platonism? He puts what he takes to be one of the central lessons of Wittgenstein’s
discussions of rule-following as follows: “It might be preferable, in describing our most
basic rule-governed responses, to think of them not as informed by an intuition (of the
requirements of the rule) but as a kind of decision.”" The platonist thinks that a rule (or
anyway, the meaning that lies behind the statement of a rule) autonomously calls for a
course of action, and that when we set out to follow a rule, we intuit or perceive what it
requires us to do. According to Wright’s Wittgenstein, this must be rejected: when we
follow rules, we don’t perceive their requirements; we decide them.

A problem with saying that we decide a rule’s requirements is that this suggests a
rule-follower is free to decide that anything she happens to do is what the rule calls
for. Wright is aware of this problem, describing it as follows:

The rule-following considerations attack the idea that judgments about the
requirements of a rule on a particular occasion have a ‘tracking’
epistemology, answer to states of affairs constituted altogether
independently of our inclination to make those judgments. How can
judgments lack a substantial epistemology in this way, and yet still be
objective—still have to answer to something distinct from our actual
dispositions of judgment?'s

Wright’s answer to the question raised in this passage is to say that it is only our
“best” judgments (i.e., our best decisions) about the statement of a rule that
determine what it means or requires—where a judgment is a best judgment if it is
arrived at under certain ideal conditions, which Wright calls “C-conditions.”
Judgments made about the requirements of rules have what Wright calls a
“substantial epistemology” by virtue of the fact that when the C-conditions are not
satisfied, such judgments are constrained by the characteristics of rules that are
determined by judgments made under the C-conditions.'®

On the view that Wright puts forward, when the C-conditions are satisfied, a
person’s judgments about a rule determine (rather than reflect) what it requires—
determine, in other words, what the words that make up the statement of the rule
mean. Now, what are these C-conditions? Although Wright is less forthcoming about
this than we might have hoped, he does say that under most ordinary circumstances,
if I form an opinion about what I myself mean or meant in saying something, such an
opinion determines rather than reflects its subject matter. Typically, in judging that I
meant X, [ make it the case—I determine—that X was what I meant. (Wright notes
that this determination is defeasible. What a subject says about his own meanings
and intentional states is generally allowed to stand, but subsequent events
occasionally overturn his judgment.) In other words, for judgments or opinions that
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may be expressed in the form of avowals of meaning, the C-conditions are usually
satisfied.!”

Recall that in Kripke’s discussion of Wittgenstein, a skeptic asks his interlocutor,
“What is 68 plus 57?” The interlocutor answers, “125,” whereupon the skeptic
suggests that—given what the interlocutor had always meant by “plus” in the past—
the correct answer is “5.” The skeptic challenges his interlocutor to cite a fact or
facts about his past in which his previously meaning plus by “plus” might have
consisted. When the interlocutor fails to meet this challenge satisfactorily, the
skeptic concludes that there is no fact of the matter concerning what his interlocutor
meant. We saw that Wright endorses a flat-footed response to Kripke’s skeptic—one
that goes: “The fact about my past usage of ‘plus’ that fixes it that I am now acting in
accord with what I then meant by the word is just that [ meant plus by ‘plus’.” We
also saw that Wright wants to provide an explanation of Zow such a response could
be the correct one. We’re now in a position to consider Wright’s explanation:

It will be...a perfect answer to Kripke’s Sceptic to explain how judgments
concerning one’s own meanings, both past and present, are... provisionally
extension-determining in the most ordinary circumstances. Challenged to justify
the claim that I formerly meant addition by ‘plus’, it will not be necessary to
locate some meaning-constitutive fact in my former behaviour or mental life. A
sufficient answer need only advert to my present opinion, that addition is what I
formerly meant, and still mean, and to the a priori reasonableness of the
supposition, failing evidence to the contrary, that this opinion is best.'®

Kripke’s skeptic challenges his interlocutor to cite some fact or facts about his
former life that his meaning plus by “plus” consisted in. The skeptic presupposes
that if his interlocutor meant anything determinate in the past by “plus,” there must
be such facts. Wright rejects this presupposition. On his view, what someone meant
in the past can be constituted by judgments he makes in the present.'” According to
Wright, when I answer the skeptic in the flat-footed fashion—when I issue the
avowal, “I meant plus by ‘plus’”—I express the sort of “best” opinion that
determines rather than reflects what is true; I make it the case that, in the past, I
meant plus by “plus.” We could say that I now make it the case that the rule I always
attached to the word “plus” calls for me to answer, “125” (rather than, say, “5”) in
response to the question, “What is 68 plus 57?7

What does it mean to say that I make it the case that a rule calls for a particular
activity? Ordinarily, when someone makes it the case that a stated rule calls for one
activity rather than another, we describe him as “stipulating” what the rule requires.
Imagine, for example, that a pamphlet entitled Rules for Students is issued to
seventh-graders on the first day of school. The pamphlet includes the following
sentence: “While in class, students shall conduct themselves in an orderly fashion.”
A teacher might stipulate that following this rule requires that students in his
classroom sit in alphabetical order. It seems a fair characterization of Wright’s
position to say that he thinks every rule gets its content by a kind of stipulation.

k ok ok
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Kripke’s skeptic demands a constitutive account of that by virtue of which his
interlocutor could have meant anything determinate in his past usage of “plus™: he
asks in what his interlocutor’s meaning p/us might have consisted. Wright offers
such an account, though not of a sort that Kripke’s skeptic envisages. Kripke’s
skeptic assumes that if his interlocutor meant anything determinate in the past by
“plus,” his meaning what he did must be constituted by facts about his life as it was
in the past. As we’ve seen, Wright claims that what a person meant in the past can be
stipulated here and now, and so be constituted by facts about his present life. In §3,
I’ll argue that this sort of “stipulativism” about rules is neither a viable position nor
one that Wittgenstein would have us accept, and I’ll present what I take to be a better
reading of Wittgenstein on rules. Before I come to that, I want to comment briefly on
another approach to dealing with Kripke’s skeptic—an approach that Wright calls
“official” Wittgensteinianism.?

According to “official” Wittgensteinianism, we should accept that there are facts
about what our words mean (what our rules call for, etc.), while rejecting the demand for
a constitutive account of that by virtue of which they mean what they do: “Asked what
constitutes the truth of rule-informed judgment of the kind we isolated, the official
Wittgensteinian will reply: ‘Bad question, leading to bad philosophy—platonism, for
instance, or Kripkean scepticism.”””?! The problem with taking up this stance, according
to Wright, is that it requires us to turn our faces away from a question that might, after
all, yield a philosophically illuminating answer. To Wright, “official” Wittgensteinianism
seems to amount to a kind of avoidance of philosophy. According to the “official”
readings of him, Wittgenstein refuses to answer constitutive questions about meaning. As
Wright sees things, the “official” Wittgenstein thereby fails to rise to “the challenge
posed by his own thought.”” Thus, when Wright is introducing his own non-“official,”
stipulativist reading of Wittgenstein, he writes:

I want to canvass a third possibility: an account of the central insight of
Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule-following which is neither Kripkean nor
‘official’. It may be that the ‘official’ view is exegetically correct, and that I
do here part company with the intentions of the actual, historical
Wittgenstein. But it seems to me that it is an important methodological
precept that we do not despair of giving answers to constitutive questions
too soon; if the accomplishments of analysis in philosophy often seem
meagre, that may be because it is difficult, not impossible.?

Soon, I shall claim that Wright does indeed “part company with the intentions of the
actual, historical Wittgenstein.” As the quoted passage makes clear, Wright
recognizes this as a real possibility. But although he sees that the actual Wittgenstein
might reject constitutive questions about meaning, Wright never gets in view the
kind of rejection that is actually at issue in Wittgenstein’s texts. To Wright, it appears
that when we become dissatisfied with platonism, we have just two options: we must
try to articulate that in which meaning one thing rather than another consists, or we
must (with the “official” Wittgenstein) opt for “quietism”* and refuse to engage with
what is, after all, a gripping question. By the end of this paper, I hope to have shown
that to understand Wittgenstein’s response to platonism is to see that we are not,
after all, faced with this dilemma.
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3 The gulf between an order and its execution

At Investigations, §431, Wittgenstein has an interlocutor say: “There is a gulf
between an order and its execution. It has to be filled by the act of understanding.”
In saying that there’s “a gulf between an order and its execution,” Wittgenstein’s
interlocutor means that a sequence of written or spoken words cannot be understood
without some “act” to serve as a bridge between the words themselves and what they
mean. What sort of act could perform this function? Imagine that an American who
speaks little Italian is traveling in Rome. A local police officer approaches her in the
street and shouts something at her. The policeman’s tone of voice and his facial
expression suggest that he is issuing an order—as indeed, he is—but our traveler
can’t make out what he wants her to do. Here, it would be natural to say that there
was a gulf between the policeman’s saying what he did and the traveler’s
understanding him. It would be equally natural to say that if the traveler managed to
interpret the policeman’s order into English (perhaps with the aid of a dictionary),
the gulf would be bridged. So it seems that an act of interpretation can bridge the
gulf between an order and its execution.

This conclusion, however, begins to wobble under the weight of the following
line of thought: “We need not imagine the meeting of different languages (e.g.,
English and Italian) if all that we want is an example of a case in which there’s a
gulf between an order and its execution. There’s a gulf between any order and its
execution. Any order could, conceivably, be misunderstood. Imagine that someone
approaches you and says, ‘Hands up!” He wants you to put your hands above your
head, but you might misunderstand him; you might think that he wants you to, e.g.,
turn your hands palms up directly in front of you. There’s a gulf between even this
simple an order and its execution: unless you interpret it properly, you won’t know
how to execute it as it was intended.” This line of thought may sound innocuous,
but it leads to a problem. Once we have come to think that there’s a gulf between
any order and its execution, interpretation no longer looks like a way to bridge
such a gulf. Any interpretation that I attach to “Hands up!” will, itself, be such that
it could be misunderstood. /¢ will seem to stand in as much need of interpretation
as “Hands up!” It will, as it were, come with its own gulf.?® Once we take there to
be a gulf between every order and its execution, we can’t seem to find anything to
bridge the gulfs.

The apparently innocuous thought—that there is a gulf between any order and its
execution—might be argued for in a slightly different way. Someone might say: “An
order, recipe, or instruction is, in itself, nothing but sounds or ink marks.
Interpretation, or something like interpretation—some ‘act of understanding’—is
needed if the sounds or ink-marks are to strike anyone as more than empty noises or
squiggles. This goes for any order, recipe, or rule; there is a gap between any such
item and what it requires.” A thought like this is expressed in the second paragraph
of Investigations, §431. (I began this section by quoting its first paragraph.)
Wittgenstein’s interlocutor says: “Only in the act of understanding is it meant that we
are to do THIS. The order—why, that is nothing but sounds, ink-marks.—” When we
consider an order as mere ink-marks, it seems dead, inert. It seems to us that a bridge
is needed to link it with any determinate set of requirements. Interpretation is an
obvious candidate to play the role of bridge, but—under the pressure of an insistence
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that there’s a gulf between any string of words and what it calls for—every
interpretation seems inert as well.

The paradox of Investigations, §201 has its roots in the thought that there is
always a gulf between the statement of a rule—a string of words—and the rule’s
execution or application. Let’s look again at the first paragraph of §201:

This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule,
because every course of action can be made out to accord with the rule. The
answer was: if everything can be made out to accord with the rule, then it
can also be made out to conflict with it. And so there would be neither
accord nor conflict here.

In what sense can every course of action be made out to accord with a rule? Imagine
that a line in a recipe book reads, “Beat six egg whites until stiff peaks form.” If, in
trying to follow this instruction, I were to beat six egg yolks, how could my action be
made out to accord with the recipe? The paradox comes into view only under the
illumination of a thought like this: “The words ‘Beat six egg whites’ are just ink-
marks in a book. They call for one activity rather than another only on a particular
interpretation, and ink-marks can be interpreted any which way.” Once we are in the
grip of such a thought, we cannot escape the conclusion that “any interpretation still
hangs in the air along with what it interprets, and cannot give it any support.”

Soon, I’m going to claim that Wittgenstein’s response to the paradox of §201 is to
question the thought that there is a gulf between every rule and what it requires. For
now, notice that this is not the course Wright recommends. Wright suggests, in
effect, that an appeal to stipulation can solve the problem that we had hoped to
address by appealing to interpretation; he argues that even though interpretation
cannot bridge the gulf between a rule and its application, stipulation can.

How might stipulation bridge the gulf between a rule and what it requires? Recall
the example in which a pamphlet of rules for students has a line reading, “While in
class, students shall conduct themselves in an orderly fashion.” A teacher stipulates
that this rule calls for his students to sit in alphabetical order. Here we could say that
by stipulating what the rule requires, the teacher bridges a gulf between the rule as it
appears in the pamphlet and its application in his classroom. As it appears in the
pamphlet, the rule is imprecise. With his stipulation, the teacher clarifies what sort
of behavior would accord with it—at least in his classroom. Now, does it make sense
to suggest—as Wright, in effect, does—that this is how rules (and intentional states)
quite generally acquire their content?

No. Once we are in the grip of the thought that there is a gulf between any rule
and its application, stipulation looks as powerless as interpretation to bridge
such a gulf. A stipulation, like an interpretation, is made up of words—sounds or
ink-marks—and being so constituted, it will seem to us to “hang in the air”
unless it is interpreted (or until a further stipulation is made). We’ve already
seen where this goes: we wind up with an infinite regress of inert signs standing
behind each other. Wright thinks that our best opinions about the requirements of
a rule (rather than our interpretations of it) determine what would accord with it.
The problem with this view is that any expression of such an opinion will seem
to stand in need of interpretation or stipulation, and any such interpretation or
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stipulation will seem to stand in need of a further interpretation or stipulation, ad
infinitum. Wright’s view is subject to the same objection as the view that
interpretations determine the requirements of rules: it leads to an infinite regress
of meaningless signs.

In order to accept a position like Wright’s, we’d have to think that stipulations are
regress-stoppers—that although rules and orders, in themselves, have no content,
stipulations do. We’d have to think that while an order stands in need of a stipulation
if it is to be contentful, a meaningful stipulation requires nothing outside itself. Such
a view amounts to a (non-standard) form of platonism. According to this sort of
platonism, content stipulations are able to do what mere words (that is, all words
other than those that make up content-stipulations) cannot; although recipes,
instructions, and orders are, in themselves, strings of empty noises, stipulations are
(somehow) intrinsically meaningful.

Wright thinks that we can steer clear of both the regress of interpretations and
platonism—and thus avoid the paradox of Investigations, §201—by recourse to the
idea that we decide the requirements of rules. I have argued that he is mistaken.
Someone might reply to my argument as follows: “Wright says that our best
judgments or opinions determine the requirements of rules. Now, if we think only of
judgments rendered in language, there is a problem with this position—a problem
about how the expression of such a judgment could be understood without
interpretation or further stipulation. But I might express my best judgment about
what, e.g., a particular soufflé recipe requires, by reading the recipe and—without
uttering a word—preparing a soufflé. In such a case, I would not generate any
sounds or ink-marks, so my decision about what the recipe requires would not stand
in need of interpretation or further stipulation. Why not say that what determines the
requirements of rules are such wordless expressions of opinion? This would allow us
to preserve Wright’s basic idea: that we don’t intuit the requirements of rules; rather,
we decide them.”

This attempt to save something like Wright’s position fails. The problem is that
once we are insisting that words are nothing more than sounds or ink-marks, we’ll
view my activities, e.g., my examining a page in a book and preparing a soufflé, as
meaningless movements. There will seem to be a gulf between these movements and
any determinate judgment or opinion that they might express (just as—once one has
reached this point in the dialectic—there seems to be a gulf between the movements
made by a speaker’s mouth and any determinate judgment). My movements around
the kitchen will seem open to a variety of interpretations—interpretations according
to which they express quite various opinions about what the recipe that I’'m
following requires (or about anything else). And any interpretation of them will
stand in need of another. Wright’s position cannot be saved. Stipulation—whether it
is understood as linguistic or not—provides no better way to avoid the paradox of
Investigations, §201 than interpretation.

k ok ok

What moral are we supposed to draw from the /nvestigations’ discussion of rule-
following? In response to Kripke’s commentary—which has often been read as
suggesting that the first paragraph of §201 summarizes the main conclusion of the
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book—a number of writers?” have pointed out that the second paragraph of §201
rejects the line of thought expressed in the first paragraph:

It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here from the mere fact that
in the course of our argument we give one interpretation after another; as if
each one contented us at least for a moment, until we thought of yet another
standing behind it. What this shews is that there is a way of grasping a rule
which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call
“obeying the rule” and “going against it” in actual cases.

The second paragraph of §201 indicates that, according to Wittgenstein, the paradox
mentioned in the first paragraph reflects a misunderstanding. The paradox depends
upon our thinking that the grasping of any rule requires that it first be interpreted.
On the reading of Wittgenstein that Wright recommends, one grasps a rule without
interpreting it by stipulating what it requires. I take it that Wittgenstein would have
us avoid the paradox of Investigations, §201—not by finding a non-interpretative
way to bridge a gulf between a rule and its meaning, but—by coming to question the
idea that every rule comes with such a gulf. We are led to this idea by a pair of
related arguments:

(1) Where it is possible to misapply a rule—and this is always possible—
understanding requires that the rule be supplemented. An “act of understanding” is
needed in order to insure that there will be no mistakes in the application of the rule.
We see, e.g., that the teacher’s order (in Investigations, §185) might be interpreted
to mean that one should write “1004” after “1000,” and we infer that the order can
be grasped only by someone who gives it an adequate interpretation, or something
like an interpretation—a stipulation, perhaps.

(2) In itself, any rule is just a sequence of meaningless noises or ink-marks (or
bodily movements). Something must be added to such items if they are to call for
one activity rather than another. So (once again), an act of understanding is needed
in order to bridge the gulf between a rule—viewed as noises or ink-marks—and any
determinate set of requirements.

As I read Wittgenstein, both of these arguments are under attack. Let’s begin with
(1). At Investigations, §85, Wittgenstein writes:

A rule stands there like a sign-post.—Does the sign post leave no doubt
open about the way I have to go?... But where is it said which way I am to
follow it; whether in the direction of its finger or (e.g.) in the opposite one?

It is possible that on seeing a sign-post in the road, someone with no experience of
sign-posts would take it to be pointing in the direction opposite to its finger. But this
doesn’t mean that for most of us, such a sign-post needs to be supplemented by an
interpretation or an explanation in order for it to be understood. For most of us, a
sign-post is clear enough:

Suppose I give this explanation: “I take ‘Moses’ to mean the man, if

there was such a man, who led the Israelites out of Egypt, whatever he
was called then and whatever he may or may not have done besides.”—
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But similar doubts to those about “Moses” are possible about the words
of this explanation (what are you calling “Egypt”, whom the “Israelites”
etc.?). Nor would these questions come to an end when we got down to
words like “red”, “dark”, “sweet”.—“But then how does an explanation
help me to understand, if after all it is not the final one? In that case the
explanation is never completed; so I still don’t understand what he
means, and never shall!”—As though an explanation as it were hung in
the air unless supported by another one. Whereas an explanation may
indeed rest on another one that has been given, but none stands in need
of another—unless we require it to prevent a misunderstanding. One
might say: an explanation serves to remove or to avert a
misunderstanding—one, that is, that would occur but for the explanation;
not every one that I can imagine.

It may easily look as if every doubt merely revealed an existing gap in
the foundations; so that secure understanding is only possible if we first
doubt everything that can be doubted, and then remove all these doubts.

The sign-post is in order—if, under normal circumstances, it fulfills its purpose.?® An
interpretation is a kind of explanation. It makes sense to provide an interpretation of
a sentence (or a sign-post) when someone has misunderstood it or when there’s a real
danger that someone will misunderstand it. This is where interpretation has, as it
were, its home. When doing philosophy, however, we find ourselves insisting that
interpretation is called for wherever we can imagine a misunderstanding. An
adequate interpretation, we think, is one that would eliminate all chance of anyone’s
misapplying a sentence or rule. This reflects a misunderstanding about the purpose
of interpretation. Once we have succumbed to this misunderstanding, interpretation
stops making sense to us. It looks pointless.

A child might misunderstand the instruction, “Beat six egg whites until stiff peaks
form.” (She might have no idea that eggs can be separated. She might think “stiff
means stiff as a board.) It doesn’t follow that I need an interpretation in order to
understand these words when I encounter them in a cookbook. For me, there is no
gulf between such an instruction and what it requires; I see what it calls for—without
the need for interpretation or explanation.

At this point, someone might introduce a version of argument (2) from above:
“But isn’t the instruction in your recipe book really just a series of dead ink-marks?
Don’t you need to interpret the marks in order to bring them to life? Or if it isn’t
interpretation that brings a sign to life, mustn’t it then be an assignment of
meaning—a stipulation?”

At Investigations, §432, Wittgenstein writes: “Every sign by itself seems dead.
What gives it life?—In use it is alive.” Wittgenstein does not agree that signs are
dead until we interpret them or stipulate what they mean. A sign only seems dead if
we consider it by itself—i.e., apart from the use that we make of it. In its use, a sign
is alive. The following passage (part of which we’ve already seen) has a similar
moral: “How does it come about this arrow »»)—)points?... The arrow points only
in the application that a living being makes of it.”? If we view the arrow as cut off
from the activities of human beings, it will seem that only an interpretation or a
stipulation could give it life—could make it point. (There’s nothing special about
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arrows; this is true of any sign.) As we’ve seen, we cannot provide a general account
of how signs get their meaning by appealing to interpretation or stipulation. The
conclusion that Wittgenstein draws from this is not that we must succumb to
skepticism about meaning—succumb, that is, to the view that signs are in fact dead.
Rather, Wittgenstein would have us realize that we need not view the arrow as cut off
from the activities of living beings. “In use it is alive.”

Are our signs—arrows, words, etc.—really just dead ink-marks, squiggles on the
page? I’ve noticed that if I stare at written English words for a long time, they begin
to seem like squiggles. (It helps to squint a little.) But it makes sense for me to say
this only thanks to the distinction between squiggles and English words. My copy of
The Joy of Cooking does contain ink-marks, but ink-marks of that sort figure in our
lives in all sorts of ways that meaningless squiggles don’t. If a book contained mere
ink-marks—empty squiggles—it would be very odd to suggest that someone should
try to follow some of them.

Wittgenstein is continually reminding us that the phenomena in which he is
interested—e.g., providing interpretations, ostensively defining, reading,
making a move in a game of chess, feeling pain—make sense only when
“surrounded by certain normal manifestations of life.”*® As long as we try to
mentally undress words—to strip away the context and understand them as
squiggles—we will be unable to make sense of the suggestion that “there is a
way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation” How could someone
understand a squiggle unless he first attached some interpretation to it? By
stipulation? If someone merely stipulates that a squiggle means, e.g., dice
three medium onions, he isn’t understanding a recipe; he’s making one up.
(And if these words are just noises, he’s not even managing that.) When I open
a cookbook and see “Beat six egg whites,” I don’t encounter a squiggle; in the
context of the way we live with words, recipes, food, kitchens and each other,
that sentence calls for a quite specific activity.’! Strip away the context,
however, and you won’t be able to make sense of the idea that the ink-marks
that remain call for me to do anything.

The thought that, in reality, words are no more than squiggles has come to seem
innocuous (and indeed goes unnoticed) by many contemporary philosophers.’> But
the thought is not innocuous; it causes us to lose our grip on important and obvious
distinctions—such as that between vague, imperspicuous rules, like the one calling
for “orderly” behavior from students, and clear, precise ones, such as are found in
good cookbooks. While the former stand in need of supplementation—interpretation
or stipulation—the latter generally do not. We might say that a cookbook’s
instructions autonomously call for quite specific activities in the kitchen.

4 Wittgenstein’s response to platonism
Wright’s Wittgenstein hears any talk of a rule autonomously calling for one activity

rather than another as an expression of platonism:

Platonism is, precisely, the view that the correctness of a rule-informed
judgment is a matter quite independent of any opinion of ours, whether the
states of affairs which confer correctness are thought of as man-made—
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constituted by over-and-done-with episodes of explanation and linguistic
behaviour—or truly platonic and constituted in heaven.*

[W]e have no model of what constitutes the direction taken by a rule... once
the direction is conceived, after the fashion of platonism, as determined
autonomously....*

These passages express a misunderstanding of the role that the platonist plays in
Wittgenstein’s dialectic. The ‘platonist’—in so far as this term is supposed to
name someone who figures as a target in the dialectic—is not merely someone
who allows himself to say that a rule autonomously calls for this or that.
Wittgenstein’s platonist is someone who, first, unthinkingly agrees that there is a
gulf between any rule and its application, and then imagines items that have a
mysterious power to bridge the gulf. (Moreover the platonist imagines that he
explains something by saying that certain items have this power. He claims to
explain the connection between a rule and its application by saying, in effect:
“Certain items have the power to reach out to all of their applications.” The
problem with saying this is not that there are no items which reach out to their
applications (rules are such items!), but that the platonist has done nothing more
than describe what he promised to explain—adding, misleadingly, that what’s
going on is mysterious.)

Let us consider again Investigations, §454—the section about the arrow’s
pointing—this time looking at a bit more of it:

How does it come about that this arrow »»—)points? Doesn’t it seem to
carry in it something besides itself>—“No, not the dead line on paper; only
the psychical thing, the meaning, can do that.”—That is both true and false.
The arrow points only in the application that a living being makes of it.

This pointing is not a hocus-pocus which can be performed only by the
soul.

As we saw above, the question about how the arrow manages to point arises only
because we are inclined to view it as a dead mark on paper; we forget that such
marks have a life in the activities of human beings. The platonist is someone who—
seeing the arrow as dead—supposes that it manages to point thanks to some
“psychical thing” associated with it. This account of how the arrow points looks
spooky even to the platonist himself. In viewing our words as dead noises and marks,
the platonist imagines them divorced from the practices in which they participate and
the states of mind that they express. This leaves both words and states of mind
seeming unconnected to anything. What Wittgenstein calls “the weave of our life”*
comes to seem unraveled, and its strands—whether they be items encountered on the
page or in the mind—seem incapable of meaning anything. The platonist maintains
that even so, words and thoughts somehow manage to have content, but it seems
mind-boggling to him that they should.

According to Wittgenstein, the platonist isn’t wrong in thinking that our words
and thoughts have content; he’s wrong to find it mind-boggling that they should.
Consider the following passage from Investigations, §195:
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“But I don’t mean that what I do now (in grasping a sense) determines the
future use causally and as a matter of experience, but that in a queer way,
the use itself is in some sense present.”—But of course it is, ‘in some
sense’! Really the only thing wrong with what you say is the expression “in
a queer way’.

Typically, Wittgenstein’s response to platonism is not, “What you’re saying is false”
but rather, “What you say is all right; only there’s nothing queer or magical about it.”
Wittgenstein doesn’t deny that when I grasp the sense of a rule, the steps that I'm
supposed to take are, in some sense, already present to my mind. (He doesn’t think—
as Wright thinks—that the question of which steps I’m supposed to take awaits
determination by decision.) The platonist’s problem is not that he wants to say that
the steps are present, but that he imagines that in saying this, he’s remarking on a
mind-boggling fact.

Most of the platonist’s words can be uttered innocently by someone who doesn’t
try to view signs apart from the applications that living beings make of them—apart,
that is, from “the weave of our life.” At Investigations, §218, an interlocutor says,
“The rule, once stamped with a particular meaning, traces the lines along which it is
to be followed through the whole of space.” An utterance of these words might be an
expression of platonism, but it might be an innocent example of what Wittgenstein
calls a “grammatical remark” about rules. Wittgenstein is not denying that rules
reach out to their infinity of applications; he’s urging us to free ourselves from a
conception of what rules are in themselves according to which a rule’s “reaching out
to its applications” can be understood only as a sort of magical gulf-bridging.*

Wright’s response to platonism fails to address it at the right depth. The
platonist’s crucial mistake is one that he shares with both Kripke’s skeptic and with
Wright, namely, imagining that there’s a gulf between every rule and its application.
We overcome the impulse toward platonism only by coming to recognize this
mistake as a mistake.

According to Wright and Wright’s Wittgenstein, to say that a rule autonomously
calls for this or that activity is to commit oneself to platonism. I’ve been arguing that
this is not Wittgenstein’s view. The platonist who figures in Wittgenstein’s texts is
someone who first imagines that there’s a gulf between every rule and its
application, and only then thinks that somehow, mysteriously, the rule (or its
meaning, or something) autonomously manages to call for one activity rather than
another. Once we stop thinking of words in isolation from the human lives in which
they are embedded—once we give up imagining that there’s a gulf between every
rule and its application—we can say, innocently, that a particular rule autonomously
called for this or that.*”

k ok ok

“So what you’re saying is that, while Wright’s Wittgenstein thinks stipulation is what
connects a rule with its correct applications, your Wittgenstein thinks it’s ‘the weave
of our life’?”

The point is not that “the weave of our life” (or customs or institutions®*)—
rather than stipulation or interpretation—is what bridges the gulf between the
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statement of a rule and what would satisfy it. It would be better to say that when
rules are seen as situated within our lives, such gulfs are exceptional. In general,
nothing bridges a gulf between a rule and its application because no gulf opens up.
It makes sense to speak of such a gulf only against a backdrop of cases in which
there is no difficulty about what the statement of a rule means. Sometimes, I come
upon an instruction that I don’t understand. In such a situation, an interpretation
might be what I need, but in general, I need nothing of the sort. A philosopher who
asks, “How is it that the statement of a rule is connected to its meaning?” has—
even before she’s offered any answer to the question—already succumbed to the
idea that some link is needed if our words are to have significance; she
presupposes that there is always a gulf between words and their meanings.
Wittgenstein is not offering another account of the connection between words and
their meanings. He is urging us to question our inclination to search for any such
account: “If it is asked: ‘How do sentences manage to represent?’,—the answer
might be: ‘Don’t you know? You certainly see it, when you use them.” For nothing
is concealed.”’

Wright claims that the best answer to Kripke’s skeptic is flat-footed (i.e., one that
goes, “The fact about my past usage of ‘plus’ that fixes it that I am now acting in
accord with what I then meant by ‘plus’ is just that I meant p/us by ‘plus’”). This is
exactly right; the flat-footed response to Kripke’s skeptic embodies a refusal to
accept the skeptic’s implicit insistence that something must link a person’s words
with what he means by them. Wright fails, however, to understand the significance of
the flat-footed response. He says that it’s the correct response, but in his attempt to
justify it, he recommends a response that is anything but flat-footed—one that says,
in effect: “What fixes it that in the past I meant p/us by ‘plus’ is that [ now judge that
I meant plus by ‘plus’.” To Wright, the flat-footed response by itself appears to avoid
a genuine question—a question that he formulates as follows: “[W]hat constitutes
the truth of rule-informed judgment”?*’ But to understand Wittgenstein is to see that
he thinks there is no real question here. The point is not that Wright’s words express
a question which Wittgenstein thinks we must “quietistically” avoid. According to
Wittgenstein, it is only when we conceive of words as cut off from the applications
that living beings make of them that there even appears to be a question concerning
how, in general, rule-informed judgments—e.g., the judgment that a particular recipe
calls for the beating of egg whites—can be true. Freed from such a picture of words,
we can meet a query like: “What constitutes the truth of your judgment that the
recipe calls for the beating of egg whites (rather than yolks or heavy cream)?” with a
genuinely flat-footed response: “It says to beat egg whites. You can look for
yourself.”*!

Notes

1 Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Cambridge, MA, Harvard University
Press, 1982.

2 Philosophical Investigations, §454.

3 This characterization should be understood as provisional in that how it is to be
understood—how, e.g., we should hear the term “self-standing” in this context—will be
part of what’s at issue in what follows.

4 The Blue and Brown Books, p. 34.
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5 Wittgenstein depicts the platonist’s sense that communication requires guessing in
passages such as the following:

“But do you really explain to the other person what you yourself understand? Don’t
you get him to guess the essential thing? You give examples,—but he has to guess
their drift....”

(Investigations, §210)

“Once he has seen the right thing, seen the one of infinitely many references which I
am trying to push him towards—once he has got hold of it, he will continue the series
right without further ado. I grant that he can only guess (intuitively guess) the
reference that I mean—but once he has managed that the game is won.”

(Zettel, §304)

6 Compare the game just described with a well-known example that Wittgenstein presents
in the context of a discussion of pain: “Suppose everyone had a box with something in
it: we call it a ‘beetle’. No one can look into anyone else’s box, and everyone says he
knows what a beetle is only by looking at Ais beetle” (Investigations, §293). Although I
can’t take up the issue in this paper, I’d argue that according to Wittgenstein, the same
philosophical pressures that underlie platonism about meaning also underlie a picture of
sensations as mind-bogglingly private.

7 Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, op. cit, p. 66.

8 On the one hand, Kripke says that although Wittgenstein might resist admitting it in so
many words, he concedes to the skeptic that there are no facts of the matter concerning
what we mean:

Wittgenstein, perhaps cagily, might well disapprove of the straightforward
formulation [of his response to skepticism] given here. Nevertheless I choose to be so
bold as to say: Wittgenstein holds, with the sceptic, that there is no fact as to whether
I mean plus or quus.

(ibid., pp. 70-71)

On the other hand, Kripke ascribes a deflationist view of facts to Wittgenstein:

Like many others, Wittgenstein accepts the ‘redundancy’ theory of truth: to affirm that a
statement is true (or presumably, to precede it with ‘It is a fact that...”) is simply to
affirm the statement itself, and to say it is not true is to deny it: (‘p’ is true=p).

(ibid., p. 86)

Moreover, he suggests that Wittgenstein would not “wish to deny the propriety of an
ordinary use of the phrase ‘the fact that Jones meant addition by such-and-such symbol””
(ibid., p. 69). There is a tension between these two strands in Kripke’s reading of
Wittgenstein—a tension that makes it hard to see just what the “skeptical solution” is
supposed to come to.

9 See, e.g., C.Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations and the central project
of theoretical linguistics,” in Reflections on Chomsky, A.George (ed.), Oxford, Basil
Blackwell, 1989, pp. 233-264:

According to Kripke’s Wittgenstein, all our discourse concerning meaning,
understanding, content, and cognate notions, fails of strict factuality—says nothing
literally true or false—and is saved from vacuity only by a ‘Sceptical Solution’, a set
of proposals for rehabilitating meaning-talk in ways that prescind from the
assignment to it of any fact-stating role.

(p- 234)

70



18
19

20

WITTGENSTEIN ON RULES AND PLATONISM

For other readings of Kripke that more or less agree with this characterization of the
skeptical solution, see, e.g., G.Baker and P.Hacker, Scepticism, Rules and Language,
Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1984, p. 4; P.A.Boghossian, “The rule-following
considerations,” Mind, vol. 98, 1989, pp. 508-549 (see p. 518); and J. McDowell,
“Meaning and intentionality in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy,” Midwest Studies in
Philosophy, vol. 17, 1992, pp. 40-52 (see p. 43). I'm familiar with two commentators
who argue that, contrary to the received reading of Kripke, Kripke’s Wittgenstein does
not concede that attributions of meaning must be non-factual. See A. Byrne, “On
misinterpreting Kripke’s Wittgenstein,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research,
vol. 56 (2), June 1996, and G.M. Wilson, “Semantic realism and Kripke’s Wittgenstein,”
Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, vol. 58 (1), March 1998, pp. 99-122.
E.g., .McDowell, “Wittgenstein on following a rule,” Synthese, vol. 58 (3), 1984, pp. 325-
363; C.McGinn, Wittgenstein on Meaning, Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1984; and W. Goldfarb,
“Kripke on Wittgenstein and rules,” Journal of Philosophy, vol. 82, 1985, pp. 471-88.
Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 236; cf. C.Wright,
“Critical notice,” Mind, vol. 98, 1989, pp. 289-305, especially p. 292.

Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 236.

Ibid., p. 237.

Ibid., p. 240; Wright, “Critical notice,” op. cit., p. 300.

Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 246.

See ibid., p. 262, fn. 28.

Wright recommends the same sort of story in connection with intentional states. He
suggests that “subjects’ best opinions determine, rather than reflect what it is true to say
about their intentional states” (ibid., p. 250); moreover, he takes it that intentional state
avowals are, generally, expressions of a subject’s best opinions. Typically, according to
this view, when I say that I, e.g., intend to bake a cake, I make it the case that baking a
cake is what I intend to do:

[Wlhy is it a priori reasonable to believe that, provided Jones has the relevant
concepts and is attentive to the matter, he will believe that he intends to phi if and
only if he does?... [T]he matter will be nicely explained if the concept of intention
works in such a way that Jones’s opinions, formed under the restricted set of C-
conditions, play [an] extension-determining role...

(ibid., p. 252)

Ibid., p. 254.

He suggests that “subjects’ best opinions about their intentions, both past and present, are
properly conceived as provisionally extension-determining” (ibid., p. 254, Wright’s emphasis).
In a footnote to his “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., Wright
identifies G.Baker and P.Hacker, Wittgenstein: Understanding and Meaning, Oxford, Basil
Blackwell, 1980 as a paradigmatic expression of “official” Wittgensteinianism, noting that
McDowell’s “Wittgenstein on following a rule,” op. cit., might be one as well.

Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 257.

Wright, “Critical notice,” op. cit., p. 305.

Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 246.

See Wright, “Critical notice,” op. cit., p. 305.

Compare [nvestigations, §433:

When we give an order, it can look as if the ultimate thing sought by the order had to
remain unexpressed, as there is always a gulf between an order and its execution. Say
I want someone to make a particular movement, say to raise his arm. To make it quite
clear, I do the movement. This picture seems unambiguous till we ask: how does he
know that he is to make that movement?—How does he know at all what use he is to
make of the signs I give him, whatever they are?—Perhaps I shall
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now try to supplement the order by means of further signs, by pointing from myself to
him, making encouraging gestures, etc. Here it looks as if the order were beginning to
stammer.

Investigations, §198.

E.g., McDowell, “Wittgenstein on following a rule,” op. cit, and McGinn, Wittgenstein
on Meaning, op. cit.

Investigations, §87.

Investigations, §454.

Zettel, §534.

This is not to deny that there is a subpersonal story to be told by cognitive psychology
about how my visual system processes patterns of light and dark when I read a book. But
when I peruse The Joy of Cooking, I don’t interpret patterns of light and dark. / see
instructions. (My seeing instructions is made possible by—among other things—my
visual system’s processing patterns of light and dark.)

Why such a thought has come to seem innocuous—what additional assumptions
contribute to making it seem irresistible—is a topic that would take us beyond the scope
of this paper. In order to address it, we would have to explore the way in which modern
science has left us with what John McDowell calls a “disenchanted” conception of
nature (in his Mind and World, Cambridge, MA., Harvard University Press, 1994).
Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 257.

Wright, “Critical notice,” op. cit., p. 301.

The phrase is from Investigations, p. 174:

“Grief describes a pattern which recurs, with different variations, in the weave of our
life. If a man’s bodily expression of sorrow and of joy alternated, say with the ticking
of a clock, here we should not have the characteristic formation of the pattern of
sorrow or of the pattern of joy.

John McDowell suggests that “we can a/ways frame threats of platonistic mythology, as
they figure in Wittgenstein’s landscape, on the pattern of Investigations §195.” He
continues:

The following is not a Wittgensteinian exchange, though on Wright’s reading it ought

to be: ‘An intention determines what counts as conformity to it autonomously and

independently of any subsequent judgements of its author’—‘Platonism! Anathema!’

The following is: ‘An intention in some sense determines, in a queer way, what

counts as conformity to it autonomously and independently of any subsequent

judgements of its author.”—‘But of course it does, “in some sense”! Really the only
thing wrong with what you say is the expression “in a queer way”.’

(p- 54 of “Response to Wright,” in Knowing Our Own Minds,

C.Wright, B.C.Smith, and C.Macdonald (eds.),

Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998, pp. 47-62)

We should not let the various ways in which the term “platonism” may be deployed
obscure the crucial point here—that, according to Wittgenstein, someone might utter
most of the platonist’s words without falling into a conception of rules as mind-
boggling. Indeed, although I won’t speak this way, I would not object much to saying
that what Wittgenstein is recommending is an innocent kind of platonism. In other
words, we might grant Wright that anyone who affirms that a rule can autonomously call
for one thing rather than another is to be called a “platonist,” and then say that according
to Wittgenstein there is a truistic, unmetaphysical kind of platonism which does not
commit one to seeing rules (or their meanings) as mind-boggling. McDowell speaks this
way about Wittgenstein and platonism in his Mind and World, op. cit. McDowell
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distinguishes what he calls “naturalized platonism”—a position he endorses and that he
reads Wittgenstein as recommending—from a problematic kind of platonism that he calls
“rampant platonism”:

[N]aturalized platonism is quite distinct from rampant platonism. In rampant
platonism, the rational structure within which meaning comes into view is
independent of anything merely human, so that the capacity of our minds to resonate
to it looks occult or magical. Naturalized platonism is platonistic in that the structure
of the space of reasons has a sort of autonomys; it is not derivative from, or reflective
of, truths about human beings that are capturable independently of having that
structure in view. But this platonism is not rampant: the structure of the space of
reasons is not constituted in splendid isolation from anything merely human.

(p- 92)

If I understand McDowell, his “rampant platonism” is what I have been referring to as
“platonism,” and what he calls “naturalized platonism” is close to the approach to these
issues that I’ve been attributing to Wittgenstein.

McDowell is not the only commentator who characterizes Wittgenstein as an innocent
sort of platonist. Writing about platonism in the philosophy of mathematics, W.W. Tait
distinguishes between an “unintelligible” kind of platonism according to which there is a
mathematical reality that is wholly “independent of our practice and which adjudicates
its correctness” (p. 361 of “Truth and proof: the Platonism of mathematics,” Synthese,
vol. 69, 1986, pp. 341-370), and an innocent sort of platonism which appears “not as a
substantive philosophy or foundation of mathematics, but as a truism” (p. 342).
According to Tait, what Wittgenstein attacks is “a particular picture of Platonism” (p.
348) and what he defends is a “version of Platonism” (p. 348)—where this latter version
of platonism is to be equated with “our ordinary conception of mathematics” (p. 353).

My reason for not wanting to say that Wittgenstein endorses an innocent kind of
platonism is that this way of describing what he’s up to is liable to give the impression
that he is playing the same game as his interlocutors—that he is trying to explain what it
is that links a rule with its applications. As will become clear in the remainder of this
paper, I take this to be a serious misreading of Wittgenstein’s intentions.

At Investigations, §198, Wittgenstein writes, “To obey a rule, to make a report, to give
an order, to play a game of chess, are customs (uses, institutions).” One will
misunderstand Wittgenstein if one takes passages such as this one to be offering an
answer to a question like, “What bridges the gulf between a rule and what it requires?”
(For a reading along these lines, see D.Bloor, Wittgenstein: A Social Theory of
Knowledge, New York, Columbia University Press, 1983.) Wittgenstein speaks of the
customs and institutions in which our words have a life for the same reason that he
speaks of the weave of our life—not to answer such questions, but to bring out what is
wrong with them.

Investigations, §435.

Wright, “Wittgenstein’s rule-following considerations,” op. cit., p. 257.

This paper owes obvious debts to writings on Wittgenstein by Cora Diamond and John
McDowell. In addition, I’'m grateful to Annette Baier, Alice Crary, Cora Diamond,
Samantha Fenno, Kimberly Keller, Michael Morgan, and Rupert Read for helpful
comments on earlier drafts. Finally, I am especially indebted to James Conant and John
McDowell for many illuminating conversations about this material.
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WHAT ‘THERE CAN BE NO SUCH
THING AS MEANING ANYTHING
BY ANY WORD’ COULD
POSSIBLY MEAN

Rupert Read

‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word.”!

This sentence, if such it is, has rightly been taken to be the conclusion of Saul
Kripke’s famous line of argument beginning with his ‘quus’ thought-experiment.
That is, the thought-experiment which has us doubt whether we have any grounds
for denying that by the word ‘plus’ we might in fact mean ‘quus’, where ‘quus’
yields the same as ‘plus’ for sums with answers up to 125, but for sums with
notionally higher answers it simply and always yields 5.2 As W.W.Tait and many
others have made clear, after Kripke, the meaning-nihilism induced by this
‘sceptical paradox’ ‘would apply equally well to all meaningful uses of language’,’
not just to contexts such as arithmetic where the rules concerned are typically
made explicit.

And Kripke’s conclusion has rightly been taken also to be completely
unacceptable; for one thing, because it is self-refuting—as Kripke himself observes.*

What do I mean here by ‘rightly been taken’? I mean that, if we allow that
Kripke’s thought-experiment can so much as be coherently stated,’ we are bound to
take the argument’s conclusion as not being merely about ‘facts about individuals’.
That is, the conclusion is not merely that individuals alone cannot succeed in
meaning things but require the presence of a community to do so.® No. As Kripke
makes clear at a couple of points,’ the correct conclusion to draw from his argument,
if it could be coherently stated, would be simply and drastically that the idea of
words having meaning at all entirely evaporates.

Whatever that could possibly mean.... For let us be absolutely clear: according to
Kripke’s argument, it’s not just that there are no facts about (say) me to ground
meaning, it’s supposedly that there are no meaning-facts, no facts about meaning, at
all.® Thus the term ‘meaning’ in the context of Kripke’s argument need not be
thought of as a full-blown theoretical notion but only in a fairly ‘minimal’ sense.
That is, simply as what is meant and understood in instances of language use.
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Meaning as use, meaning-in-use, or meaning as immanent in use (not meaning
merely as mention, nor meaning as static, nor as the subject of some museummyth)—
that is the inevitable target of Kripke’s argument, as he intended it.

Am 1 equivocating between public meaning and so-called ‘speaker meaning’,
between the meaning of a word and what a speaker means by a word at a given time?
I think not—for the latter is conceptually dependent upon the former. I follow
Wittgenstein in taking use to be paramount, such that ‘speaker meaning’ (and also
‘conversational implicature’, etc. efc.) is only a special case of (public) meaning, of
meaning in use. Kripke’s subject-matter—intention, ‘speaker’ meaning, and so on—
is only a special (or even parasitic) case of ordinary common-or-garden linguistic
meaning.

Or am [ omitting an interpretive possibility, the option that Kripke may indeed be
arguing for a ‘non-factualist’ thesis about meaning (or ‘content’), but that this is
something short of a complete meaning-nihilism? ° That, rather, ‘non-factualism’
may be a way of preserving meaning-talk, albeit at the cost of its having an inferior
status to what we might have wished? Again I think not, for the following reasons.

Either non-factualism is the same as meaning-nihilism, or it is less severe than it.
If the two are the same, then clearly the pro-‘non-factualism’ objection to my
argument thus far is nullified. If it is less severe, then what is it? One supposes that it
is the view that we can without impropriety carry on talking about meanings even
though there are no facts about meanings. But here two difficulties are encountered.

Firstly, if one is a deflationist about truth, as Kripke’s Wittgenstein, drawing on
Wittgenstein’s approval of a ‘redundancy’ view of truth, is,'° then one cannot have
non-factualism as opposed to something else. But non-factualism only works for one
domain if it does not work for some other domain which can function as a contrast-
class, if one requires there a factualist picture of discourse. Deflationism about truth
undercuts this contrast. Deflationism leaves no role for the purported possibility of
talk about meanings without facts about meanings, because it is deflationist about
fact-talk, about truth-talk. If, like Kripke’s Wittgenstein, one endorses deflationism
about truth, then one cannot be accurately described as a non-factualist about
meaning!

Secondly, even if there were some way to have Kripke’s Wittgenstein emerge
coherently from that desperate quandary, and we then had in our possession some
account of how it is that non-factualism can be a coherent possibility for how to
read Kripke, we would be faced with the following awkward fact: that such a
putative ‘moderate’ non-factualism, less severe than meaning-nihilism, fails to
capture the letter of Kripke’s text. For Kripke does not write, when telling us what
his arguments have shown, that ‘There is no fact about me, or about you, for
meaning ascriptions to correspond to’. Nor does he even write, ‘There is no fact
for meaning ascriptions to correspond to’, though that would be drastic enough. He
writes, simply and plainly, ‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any
word’! That he sometimes gives the weaker formulations elsewhere in his text
should not distract us from that fact that at the most crucial moments it is meaning-
nihilism which is claimed to have been proven by ‘Kripke’s Wittgenstein’. A
putative moderate non-factualist thesis could be discussed philosophically—but it
would not accurately capture the extremity of the would-be position apparently
enunciated in Kripke’s text.

75



RUPERT READ

Finally, I take Paul Boghossian to have proven in ‘The status of content’ that in
any case non-factualism, considered as a thesis, is incoherent, self-refuting in much
the same manner that ‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word’
is."" In which case, the resort to a non-factualist reading of Kripke does not help to
moderate Kripke’s claims at all!

So then, what I mean to say is this: that the would-be Kripkean evaporation of
meaning, this meaning-nihilism, is not to be restricted to one area of language (e.g.
maths), but is putatively fully general, and would undermine the truism that there is
something more than a merely psychological difference between apparently
meaningful linguistic strings, on the one hand, and plain nonsense, mere noise, on
the other. And I mean that this clearly is an intolerable would-be conclusion, that a
modus tollens is in order, and that the evisceration of meaning of even ‘There can be
no such thing as meaning anything by any word’ by itself might be the clearest of all
indications of this.'?

But wait. Can it really be right to take a major philosopher of logic to have
entertained such a peculiar, such a fantastically extreme ‘scepticism’, let alone to
have attributed it to Wittgenstein? For Wittgenstein would surely have undercut its
very imagining, as several commentators interested in the accuracy of Kripke’s
interpretation have since made plain. Here is Tait, for instance: ‘Wittgenstein
intended no sceptical paradox or sceptical solution: rather, he was attempting,
successfully in my opinion, to clarify confusions which underlie the appearance of
paradox.’"?

So could mine possibly be the right way to take ‘Wittgenstein’s argument as it
struck Kripke’? Especially, furthermore, when a number of commentators on Kripke
have apparently not found such extreme (self-defeating) consequences to follow
inevitably from the sceptical argument?'* Well, of course, these cautionary
considerations are hardly decisive; these folks, and Kripke in particular, might all be
somewhat confused. But at the very least—even were one to hold that this were so—
one ought to try to explain a little bit why. I want to essay an account of why it is
philosophically attractive—and dangerous—to equivocate on what the conclusion of
Kripke’s argument is. And to suggest how such equivocation can appear for example
to avert the necessity of choosing, as I shall endeavour to force one to choose,
between a true (but unoriginal) conclusion, on the one hand, and something deeply
confused, incoherent, on the other.

Here is a possible partial explanation of where the confusion comes from here:
Kripke’s ‘quus’ idea, focused as it is on bizarre renditions or interpretations of
individual words (viz. ‘plus’, ‘green’), discourages one from bearing in mind what
the units of linguistic meaning normally are. That is, one focuses on individual
words, forgetting Frege’s dictum that, as we might put it, the minimum unit of
linguistic significance is properly the sentence. Let alone Wittgenstein’s ‘dictum’
that in a certain sense the minimum unit of linguistic significance is properly the
whole language-game—that, just as words normally mean only in the context of
sentences, so sentences normally mean only in the context of languages.' (I should
perhaps add that, following Cora Diamond,'® I would actually read Frege’s dictum as
being much more strongly anticipative of Wittgenstein’s than the conventional
wisdom teaches. Because, for example, if one wants to distinguish between whether
a word in a given sentence means a concept or an object, as Frege does, one will
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need from the very start to consider inferential relations between the judgements
expressed by that sentence and by other sentences. But I cannot go into this
interpretive question further here.)

Frege’s dictum, his injunction ‘never to ask for the meaning of a word in
isolation, but only in the context of a proposition’,'” is, I take it, a basic tool for
understanding what it makes sense to say about language and thought, and more-over
is putatively widely accepted. It might even be argued to be a philosophical
principle, if there are any, of the ‘Analytic’ tradition—unlike Wittgenstein’s more
controversial Holistic ‘extension’ of it (even if all Wittgenstein was actually doing
was spelling out what Frege’s dictum implies). One has to take a strongly
psychologistic stance or uphold some other version of a ‘museum-myth’ of meaning
in order to object to it as a methodological principle. (At any rate, I shall assume its
basic viability henceforth—while recognizing that I have not offered a defence of it,
and that, as with anything in philosophy, some people would object to it. The most
common cry the objectors make is that Frege’s context principle is irreconcilable
with compositionality, that it makes our understanding of new sentences completely
mysterious. Diamond, Palmer and other philosophers have I think offered an
effective defence of Frege against this objection and others.'®)

Of course, there are apparent exceptions to Frege’s dictum. As Wittgenstein wrote,

For a large class of cases—though not for all—in which we employ the
word ‘meaning’ it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in
the language.

And the meaning of a name is sometimes explained by pointing to its
bearer."

Thus the name ‘Saul Kripke’ on a door in a Philosophy Department, or on a name tag
at a conference, can be quite reasonably said to have a meaning, even though there is
no sentence involved. Similarly with cases like the appearance of words on a
shopping-list, labels on bottles; even the shout, ‘Saul!” when one espies a certain
figure in the distance. And dictionaries do tell one what single words mean.

It would be quite unnecessarily forced to treat all these cases as involving condensed
‘sentences’, but not unreasonable to treat them all as involving linguistic meaning—so
long as one is not then fooled into thinking that the meanings of sentences are simply
compounds of such meanings, or that all words are ‘really’ names.*

So, Frege’s dictum is not to be treated as a thesis, a philosophical straitjacket, into
which every case must be fitted. To give a close analogy: Wittgenstein’s deflationary
discussion of the claim that we must say that ‘Slab!’ in the Builders’ language-game
is elliptical for our sentence ‘Bring me a slab!’ strongly resists the urge to theorize
here, the urge to give an all-purpose account of when we must say something is a
sentence, or is elliptical, efc.?' The point of my discussion is in a way simply the
trivial grammatical point, the reminder, that words have meaning in use. And by far
the most contexts of use are contexts essentially involving sentences.

Having refreshed our memories as to the importance for Frege and Wittgenstein
of resisting an ‘additive’ conception of linguistic meaning, let us look again at that
memorable, hyperbolic string of Kripke’s: ‘There can be no such thing as meaning
anything by any word.” Perhaps we can now start to see how there may in fact be an
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interpretation of this set of words available such that it need not be the apex of an
extreme, self-refuting, incoherent ‘scepticism’. Let us, that is, be as charitable as we
can be in reading Kripke. Let us try to find something that this linguistic string could
mean, some sentence that it could actually be.

THERE CAN BE NO SUCH THING AS MEANING ANYTHING BY ANY
PARTICULAR WORD, CONSIDERED INDIVIDUALLY.** If Frege is right, then this is
right; Kripke’s conclusion even comes out as frue, when read as being strictly about
isolated words! Certain special exceptions such as those discussed above aside, it is only
in the context of a sentence—that is, a linguistic string having meaning in a language,
and being used to do something—that one can truly speak of something being meant by a
word. For example, one means addition by ‘plus’ only in the context of a sentence. Not if
one is just staring at a ‘+’ symbol, or lumping it together with some other symbols.

We might venture the following: that Kripke is still too much in the same boat as
those who in general one might dub ‘semantic theorists’, for he covertly holds
something in common with them, something I’ll come to in a moment. Granted, he
sees (albeit darkly) that they’re wrong-headed in, for example, holding out hope for
a combinatorial semantics to ground meaning, to vouchsafe facts of the matter on
which to found assertions etc., and thus his arguments in Section 2 of his book, when
read purely negatively, have rightly been widely understood to present a powerful
challenge to certain philosophical theories (of meaning, reference, efc.); i.e., if the
question is not ‘Do our words mean anything?’ but rather, ‘Are there metaphysical
arguments available to provide philosophical foundations for meaning?’ then
Kripke’s Wittgenstein indeed poses a challenge. Semantic theorists and philosophers
of language are anxious to respond to this substantial challenge—so they tend to
pass over the self-refuting nature (let alone the unstatability) of the form of the
challenge which we actually find in Kripke’s text, and instead they engage their own
substantive theses directly with ‘Kripkenstein’s’ supposed ‘thesis’ of non-factualism
about meaning. Meanwhile, Kripke himself wrongly draws a ‘sceptical’ moral from
his powerful negative challenge, a moral along the following lines: if a word means
nothing individually, how can it possibly do so compositionally either? ‘[T]he entire
idea of meaning vanishes into thin air.’*

No. All that vanishes is a tempting but ultimately wholly worthless picture of
sentence-meanings being the result of ‘adding together’ the meanings of individual
words.? But that picture has not been thoroughly extirpated from semantics, from
the philosophy of language. Regrettably, it retains some attraction to both Kripke (as
evidenced by his being tempted by the ‘sceptical’ moral) and his ‘Meaning-Realist’
opponents. We need to truly realize the primacy of sentential meaning, if we are not
to oscillate endlessly between meaning-nihilism on the one hand and an (endless)
‘research programme’ of constructive/systematic efforts to refute it (through
semantic compositionality, through ‘dispositional’ accounts, etc. efc.) on the other.

The mistake made by (psychologistic, efc.) semanticists and the like is, I am
claiming, the implicit rejection of Frege’s context principle. Kripke’s argument, I
have just argued, depends upon just such an implicit rejection of Frege, in order to
get going (and in order to seem exciting). But Kripke is then in a rather absurd—
indeed, incoherent—‘position” when he attacks the positions of those (the
semanticists) with whom he has such an important thing in common, when he attacks
them with his negative arguments against the dispositional theory of meaning, efc.
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etc....and when furthermore he ends up enunciating a conclusion that can only be
meaningful at all if it is read as an implicit affirmation of the context principle!

What I have presented in the above discussion is one way of understanding why
Kripke’s summary presentation of ‘the Kripkensteinian paradox’, at the opening of
Section 3 (the culminative section) of his book, is so misleading:

[i] The sceptical argument, then, remains unanswered.
[ii] There can be no such thing as meaning anything by any word.
[iii] Each new application we make is a leap in the dark...

On the charitable ‘reading’ of the crucial claim [ii], the reading of it that we have
essayed in this paper, claim [iii] is much more obviously a non-sequitur than it was
on the meaning-nihilistic ‘reading’ of [ii].* For just because a word normally only
has meaning in the context (minimally) of a sentence is no reason for thinking that
every new application is a leap in the dark. Indeed, it is normally only in sentences
(old and new) that the use of a word can so much as count as the application of a
rule! (There would be no rules here, and no rule-following, if there were only
isolated words, not sentences. If ‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything by
any word’ is a sentence, then there are sentences, there are rules.) What have been
taken to be Kripke’s claims may work for single words, but they simply do not work
for words in use, for sentences.

We have shown, then, that even on a reading of Kripke’s conclusion that tries to be
charitable, that attempts to find a way in which something—perhaps some putative
novel scepticism he wants us to entertain—can be stated, or asserted, a way in which
the climactic words of his famous and influential text can be saved—that on such a
reading, there is actually no generation of any thing worth calling meaning-scepticism
or meaning-nihilism. And in the fairly extensive ‘literature’, there are no further
alternative interpretations of the ‘conclusive’ claim of Kripke’s text.?

That is as much as to say that no reason whatsoever has been presented to us for
believing, on any interpretation of ‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything
by any word’ that we can rightly be thought coherently to entertain, that any
‘content-scepticism’ follows. What follows can only be the grammatical point that
we are all as it were supposed to have learnt at Frege’s knee, but which is so very
easy for us to forget in the heat of a philosophical moment. Frege’s context principle
(let alone Wittgenstein’s ‘expansion’ of it) is something we may take ourselves to
understand and agree with, but often without really absorbing it. Thus we can get
drawn into thinking, for instance, of Kripke’s line of thought as coherent - without
noting that it actually goes way beyond (indeed, against) anything licensed by Frege
and Wittgenstein. (Unless, of course, it is (mis-)read in the ‘charitable’ direction
ventured above, as being a rather misleading presentation of a point which is not
original (because it was established long ago, by Frege), and in fact is in a certain
sense arguably ‘trivial’, and obvious (because one can make no serious moves
whatsoever in ‘the philosophy of language’ without it).)

But perhaps this short piece has helped at least to clarify why it could be that this
has arguably escaped notice for so long, through what is now fifteen years or more of
commentary and research on and inspired by Kripke’s book.?’
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Notes

Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard
University Press, 1982, p.55. See also p.62 and p.21 for similar formulations. The
question | am trying to answer in the present piece is: what could formulations such as
this possibly (intelligibly) mean? How might they begin to make sense? (How can they
be anything other (ultimately) than plain nonsense?)

Ibid., pp.7-9.

W.W.Tait, ‘Wittgenstein and the “sceptical paradoxes™’, Journal of Philosophy, 1986,
vol. 83, p.475. The term ‘meaning-nihilist’, less potentially misleading than ‘meaning-
sceptic’ (which might suggest a paramountcy of epistemic over constitutive doubts), is
from T. Shogenji, ‘Boomerang defense of rule following’, Southern Journal of
Philosophy, 1992, vol.30, pp. 115-22.

On p.55 of Kripke, op. cit., and on p.71, where he describes the conclusion he has
reached on Wittgenstein’s behalf quite plainly, as °...the incredible and self-defeating
conclusion, that all language is meaningless’. Kripke’s admitting this ought not to be
obscured by the fancy footwork of his novel ‘community sceptical solution’, expounded
later in the book (see below, especially n.12; and Shogenji, op. cit., especially n.3 on p.
122 of his paper). As argued below, Kripke’s conclusion stands if any of his argument in
Section 2 of his book does—and any ‘sceptical solution’ is in actuality at best a
palliative to help us to deal with the psychological consequences of this (as I argue in
my ‘Kripke’s Hume’ (forthcoming in the Journal of Philosophical Research) and in
more detail in Part 2 of my Ph.D. thesis, Practices without foundations? Sceptical
readings of Wittgenstein and Goodman (Rutgers University, 1995)). It is surprising how
many commentators—either due to the presence of the sceptical solution, or due to their
interest in the meaning/content scepticism for its own sake—do not accept Kripke’s own
admission that the conclusion to his argument is self-refuting. See for instance pp.766—7
of C.Wright, ‘Kripke’s account of the argument against private language’, Journal of
Philosophy, 1984, vol.81, and p. 120 of David Oderberg, ‘Kripke and “quus™’, Theoria,
1987, vol. 53.

I have a minority opinion here; I do not allow this. See my ‘The unstatability of
Kripkean Scepticisms’, Philosophical Papers, 1995, vol.24, pp.67-74, and my ‘In what
sense is “Kripke’s Scepticism” a Scepticism? On the essential tension between its
epistemic and metaphysical aspects’, De Philosophia, 1996, vol.12, pp. 117-32)—in
which I argue that Kripke’s argument cannot even get so far as to refute itself, that it
actually only gives the appearance of being an argument, that Kripke’s words (ironically)
simply cannot mean what /e evidently (if inchoately) wants them to mean.

This is an influential suggestion which Kripke makes later at op. cit., pp.69f.

See n.1, above; and Kripke, op. cit., p.71.

As Kripke writes for example at op. cit., p.21: ‘There can be no fact [period] as to what I
mean by “plus”, or any other word at any time.’

Crispin Wright famously argues for the non-factualist view, for instance in Truth and
Objectivity, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1992, chapter 6.

See Kripke, op. cit., p.86. For discussion, see Alex Byrne, ‘On misinterpreting Kripke’s
Wittgenstein’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 1996, vol.56, pp.339-43;
and Paul Boghossian, ‘The status of content’, Philosophical Review, 1990, vol.99, pp.
157-84.

Ibid., pp. 174-6 and pp. 182-4.

Though see n.5, above: I would actually assert the sheer unstatability or unassertability
or non-propositionality of Kripke’s would-be position (such that it is in fact not accurate
to say that Kripke’s enunciated ‘position’ refutes itself). Though all three of these terms
still run the risk of striking one as a little too ‘static’, too ‘logical’, in character—one
must think of them as use-oriented, of there being no way of Kripke (or anyone else!)
meaningfully accomplishing the extended linguistic act(s) of enunciating a coherent
position starting as he does with ‘quus’ and ending up with ‘There can be no such thing
as meaning anything by any word’, with all the consequences that that ought to have. (It
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should be perhaps added that the putative power of Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s scepticism is
such that, were it coherently assertible, it would completely eviscerate of content his
own ‘communitarian sceptical solution’ too, as has been demonstrated by (e.g.) Baker
and Hacker, and C.McGinn.)

Tait, op. cit, p.475. Detailed defence of this thought, that Wittgenstein raised doubts
about whether any general sceptical paradox or nihilism as to meaning (or
understanding) are or can be generated at all, can be found also in Baker and Hacker
(especially Scepticism, Rules and Language, Oxford, Blackwell, 1984), in Arthur
Collins, ‘On the paradox Kripke finds in Wittgenstein’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy,
1992, vol.17, pp.74-89, and in G.E.M. Anscombe, ‘Critical Notice: Wittgenstein on
rules and private language’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 1985, vol.15, pp.103-9.

I am thinking of those who take Kripke’s argument to have at least some implications,
such as, again, Crispin Wright (‘Kripke’s account’, op. cit.; on Wright, see David
Finkelstein’s response to Wright’s ‘constitutive scepticism’, this volume), and lan
Hacking (who in ‘On Kripke’s and Goodman’s use of “grue”’, Philosophy, 1993, 68,
pp-269-95) takes it to have certain effects in the philosophy of maths); and of those who
find the argument meaningful and threatening but ultimately rebuttable in the philosophy
of mind (e.g. Oderberg, op. cit.; Paul Coates, ‘Kripke’s sceptical paradox: normativeness
and meaning’, Mind, 1986, vol.95, pp.77-80; C. McGinn, Wittgenstein on Meaning,
Oxford, Blackwell, 1984; and Ruth Millikan, ‘Truth rules, hoverflies, and the Kripke-
Wittgenstein paradox’, in her White Queen Psychology and Other Essays for Alice,
Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1993, pp.211-6).

For further explication, see J.Coulter, ‘Is contextualising necessarily interpretive?’,
Journal of Pragmatics, 1994, vol.21, pp.689-98.

Personal communication; and see the essays on Frege in her The Realistic Spirit,
Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1991.

The Foundations of Arithmetic, J.Austin (trans.), Evanston, IL, Northwestern, 1980, p.x.
Cora Diamond, ‘What nonsense might be’, in The Realistic Spirit, op. cit., pp.107-11;
Anthony Palmer, Concept and Object: The Unity of the Proposition in Logic and
Psychology, London, Routledge, 1988; John Cook, ‘Wittgenstein on privacy’, in G.
Pitcher (ed.), Wittgenstein: The Philosophical Investigations, Englewood Cliffs, NJ,
Prentice Hall, 1974, pp.286-323; Jeff Coulter, ‘Is the new sentence problem a genuine
problem?’, Theory and Psychology, 1991, vol.1:3, pp.317-36.

L.Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, para. 43 (emphasis mine). Cf. also para. 421.
1bid., para. 49.

1bid., paras 19f.

Amusingly, this point suggests itself as a superficial analogue of Kripke’s
‘communitarian sceptical solution’ to rule-scepticism (the ‘solution’ being that it is the
community’s correction which enables any individual to be said to be following rules):
words considered in isolation do not effectuate a ‘solution’ to the problem posed, but
(roughly speaking) words taken (always already) collectively DO....

Kripke, op. cit., p.22.

A would-be claim such as ‘There is no such thing as meaning anything by any word’ (or,
somewhat similarly, C.McGinn’s claim that ‘The mind-body problem is of course
soluble, only absolutely not by us’), read as it ‘rightly* should be, as the conclusion of
Kripke’s argument, is thought by some philosophers to be statable, to be prepositional,
simply because of its surface grammar, because we can claim to understand all the
(individual) words out of which it is composed, and can recognize their grammatical
categories. But arguably, we do not so much as understand their combination—except
under the kind of interpretation which I have put forward as being a charitable
(misreading). (This again provides a reason for thinking (see n.5, above) that, strictly
speaking, one ought not allow that, ‘rightly taken’, Kripke’s string is self-refuting. For,
‘rightly taken’, this string is mere noise, and noises qua noises cannot self-refute. As
explained earlier, the only significant respect in which (rightly taken) it is not mere noise
is in its psychological effects, in the temptations toward confusion it presents that, e.g.,
‘Spfh aqaaaazzzzzzzzz sffhoo’ does not.)
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And thus [i], the claim that ‘the sceptical argument remains unanswered’, is pretty
misleading, at best—for there is no such argument, on the charitable reading of [ii].
Except of course, again, for the perhaps-more-‘natural’ reading of ‘There is no such
thing as meaning anything by any word’ as simply incoherent, because self-annihilating.
But as such, it’s important to be clear that it is not even a claim.

The inspiration for and idea of this paper came from James Guetti, whom I here thank
very heartily. Sincerest thanks also to Cora Diamond, Chrys Gitsoulis, Peter Hacker,
Anne Jacobson, Kelly Dean Jolley, Nigel Pleasants, Louis Sass, and (especially) Alice
Crary for very useful comments and suggestions.
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WITTGENSTEIN ON
DECONSTRUCTION

Martin Stone

Introduction

These terms [differance, supplement, trace, etc.] can be related with the entire
thematics of active interpretation, which substitutes an incessant deciphering for the
disclosure of truth as a presentation of the thing itself in its presence, etc. What
results is a cipher without truth, or at least a system of ciphers that is not dominated
by truth value....

(Derrida')

[A]s Dummett says, ‘the Investigations contains implicitly a rejection of the
classical...view that the general form of explanation of meaning is a statement of
the truth conditions’. In the place of this view, Wittgenstein proposes an
alternative.... There is no objective fact [about the meaning of a sign].... In fact, it
seems that no matter what is in my mind at a given time, I am free in the future to
interpret it in different ways.

(Kripke?)

All that philosophy can do is to destroy idols. And that means not creating a new
one—for instance as in “absence of an idol.”
(Wittgenstein®)

1 “All that philosophy can do is to destroy idols.” Wittgenstein is speaking here of
his philosophy—of the subject of philosophy, that is, as he claims to continue it. I
think we can gain a sharper sense of Wittgenstein’s originality if we compare his
sense of philosophy’s appropriate destructiveness with the form of philosophical
criticism which Derrida first called for in criticizing Husserl’s account of how a sign
expresses meaning—viz., “deconstruction.” One of my aims in pursuing this
comparison will be to show that “deconstruction,” taken in a roughly Derridian
sense, names a variety of views which cut across the post-Kantian philosophical
“divide.” As will emerge, I take the quotations from both Derrida and Kripke above
to be expressive of “deconstruction” in this Derridian sense, and I take the third
quotation from Wittgenstein to indicate why it is he could not have regarded
deconstruction as his philosophical aim. One mark of Wittgenstein’s originality is
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that the differences between the instances of “continental” and “analytic” philosophy
represented by the quotations from Derrida and Kripke come to look unimportant;
measured by their distance from Wittgenstein, these instances of the two traditions
look surprisingly harmonious.

Wittgenstein and Derrida resemble each other in a number of ways. Both take
metaphysical philosophy as their primary target (both are, in this respect, heirs of
Kant). More specifically, both identify a main region of this target with a suspect
notion of the mental self-presence of meanings (something which in both Derrida’s
reading of Husserl and in contemporary readings of Wittgenstein’s Investigations
goes under the name of “platonism”);* and both locate the source of this suspect
notion in the attempt to account for the possibility of representing meaning in
linguistic signs given the premise that what could account for this must be found in
the mind, conceived as a region of reality left over for investigation after one
brackets the world and its empirical circumstances. Given these resemblances, it is
understandable that a growing number of commentators should suggest that we
might come to appreciate Wittgenstein’s discussion of meaning and understanding in
terms drawn from Derrida. Wittgenstein, it is said, “achieved a consistently
deconstructive standpoint.”

There is an accurate perception in this suggestion, to be sure, but there is also a
significant misconception. In the Investigations Wittgenstein mentions his formal
procedures—his “form of account” (§122)%—as something he thinks is distinctive
about his thought. Notwithstanding themes and characteristic gestures which align
him with Derrida, Wittgenstein could not have been satisfied with “deconstruction”
as a description of his formal procedures. The perception that Wittgenstein’s
response to “platonism” is an endeavor at deconstruction arises from the fact that
one of his aims is, as [ shall argue, to give voice to deconstruction. However, to give
voice to deconstruction is not, for Wittgenstein, to adopt its standpoint; it is only to
give expression to a way of thinking to which (Wittgenstein thinks) someone
attracted to a philosophical investigation of meaning is apt to be attracted.

Why should Wittgenstein do this? And why should some of his readers
misunderstand it? My answer to these questions will proceed in three stages: first, by
sketching the relevant notion of deconstruction; second, by locating that notion in
Wittgenstein’s discussion of rule-following; and third, by claiming that a central aim of
Wittgenstein’s discussion is to suggest that if (1) a certain metaphysical idea of
meaning and (2) the deconstruction of that idea seem to exhaust the philosophical
options, that is owing to our failure to see another possibility—namely, a return to the
ordinary or everyday: “What we do [i.e., in contrast to other philosophers—my note]
is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use” (§116).
Wittgenstein identifies philosophy’s metaphysical voice as his critical target. But this
alone would hardly distinguish him from any number of other philosophers within the
huge Kantian wake of philosophy’s self-criticism. So it would be a mistake to infer,
from such a common metaphysical target, that the contrast Wittgenstein wishes to draw
(between himself and others) should not embrace—or even refer most especially to—
those philosophers who set their face against metaphysics. “We bring words back”—
Wittgenstein is to be read as saying—"“in contrast to the way other philosophers
criticize metaphysics; in their form of criticism, words remain metaphysically astray.”
In fact, as I will try to show, the meaning of Wittgenstein’s claim for the philosophical
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pertinence of “everyday use” comes into sharp focus against the background of the
deconstructive voice in his text.

Part I Deconstruction

2 There is today a widespread notion that to understand the meaning of any text is to
put some interpretation on it. As a general thesis about meaning, this is apt to seem
puzzling. Suppose the master chef says: “Now add two cups of water and stir.” The
sous-chef correctly carries out this instruction by adding, of all things, two cups of
water and stirring. That the uttered words (or the same words found in a recipe book)
can be understood to call for this only by way of interpretation would hardly seem
obvious. What would this mean? Perhaps the sous-chef felt uncertain about what to
do until he recalled a definition of “water” or a picture of “stirring.” But of course, if
he has gotten this far, that is not likely. One wants to say that in a situation of this
sort, and in a great many others, a person may simply /Zear the meaning in another’s
words; and that unless the situation is distinguished by the presence of some
misunderstanding needing to be averted or cleared up, the meaning of words is
available without interpretive mediation.

The contemporary proponent of a general requirement of interpretation
(henceforth “the interpretivist”) is not, however, likely to be deterred by such
examples. Indeed, he is likely to feel that a deep point of his is being missed (or
repressed) entirely. It would be a mistake, he says, to distinguish situations in which
some misunderstanding needs to be averted or cleared up from situations in which
the meaning of words is altogether plain, and then to suppose that interpretation is
called for only in a remedial way, in order to turn situations of the first sort into
situations of the second (untroubled) sort. For misunderstandings, the interpretivist
will point out, are possible in every situation; they are an “essential” or “necessary
possibility.”” To fully grasp the implications of this, the interpretivist claims, would
be to see that what one takes to be cases of plain meaning are really special cases of
interpretation. That is, given that “misunderstandings” are always possible, the
phenomena of “plain meaning” exhibits the success or hegemony of a particular
interpretation, not the absence or superfluity of interpretation as such. Not¢ to see this
would accordingly be to fall prey to a quite suspect notion of the way meaning is
present in the best of cases—a notion of “absolutely meaningful speech.”®

That is not all. That suspect notion of meaning—the interpretivist will continue—
might fairly be seen as part of a familiar metaphysical picture concerning a peculiar
sort of relationship that a mind can have to its own contents: a Cartesian picture of
the undoubtable presence of consciousness to itself at the present moment of
speaking. According to this Cartesian picture: at least in one exemplary case, in the
intimacy of my relation to my own voice, I must know, beyond a doubt, what I mean,;
and if I know, then another might hear these spoken signs as I do and so know as
well. Of course communication, like any movement across the world or visible
space, is beset by possible failure and uncertainty. But it is so, on this picture, in
relation to the fact that meaning—in the inward communion that occurs when I hear
myself speak—is not.” Now such a picture of self-present meanings animating the
signs which carry meaning, the interpretivist suggests, is part of the intellectual
environment in which our notion of “plain meaning” thrives. So it matters little that
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common sense should tell, in the foregoing sort of example, against the ubiquity of
interpretation. That only shows, the interpretivist will say, that common sense is
unwittingly caught up in this metaphysical environment.

3 A view of this sort is available in Derrida’s work. Its general structure may be
seen in the idea of “deconstruction” conceived as an endeavor to replace certain
classical philosophical notions of the origins (or “general space of possibility”)'* of
sense and presence with other notions or functions (e.g., differance, arche-writing,
active interpretation), which, in accounting for untroubled cases, would thereby
exhibit apparent deviations—e.g., the whole family of “mis’s” (misunderstanding,
misapplication, misconception, etc.)—as “essential possibilities.” Derrida finds the
classical paradigm in Husserl’s conception of “the use of signs in solitary mental
life” as “pure expression,” in contrast to the physical sign (which appears in
discourse) as merely “indicating” the presence of inner, sense-giving experiences.
Given this dichotomy, Husserl is apparently forced to ground the identity of meaning
(i.e., the possibility of repeated uses of signs in accord with their grasped meaning)
in acts of “meaning-intention” which present “ideal unities” having “no necessary
connection [to]...the signs to which they are tied.”'" Such a conception is
“metaphysical,” in Derrida’s view, in so far as it presents the sign-involving
behavioral events of speech and writing as merely “secondary” or external to the
purely or ideally grasped meanings which give linguistic behavior a normative
shape. Hence, in criticism of such a conception, the deconstructive task is to think,
as Derrida remarks, “at once both the rule and the event, concept and singularity.”'?

To see more clearly how the interpretivist thesis serves to articulate this general
idea of deconstruction, consider the following remark from a recent discussion by
Derrida of legal judgment: “Each case is other, each decision is different and requires
an absolutely unique interpretation which no existing, coded rule can or ought to
guarantee absolutely.”'® If we think of “an interpretation® in a familiar sense as
something that determines or explains the meaning of a text (here, the meaning of a
rule), then a sufficient motivation for this remark may be characterized precisely as
“the necessity of thinking at once both the rule and the event.” This means: the
singular, datable behavioral “event” of judging according to a rule is to be thought of
as essential to the meaning of the rule—as somehow determining and not merely
following from the rule’s meaning what it does. (Ditto for the relation between one’s
grasp of a “concept” and the eventful bits of linguistic behavior which apply that
concept in determinate judgements.) Since such behavioral events are extended across
time and circumstance, to say that every such event “requires an interpretation” (i.e., a
determination of meaning) is thus to imply that the meaning of the rule cannot be
simply “present”; it is critically to limit the self-presence of meaning.

Lawyers and laymen are apt to fall in with the previous bit of common sense
(section 2). They are apt to suppose: (1) that there are “easy cases” in which the
plain meaning of a rule demands a certain decision; (2) that such cases leave no
room for judicial discretion, at least if the judge endeavors to apply rather than to
revise the rule; (3) that there are other cases in which discretion is required, for
instance when an otherwise clear rule must be applied in circumstances which are
unusual or unforseen; and (4) that in such “hard cases” the judge may interpret the
rule—he may reformulate it, for example—so as to make clear what it requires in
the particular case. The burden of Derrida’s remark, however, is to suggest that
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this weave of conceptual distinctions—viz., between easy and hard cases, ordinary
and novel circumstances, required and discretionary judgment, etc.—rests on a
suspect notion of the presence of meaning and thus lacks the substance we are
inclined to credit it with. Just as the phenomenon of “plain meaning” exhibits the
success of a particular interpretation, so paradigmatically “easy cases,” rather than
providing a stay against interpretive activity, are to be seen as its result."* Each
decision requires an interpretation “as if ultimately nothing previously existed of
the law, as if the judge himself invented the law in every case.” For otherwise,
Derrida remarks, “the judge is a calculating machine...and we will not say that he
is just, free and responsible.”!’

The contrast Derrida draws here—between the judge as interpreter and as a
machine—helps to locate the general region of the present problem. Unless we
locate the judge within a space of interpretive freedom, Derrida implies, we shall not
be able to see him as a judge: as someone who exercises responsible agency, who
takes the rule as a reason for his decision and not merely (consider that an electric
current compels him to tick the “guilty” box) as an excuse. The “necessity of
interpretation”' thus appears here as an implication of the thought that judgment
involves normative or rational constraint, not purely natural pressures.!'” But thus
motivated, the need for interpretation is not any special feature of the endeavor to
subject human conduct to legal (or other) rules.'® For any judgment at all presents an
example of the “normative reach” of meaning: i.e., of a general relation between the
notion of grasping a meaning and that of appropriate behavior undertaken in
circumstances which bring that meaning into play.' Intuitively, the idea is that
someone who grasps the meaning of an expression is obliged, if he is to remain
faithful to what he grasps, to judge in certain determinate ways when the appropriate
circumstances arise. Since, in the case of an expression used to describe the world,
this amounts to the thought that a judgment (“p”) lays down the conditions the world
must meet if it can correctly be said that p, to make “interpretation” a condition of
the normative reach of meaning is, in the broadest terms, to say something about
how thought gets a purchase on the world. Thought draws a draft which the world
may fulfill—but only under some interpretation. This very general form of
interpretivism is offered in numerous remarks of Derrida’s—for example, in the one
quoted at the beginning of this paper (presenting “active interpretation” as a
“substitute” for “truth as a presentation of the thing itself), or in his characterization
of deconstruction as affording the insight that one “cannot refer to [the] ‘real’ except
in an interpretive experience.”*

If to deconstruct the normative—or as Derrida says “nonnatural”*—realm of
meaning is to exhibit misunderstanding as an “essential possibility,” it seems
apparent why the notion of interpretation should strike the deconstructivist as well
equipped for service in this endeavor. The thought which mediates between the
requirement of interpretation and the “essential possibility of misunderstanding” is
evidently this. To say that an interpretation is required in order to determine the
normative reach, and hence the meaning, of a sign, is to say that there could have
been, and may be in the future, some other interpretation. Interpretations function in
a space of other possible interpretations. So if we manage to embrace the thesis that
to understand is to interpret, then, in such an account of what understanding is, we
shall be exhibiting the possibility of “misunderstanding” as essential. To give
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“interpretation” a constitutive (and not merely remedial: section 2) role is to locate
“understanding” as an achievement within the space of interpretive possibility.

4 The general idea of deconstruction I have begun to sketch is that of an account of
meaning which replaces a classical conception which is “metaphysical” in a specific
sense of the word (section 3, paragraph 1). However, I am choosing to focus on just
one articulation of this general idea, that which involves a strikingly broad
application of the term “interpretation.” There are two reasons for this. First, the
term “interpretation” (unlike, e.g, “differance” or “arche-writing”) appears in a
similar philosophical role in Wittgenstein’s discussion of meaning, so such a focus
best suits my present limited purpose. Second (and more generally), the term
“interpretation” (again unlike the other terms) plays a significant role in a variety of
everyday contexts. The “necessity of interpretation” thereby becomes the sort of
expression to which it is natural to have recourse in explaining what is meant by
“differance” or “arche-writing”—terms which find gainful employment only in
deconstructive philosophy. The relative everydayness of “interpretation” is a reason
to give it special attention in a consideration of deconstruction. It is also, as will
emerge when I turn to Wittgenstein, a source of special difficulties. For while a
neologism like “differance” has its uselessness outside of philosophy graphically
inscribed on its face (“it is literally neither a word nor a concept” Derrida points
out),*? the term “interpretation” (which clearly functions as a word and a concept) is
bound to carry associations from its significant use in other contexts. And these
associations are at once the source of its attractiveness for philosophical purposes
and an impediment to seeing clearly what someone who is thus attracted to the word,
and who uses it to characterize the “general space of possibility” of meaning, might
mean.”

Before turning to Wittgenstein, however, it will be useful first to clarify a few
points in the preceding sketch of a strand of deconstructive thought by considering
how the response might go to two objections which are sometimes raised against it.
The first objection takes Derrida to be saying something obviously wrong (section
5); the second sees his point as innocuously correct (section 6). In different ways,
both of these objections construe Derrida as advancing a simple interpretivist thesis,
something intended to be sufficiently unproblematic in sense to be pronounced either
right or wrong. Both thereby miss Derrida’s own view of the matter which is that in
characterizing the “general space of possibility” of meaning by means of such terms
as “active interpretation” or “differance” he is not advancing any simple thesis—
indeed, he is, strictly speaking, not saying anything—at all. I will turn to Derrida’s
view in section 7.

5 According to one recent critic, deconstruction purports to recognize, in a pyrrhonic
spirit, that “texts have no decidable meaning.”** This view (which is also the popular,
hearsay view) takes deconstruction to be directed against any form of distinction
between cases of plain meaning and cases (as Derrida might say) of “undecidability.”
And that of course makes Derrida look like a maniac, for, as everyone knows, we do
successfully traffic in plain meanings everyday. (Many practical conflicts, for
example, never become official “cases” at all because their appropriate legal
resolution is beyond question.) However, it is clear that the target of deconstruction
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is not the notion of plain meaning just as such, but rather only what might be called a
naive as opposed to a properly thoughtful version of it. Here is Derrida:

[T]he value of truth...is never contested or destroyed in my writings, but
only reinscribed in more powerful, larger, more stratified contexts....
[W]ithin interpretive contexts...that are relatively stable, sometimes
apparently almost unshakeable, it should be possible to invoke rules of
competence, criteria of discussion and of consensus.... I take into account
and believe that it is necessary to account for this stability [of interpretive
contexts], as well as for all the norms, rules, contractual possibilities, that
depend upon it. But...to account for a certain stability...is precisely not to
speak of eternity or of absolute solidity; it is to take into account a
historicity, a nonnaturalness, of ethics, of politics, of institutionality, etc. ...
I say that there is no stability that is absolute, eternal, intangible, natural,
etc. But that is implied in the very concept of stability. A stability is not an
immutability; it is by definition always destabilizable.?

Whether this defense of deconstruction ultimately joins issue with its critics may not
be easy to tell, for presumably those who worry that “truth” is coming under threat in
Derrida’s writings may not wish (any more than Derrida) to “speak of eternity or
absolute solidity.” But if to say “there is no stability which is absolute, eternal...” is
to say something significant, it must be that there are people who believe that there
are the relevant sort of rock-solid immutable, structures standing surety for our
concourse with meanings. Then what has happened, we might imagine the
deconstructivist to say, is this. The numbing everydayness of the human traffic in
meaning has blinded people to the fact that their entitlement to make ascriptions of
meaning is held only by positive license from a (“relatively stable”) interpretive
regime. That is what deconstruction exposes. It does not contest the entitlement. But
it seeks to bring us into responsible recognition of the way our entitlement to use
notions such as “plain meaning” requires some account of how such a thing is
possible. And properly conceived, the aim of deconstruction would not be to destroy
such a notion but to replace the naive (and metaphysically inflected) version of it
with a version which takes proper account of its conditions of possibility.

So conceived, deconstructive criticism would involve what Derrida sometimes
calls a “quasi-transcendental” point.*® The word “quasi” is no doubt meant to insist
on a difference between deconstructive and more traditional recountings of our
conceptual entitlements—and hence also to register the difficulty deconstruction
faces of making that difference legible.?”” But however this difference is to be seen or
heard, it seems clear that deconstruction is bound to be unrecognizable outside the
context in which it is understood or assumed that philosophy’s problem is not to
assert or deny the existence of meaning but to answer a question of the form: “How
is meaning as such possible?”” So Derrida does not say, as the hearsay charges would
require, that a text has no decidable meaning; he characteristically says that “it is
always possible that it has no decidable meaning.”?® That is a remark not about
whether you should expect to find plain meanings, but about what it is, when you
find them, you may intelligibly think you have found. What goes missing in the
hearsay account, then, is evidently just the philosophical context of Derrida’s
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remarks—the context in which one could so much as conceive of “accounting for”
the stability of meaning in a way which, as Derrida puts it, reoccupies the very place
of metaphysics, “replaces” it.?

Thinking about what goes missing in the hearsay charges against deconstruction is
instructive. It serves to bring out the extent to which Derrida takes philosophy—its
history and its institutions—to provide a context of the significant use of expressions
like “guarantee absolutely” or “a stability which is absolute and eternal.” If this
reliance on philosophy and its institutions should seem to be natural or inevitable (at
least in philosophical writing), it will require something like Wittgenstein’s
Investigations to bring its significance, its remarkableness, into view. The
distinctiveness of Wittgenstein’s thought about meaning is largely unavailable, I
shall suggest later on, if one ignores his contrasting view of this matter.

6 The second objection to deconstruction is more sophisticated. It says not that its
claims are absurd but that such “quasi-transcendental” claims—as that
“misunderstanding is always possible”**—are sufficiently benign as to have, at least
in Anglo-American philosophy, no live target. Even if such claims are considered to
pose a problem for early modern notions of intentionality, the thought goes, and even
if those notions remain invidiously active, as Derrida wishes to show, in Husserl’s
distinction between expression and indication, such notions appear also to be so
unremittingly (and agreeably) under criticism in mid-twentieth century Anglo-
American philosophy (in Austin and Ryle, to leave Wittgenstein aside for the
moment) that someone might wonder—e.g., whenever Derrida says “there cannot be
any absolute such-and-such”—who, exactly, is supposed to be thinking otherwise.

This second objection flows from the answer to the first. It says that once you
understand to whom Derrida is speaking and to what purpose, then you understand
that, at least in philosophy, there isn’t anyone, any longer, in this interlocutor’s
place.

Derrida’s encounter with Austin provides a helpful context for pursuing this
matter. It brings certain aspects of deconstruction into sharp focus precisely because
Austin would have seemed to be an unlikely candidate for the interlocutor which
deconstruction requires. Doesn’t Austin’s How To Do Things With Words explicitly
call attention to the way intentional speech acts are vulnerable to all manner of
circumstantial mishap and failure?*' And doesn’t Austin elsewhere recommend to
philosophers the study of excuses precisely on the grounds that “to examine excuses
is to examine cases where there has been some abnormality or failure,” and that
examination of such cases throws light on “the mechanisms of the natural successful
act”?% What Derrida says is this. Austin acknowledges, but does not “ponder the
consequences issuing from the fact that a possibility—a possible risk [i.e., of mishap
and failure—my notel—is always possible, and is in some sense a necessary
possibility.”** The deconstructive aim, then, is sufficiently “to ponder* this rather
than merely to acknowledge it or to add it—as Derrida suggests Austin does—on
second thought.?*

The general picture gripping Derrida here might be spelled out like this. In
“reaching out” into the world, human intentionality is vulnerable to its
circumstances, at risk of failure. The upshots and consequences of every action may
exceed its intended and foreseeable aspects; and no explanation of the meaning of a
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word, it seems, can insure against the possibility of a “misapplication” of the word in
circumstances not yet present. Now Derrida’s complaint against traditional
philosophy is that in endeavoring to explain how intentionality is possible—how, for
example, certain states of affairs can be in accord with what someone says or
intends—such philosophy regards the worldly circumstancing of speech and action
as “external” and “accidental” to its subject when it ought really, on reflection, to
regard this as internal and essential to it. Hence, the mark of metaphysical accounts
of intentionality is that they continuously recreate, even when they declare
impossible, an ideal of pure thought reaching out to “the thing itself.”

Austin, for Derrida, is someone still naively captive to metaphysics so conceived.
Recreating such an ideal of purity, he “excludes” the risk of circumstantial failure as
“accidental, exterior.” He does not “ponder” the consequences of what he
acknowledges. But what would it be properly to ponder this? What would evince the
right kind of thoughtfulness? Once this question is squarely posed, Derrida’s answer
seems hard to miss:

We must account for the essential possibility of deviant cases...the
essential and irreducible possibility of mis-understanding...must be taken
into account in the description of those values said to be positive...what
must be recognized is how a structure called normal or ideal can render
possible or necessary...all these ‘accidents’... This structural possibility
must be taken into account when describing so-called ideal normality.... In
the description of the structure called normal...this possibility must be
integrated as an essential possibility. The possibility cannot be treated as
if it were a simple accident.*

What is needed, this says, beyond Austin’s acknowledgment of the possibility of
accidents, is an account of this possibility. “Anomalies,” then, must be represented as
not anomalous at all, as falling, rather, under an integrating “law.”¢ Hence, concerning
the question of “how signs express meaning,” proper pondering would require that one
represent the possibility of various mishaps (misunderstanding, misconception,
misapplication, etc.) as an “internal” condition of the possibility of all those “ideal”
cases involving no such mishap. Otherwise expressed, the requirement of pondering is
that of a certain form of representation: the requirement is satisfied, as it happens, just
when the conditions of the possibility of something in the realm of meaning are
represented as simultaneously conditions of the thing’s impossibility—the
impossibility, that is, of its “rigorous purity.”?” Such a paradox evidently earmarks the
form of account deconstruction gives, its way of looking at things.*®

That the deconstructive use of the classical philosophical idiom of “possibility
conditions” is in the service of exposing a paradox, and that deconstructive
criticism is to be understood, on Derrida’s suggestion, as “quasi-transcendental”—
hence as something both continuous and discontinuous with the traditional
philosophical search for origins or grounds—are related points. Both points may
be expressed as a distinction between a “deconstructive” and a “simple”
interpretivism. The latter presents “interpretation” as the central notion in the right
answer to a question about “how signs express meaning,” an answer that is thus
without further problematic consequences (save perhaps for some other
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philosophers in the business of theorizing about meaning).** In contrast, Derrida
stresses that interpretivism has quite paradoxical and revisionary consequences,
not just for the way we think about meaning but for any number of related concepts
(e.g., understanding, truth, sign, representation, etc.) as well. Moreover, it is
important, in Derrida’s view, that one ponder these consequences to see to what
new conceptions they may lead. For if one doesn’t—if one cuts these consequences
short—then, despite the fact that one affirms an interpretivist thesis, one is bound
to remain unwittingly in the grip of the metaphysical picture one meant to oppose:
one will simply have turned “interpretation” into another name for self-present
mental acts of meaning. Derrida does not wish to give his readers the impression
that his philosophical aims would be accomplished if one were simply to affirm
this or that thesis, like the thesis that “to understand is to interpret.” What is
needed is to follow out—even to as yet “unheard-of thoughts”*°*—the paradoxical
implications of such a thesis.

7 Implicit in these matters concerning Austin is a point which deserves special
emphasis. I have followed Derrida in speaking of what Austin failed to ponder as
a “paradox.” Yet here one perhaps ought more cautiously to say “apparent
paradox.” For in Derrida’s way of representing things, what is said to be possible
(meaning) and what is said to be impossible (absolute purity of meaning) are,
someone might wish to say, not exactly the same. The difference between the two
might be described, from Austin’s point of view, as the difference between an
expression (“meaning”) which plays a role in various everyday contexts and an
expression (“absolute purity of meaning”) which apparently finds employment
only in philosophy—i.e., in the context of a question about the “general space of
possibility” of meaning. Indeed, it looks like these two notions could appear to
be the same (and there could appear to be a paradox here) only on the
assumption that our entitlement to make use of such everyday notions as
“meaning” requires some philosophical account of their possibility, so that
absent a deconstructive account, talk of “meaning” must, by general default, rely
upon ideas of metaphysical presence. In fact, this is just what Derrida often
suggests: the need for deconstruction arises from the fact that the conceptual
commitments manifest in our everyday ways of speaking “belong to” the
metaphysics of presence.*' Hence, on Derrida’s view, there is no further
alternative to naive involvement in metaphysics and proper (deconstructive)
pondering of it. Metaphysics is invidious. That is why, without the appropriate
critical vigilance, it can take hold of a philosopher like Austin despite his efforts
to be free of it.*

The sense that there are just these two options, and hence of deconstruction as
philosophically compulsory, can be sharply felt in a programmatic passage appearing
in the wind-up of Derrida’s discussion of Husserl:

In order to conceive of this age, in order to “speak” about it, we will have to
have other names than those of sign or representation. New names will have
to be used if we are to conceive as “normal” and preprimordial what Husserl
believed he could isolate as a particular and accidental experience,
something dependent and secondary—that is, the indefinite drift of signs, as

92



WITTGENSTEIN ON DECONSTRUCTION

errance and change of scene, linking re-presentations one to another without
beginning or end.... And contrary...to what our desire cannot fail to be
tempted into believing, the thing itself always escapes.*

Derrida describes an endeavor to conceive of the present age, the age that is both
tempted to believe in—and attempting to criticize its belief in—the presentability of
“the thing itself.” Two options appear. The first is the kind of thinking which runs
along in the metaphysical grooves of the age. The second is an endeavor to “speak”
about the age, not simply from within it, by giving primary place to drift and
change—phenomena which Husserl puts into mere second place. This second option
involves deconstructive criticism: that which Husserl presents as primordial bedrock
(the self-presentation of meanings as ideal unities) is to be represented as dependent
on an even deeper (or “pre-primordial”) stratum. It is to be so represented even
though what is said to be deepest—an original temporal drift of signs—is no longer
aptly called an origin or ground in the classical sense at all, since, properly
conceived, it betokens the impossibility of any such foundation.

Why represent things in this way? Doesn’t such an account inherit the weaknesses
of just the sort of metaphysical “first philosophy” it seeks to criticize?** The need for
an account of this form might be thought of as the way out of a dilemma which takes
hold once it is assumed that our entitlement to use such notions as “meaning” and
“understanding” requires that we have some account of how such things are possible.
The first horn of the dilemma—a commonplace of post-Kantian philosophy—is that
the various terms employed in criticism of metaphysics (“representation,” for
example) function to preserve the very notion (the presence of “the thing itself)
which they are employed to limit. The commonplace reflects the sense that there is
something confused about the idea of criticizing metaphysics by drawing a limit to
thought; for in order to think of a limit, it seems we need to station ourselves along
both sides—the cognitively legitimate and the metaphysically illegitimate side—of
it. Thus as Derrida remarks “the whole history and meaning” of such concepts as
sign and representation “belongs to the adventure of the meta-physics of presence.”*
Concepts which “belong to metaphysics” are not what we need in order to conceive
of an age which thinks metaphysically. For to conceive of the age, in the relevant
sense, is to be able to conceive of what is beyond it; to conceive, as Derrida puts it,
“of what stands opposed to the text of Western meta-physics.”*® Hence, “new names
will need to be used.”

But now the second horn of the dilemma is that there are, in the present age, no
available names of the required sort. That is what makes the present age, for Derrida,
the present age. “For us, differance remains a metaphysical name; and all the names
that it receives from our language are still, so far as they are names, metaphysical.”’
But why is this? Why can’t we talk about differance, under any name, without
participating in the sort of talk we are trying to criticize?*® The answer might be
spelled out as a requirement of relevancy which applies to any concept employed in
criticism of metaphysics. To be relevant, such a concept must be a candidate answer
to the question: “How are sense and presence as such possible?” Metaphysical
philosophy, as Derrida represents it, has an autonomous existence—the only critique
it is obliged to listen to is a self-critique. So the only way to work with it is in its
own terms: viz., by showing that what is taken as prior or primordial is rather to be
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thought of as conditioned in such-and-such ways; as having such-and-such as its still
more profound ground of possibility.*

So the dilemma, now, is this: to conceive of the age, one needs terms that both
must and cannot “belong to” metaphysical philosophy, which both must and cannot
be answers to its “how possible” question, its demand for grounds.’® And from this
arises both the idea of and need for deconstruction, conceived as the self-criticism of
metaphysics. “The movements of deconstruction do not destroy structures from the
outside.... They inhabit those structures.””' Deconstruction is an internally
destructive, but therefore essentially transitional, inhabitation of metaphysical
structures—in effect, like sawing off the branch on which one is sitting. Such
discourse is in fact obliged to employ the “old signs” of metaphysics,** to proceed as
if it were exposing the profound basis of the notions which structure our thinking.
But this is not to continue the metaphysical adventure. For the deconstructivist is
knowing about all this; as Derrida emphasizes, his use of metaphysical language is a
“strategic” one,> part of an endeavor, as Derrida suggests, “to think [an] unheard-of
thought™** by thinking the old signs (placeholders for the “origins“ of sense and
presence) in radically new ways. (An “unheard-of thought” is also evidently an
unspeakable one; but that one may still contemplate that which one cannot properly
“speak” about would seem to be the implication of Derrida’s putting scare quotes
around the word “speak”—but not around, e.g., “conceive”—in the wind-up passage
quoted above.)

These difficult remarks of Derrida’s offer a picture of four closely related matters.
First, of the necessity of deconstruction: to get a proper grip on the most
fundamental notions which structure our thinking, we must approach these notions
neither from the inside nor destructively from the outside, but, as it were,
deconstructively—strategically attempting to straddle “two sides of a limit.”"’
Second, of the difficulty of this endeavor: it necessarily proceeds in resistance to the
very language it must use and may even at times appear indistinguishable from “the
metaphysical text” it seeks to criticize. Third, of how philosophy ends: in “unheard-
of thoughts, in thoughts for which there are at present no words or concepts, only
“quasiconcepts” like differance which gesture toward an original temporal drift
(“differance is neither a word nor a concept”). Fourth, of what philosophical
muteness or nonsense might be: that which results from such a strategic employment
of “quasi-concepts” for the purpose of at least contemplating what it is that one is
not yet managing properly to conceive—for the purpose of glimpsing, then, the
limits of the present age as [limits. Deconstruction’s question concerning the
metaphysics of presence, Derrida says, “will legitimately be understood as meaning
nothing, as no longer belonging to the system of meaning.”*¢ This of course is not
meant to say that deconstructive discourse is mere gibberish; the implication, rather,
is that it falls into meaninglessness precisely on account of what it is trying to say;
on account, then, of its meaning something all right, but something “illegitimate.”
And this—this “not-in-the-present-age-legitimately-expressible thing”—is what we
are to grasp.’’

In the following sections of this essay I will try to show: (1) that a significant
point of intimacy between Wittgenstein and Derrida is that Wittgenstein too does not
regard interpretivism as any kind of simple thesis—he too stresses its paradoxical
implications; (2) that Wittgenstein’s discussion of meaning and understanding
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proceeds from a deep sense of the attractions of the foregoing deconstructive line of
thought; and (3) that one of Wittgenstein’s aims is to dissipate its attractions by
showing the reader that there is nothing compulsory about it. The efficacy of such a
remedy presupposes, of course, that our attraction to deconstruction is owing to a
false sense of options—the attraction would wither away if one were to pierce the
sense of necessity that goes with deconstruction. Of course, that can fail to be the
case. But the only help Wittgenstein thinks he can offer his reader is related to the
terms in which he wishes to criticize the deconstructive account of meaning: viz., not
as an erroneous account of how things are, but as the expression of an
understandable inclination to insist on how things must be. This leaves the
deconstructivist free to insist on what he says as much as he likes, for nothing in
Wittgenstein’s criticism implies that what the deconstructivist says (or means to say)
is to be denied.

Part II Deconstruction in Philosophical Investigations

8 As my introduction indicated, the interest in placing Wittgenstein in relation to
deconstruction is not limited to the interest in comparing him to Derrida; the issues
raised by this comparison bear on a range of contemporary readings of
Wittgenstein’s work. A number of commentators have suggested that we might
appreciate Wittgenstein’s aims in terms drawn from Derrida.’® But a number of
Anglo-American commentators who lack this specifically comparative interest
would seem to give the comparison in question some solid support. For in these
readings, Wittgenstein is said to be: (1) criticizing a metaphysical account of
meaning (one which portrays the meaning of what someone says as a matter of the
conditions under which it would be true); (2) “replacing” such an account with an
alternative account (one which explains how ascriptions of meaning are possible
even though “there are no objective facts” for those ascriptions to represent);* and
(3) criticizing the metaphysical account and replacing it with this alternative
precisely on the basis of—or in order to accommodate—the following point: that
whatever someone may be said to grasp when they grasp the meaning of a sign is
such that it can always be interpreted in different ways. So in readings of
Wittgenstein stemming from both sides of philosophy’s self-divide, Wittgenstein
appears committed not only to the general idea of a substitutive account, but also to
the specific articulation of this idea which involves the thesis that the meaning of a
sign is available only by way of interpretation. On the reading of the Investigations 1
want now to sketch, this “deconstructive” reading, as I propose to call it, is not
without considerable textual basis. But it essentially mistakes for the Investigations’
own doctrine the very ideas Wittgenstein means to criticize.

9 Given this situation, a good way to grasp the general structure of Wittgenstein’s
discussion will be first to describe the elements of his text which lend themselves to
a deconstructive reading. I will set out two main building blocks of this reading.
After that, I will complete the structure. And only then will I come to the way
Wittgenstein means to reject the entire edifice as a “misunderstanding.”

First block. A main ingredient of Wittgenstein’s discussion is a criticism of a
certain picture of meaning, a picture which gets characteristically expressed in terms
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of a notion of presence and which is felt to be mysterious or queer. Thus in one vivid
version of this picture, grasping the meaning of an expression is represented as a
kind of mental engagement with a super-rigid mechanism, the future movements of
which are not simply empirically or causally determined in advance but are “really—
in a mysterious sense—already present”® One might call this, in a rather literal
sense, a “meta-physical” notion of presence. For the imagery which serves to convey
this notion uses a picture of a physical mechanism in order to represent a kind of
determination which is supposed to be in principle harder or more secure than any
actual physical movement through space and time. In so far as there is a view quoted
in the Investigations which might be called “platonism,” it is expressed by such
imagery.

Second block. The so-called platonistic interlocutor in the Investigations is
someone who feels that such a notion of presence, though admittedly mysterious, is
virtually forced upon us if we want to retain a secure grip on the commonplace about
meaning which I earlier called its normative reach (section 3). The Investigations
gives the following mathematical example. Suppose someone endeavors to carry out
a series according to the instruction “add two.” If her previous training in arithmetic
has brought about a correct understanding of the instruction, then she must, it seems,
continue on to 1,002 after reaching 1,000; no other number would be in accord with
her understanding as manifested in her performance so far. Obviously, if a grasped
meaning is to have this sort of bearing on bits of future behavior, the platonist
reasons, it must be that to grasp the meaning of a sign is to present oneself, in some
sense, with its future use. And that is what the platonist’s imagery is meant to
capture: to grasp the meaning of a sign is mentally to hitch oneself to an indefinitely
long rail that traverses the future career of the sign and thus determines, for any of
one’s future linguistic performances, whether it keeps faith with the meaning one has
grasped.

10 So much for the building blocks.®® Now for the deconstructive reading. On this
reading, Wittgenstein finds something amiss in the platonist’s talk of presence and he
opposes it in roughly the following terms.

First, it is absurd to suppose that one could, in grasping the meaning of a sign,
literally bring the whole eventful use of the sign to mind. But short of that, neither
anything that does come to mind nor anything about one’s previous applications of a
sign could be conceived as a plausible candidate for the role of the platonist’s rail.
For take anything you like that does come to mind or any number of applications of
the sign: these remain discrete items, like the sign itself, which can always be
projected, in future circumstances, in different ways. An image for the impotence of
any mental representative of a sign to constrain its future application might be found
in a simple sign-post, considered as a mere inscribed block of wood. So considered,
the post clearly does not determine the direction in which it is to be followed,
whether, say, in the direction of the finger or in the opposite one (cf. §85). It
determines this only when it is interpreted as an object that points this way rather
than that. And that is how it must be with any sign: to determine a distinction
between applications of it which are in accord with its meaning and those which are
not must be to give the sign a particular interpretation. So the right picture of
meaning is as much one of rail-like fixity as one of immeasurable drift. Platonism is
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the myth that meaning takes care of itself. In fact, the reach of meaning into the
world—according to the deconstructive reading of Wittgenstein—requires
ubiquitous interpretive activity.

Now someone might object—rather along the lines of the hearsay objection to
deconstruction (section 5)—that what is depicted here is nothing less than the ruin of
meaning. For if to understand a sign is to interpret it, and if “interpreting” a sign is not
simply another (metaphysical) name for making mental contact with the platonist’s
fantastic rail, then “an interpretation” could only be one more discrete item which
itself requires an interpretation before it determines a particular use of the sign:

This was our paradox: no course of action could be determined by a rule,
because every course of action can be made out [i.e., on some interpretation
of it: cf. §198] to accord with the rule. The answer was: if everything can be
made out to accord with the rule then it can also be made out to conflict
with it. And so there would be neither accord nor conflict here.

(§201)

Of course, the difficulty described here pertains not just to “rules” but to any
meaningful items (statements, orders, promises, expectations—in general thoughts:
cf. §§437-8) which reach out into the world in the sense that certain states of affairs
may (or may fail to) be in accord with them. If the reach of meaning is possible only
if some interpretation is placed on the relevant item, then, according to this passage,
the very idea of accord goes missing. For, by a regress of interpretations, any action
can be made to accord with any interpretation of the item. Where the item is a rule,
the requirement of interpretation would thus amount to the thesis that a “fresh
decision” has to be made in each case. But now, unless some further account is
provided, this says not just that rules do not provide “absolute guarantees;” it says
that talk of rules is fictional.

Despite this skeptical threat, Wittgenstein’s criticism of platonism, according to
the deconstructive reading, hinges on the thesis that no matter what mental item
someone might acquire in coming to understand a sign, their linguistic performances
keep faith with that item only under one possible interpretation of it. So a defining
feature of this reading would be the following thought. Opposition to the platonist’s
notion of a grasped meaning as predetermining specific performances cannot but
incur a commitment to a paradox. The paradox at §201 has two components. First, it
is assumed that some applications of a rule are in accord with it. That is, there is
undoubtedly such a thing as following a rule, creating an exception to a rule, and so
on. Such everyday things are not fictions. Second, what makes such phenomena
possible (viz., interpretive activity) appears at once as the condition of their
impossibility—the impossibility, that is, of any action being, as a matter of simple
fact, in accord with the rule. Now given the centrality of such paradoxes to
deconstruction, the controlling thought in this reading of Wittgenstein may be put
like this. If, starting with the conceptual commitments manifest in our everyday talk
of “accord,” one asks—“How it is possible for us to employ such notions?”—then
one will either profess a dogmatic form of platonism (“meaning must¢ run on rails”)
or, short of that, incur a commitment—in so far as one cannot but persist in using
such notions—to a deconstructive paradox.
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But still: how could one accept the ensuing paradox without destroying the notion
of meaning? Clearly, such destruction is no more Wittgenstein’s aim than Derrida’s.
At the same time, it looks as if the interpretivist thesis which Wittgenstein is
supposed to be deploying against platonism itself provides a powerful motivation for
embracing the platonist’s imagery, regarded now as a paradox-escaping answer to
the question of what someone’s interpreting a sign could consist in, if it is to have
the requisite normative bearing on future linguistic behavior. If the deconstructive
reading of Wittgenstein is to hold up, there must be some way of passing between the
Scylla of a paradox which seems to destroy all meaning and the Charybdis of a
platonism which, in light of the reasoning producing the paradox, now looks like a
desperate way to reassure ourselves about the possibility of meaning.

The thought needed here, according to this reading of Wittgenstein, is that the
impression of skeptical consequences attendant on the paradox arises only because
we have not sufficiently disabused ourselves of a longing for the platonistic ideal,
by comparison with which the available notions of meaning and truth seem
disappointing. To take counsel against immodest metaphysical hope, however, can
be at once to take arms against the fear of nihilism. For the right way to
sufficiently disabuse ourselves of platonism is to recognize that while there indeed
are no facts in which the correctness of ascriptions of meaning consists, there is
available, instead of such facts, a close substitute: namely, a story about our
membership in communities of mutual correction and accreditation, about how we
achieve good standing in such communities, about the sanctions that attach to
deviance and so on. Essentially, someone who fails to “go on” as the community
does (e.g., 1000, /002) is in violation of one of its norms and may justifiably be
said to misunderstand the relevant concept. So by means of such a story, the
thought goes, we can both establish title to the notion of accord (i.e., after it
seemed clouded by the requirement of interpretation) and, indeed, account for
whatever stability our judgements have always had. But, as Derrida puts it, “to
account for a certain stability...is precisely not to speak of eternity or absolute
solidity;” it is not to provide any “absolute guarantees.” Compare Kripke, to whom
this reading of Wittgenstein is, on the Anglo-American side, substantially
indebted:

There is no objective fact—that we all mean addition by ‘+’, or even that a
given individual does—that explains our agreement in particular cases.
Rather our license to say of each other that we mean addition by ‘+’ is part
of a ‘language game’ that sustains itself only because of the brute fact that
we generally agree. (Nothing about ‘grasping concepts’ guarantees that it
will not break down tomorrow).%

If we forget this, the paradox is there to set us straight. The paradox kicks in if we
lapse into thinking that, beyond socially convergent behavior, there must be some
“objective fact” corresponding to someone’s correctly understanding a rule, such
that he is thereby compelled to reach the appropriate outcomes. “There really is no
accord (and therefore no meaning),” Wittgenstein would be saying, “in that sense.”
But the lesson to be learned is that we ought to stop demanding such track-
guaranteeing facts. We ought instead to look and see how meaning and truthare—by
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a kind of groundless self-enactment of the community—socially constructed and
maintained.

11 The deconstructive reading of Wittgenstein is an example of how to miss
Wittgenstein’s originality. Kripke brushes up against the originality of
Wittgenstein’s thought when he correctly senses that Wittgenstein would probably
not approve of such “straightforward” Kripkean formulations as that “there is no
objective fact” as to what someone means by “plus.”® Kripke is more sensitive on
this score than many other commentators. He realizes that the way Wittgenstein
chose to formulate matters is internally connected to what Wittgenstein took those
matters to be.® But Kripke nonetheless has trouble crediting Wittgenstein’s claim
that the distinctiveness of his thought lies exactly in his formal procedures and not,
independently of this, in any substantive views or theses he is advancing (cf.
§128). Hence Kripke does not appreciate the extent to which Wittgenstein’s own
formulations are determined, in part, as a response to the following sort of
difficulty in the kind of “straightforward” thesis which Kripke puts forward. If
there is something amiss—some cause for philosophy—in talk of “facts” about
meaning, how could denying the proposition that such facts exist be any less
problematic than asserting it? Wittgenstein writes out of a sense that the
philosophical attempt to exorcize illusion is continuously—one might say
internally—at risk of giving the following impression: that to rid oneself of a false
notion of presence (e.g., a mental act of meaning that traverses the future use) must
be to embrace a substantial notion of absence (“there are no facts”). But to
embrace such a notion is, on Wittgenstein’s view, to embrace a kindred
philosophical illusion, and indeed, an illusion that is not significantly different
from the one that was to be exorcized. If there is something confused about the
statement “p,” then one moves no closer to the truth if one reverses its direction;
one merely perpetuates the philosophical problem. Now the negation of a
metaphysical notion of presence has the form of a representation of absence. It is
what Wittgenstein calls “the absence of an idol.” When Wittgenstein says that to
create the “absence of an idol” is to create a new idol, he means that one of the
characteristic ways in which we frustrate our philosophical aims is by representing
matters as if metaphysical philosophy had produced intelligible but substantially
mistaken notions of how things are, such that overcoming these notions requires
asserting their negation. The result is to preserve, by means of an intellectual
recoil, the “idol” which one had wanted to destroy.®

But doesn’t Wittgenstein in fact regard the platonist’s talk of “presence” as
substantially mistaken? In fact, if one confines Wittgenstein to the options of either
affirming or denying a platonistic thesis about meaning, one is bound to
misunderstand him. Wittgenstein clearly finds something amiss in the platonist’s talk
of “presence;” and this gets expressed by the thought that whatever item someone’s
present grasp of a “meaning” might consist in can always be interpreted in different
ways. But if one takes this to mean that Wittgenstein wishes to counter what the
platonist says by endorsing a deconstructive paradox, it becomes impossible to
fathom why Wittgenstein should add (in a statement Kripke himself ignores) just
after stating the paradox: “It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here”
(§201). Suppose we try to take Wittgenstein at his word.
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Part III How to read §201

12 As a number of commentators point out, §201 gives no hint that Wittgenstein
regards the alleged paradoxicality of meaning as making it necessary to “account for
the stability of meaning” after using the paradox to twist free of platonistic
guarantees. On the contrary, it looks as if Wittgenstein thinks he can rightfully
decline to be troubled by the paradox. Indeed, the very language in which he
presents the paradox suggests that to have stated the paradox is already to have
drained it of significance;®’ or, more precisely, that to recognize the interpretivist
thesis as harboring a paradox is thereby already to have “answered” the paradox by
undermining the attractiveness of that thesis. The second paragraph of §201
explicitly draws the moral like this: “[T]his shews...there is a way of grasping a rule
which is not an interpretation....” No ersatz notion of correctness in ascriptions of
meaning is needed to address the skeptical consequences of a paradox which would
arise if one accepted the idea that every application of a rule requires an
interpretation of it; for we cannot, this says, accept that idea. Wittgenstein’s easy
continuation after the paradox—"“It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding
here...”—thus presents a structure of /atency characteristic of his thought: the
paradox represents the flowering into recognizable or patent nonsense of a line of
thought which Jlooked compelling because previously it contained only
unrecognizable or latent nonsense. “Here, with the paradox,” §201 is to be read as
saying, “it can be seen that it was nonsense from the beginning.”

This should be put together with what Wittgenstein says at the end of §201: “Hence
there is an inclination to say: every action according to the rule is an interpretation.
But we ought to restrict the term ‘interpretation’ to the substitution of one expression
of the rule for another.” After dismissing the paradox-inducing thought as a
“misunderstanding,” Wittgenstein goes on to give expression to the temptation to
say—in order to show us how to avoid saying—what Derrida says. Wittgenstein says
there is an inclination to say it. He frames what Derrida says, calls attention to it as a
form of expression to which someone, in a philosophical investigation of the concept
of meaning, might be attracted.®® Wittgenstein’s point comes into sharper focus if we
ask: why does he go on like this? Why does he proceed from (1) the instruction “there
is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation” to (2), the framing of words
implying that this instruction is mistaken? Doesn’t (1) sound more like a proper
conclusion? The answer, I shall suggest, is that Wittgenstein takes the crucial point of
the passage to be the framing of a form of words, not an instruction about how one
ought to conceive of following a rule.

13 “Hence there is an inclination....” Why—just after drawing the conclusion that
interpretivism is a misunderstanding—*“hence”? To spell out the inference involved
here, I shall first summarize one main strand of Wittgenstein’s discussion leading up
to and motivating §201, starting with the thought that a sign, considered by itself,
does not determine what is in accord with it and what is not. The inference
introduced by the word “hence” at the end of §201 becomes clear when we see it as a
continuation of this strand.

(A) Suppose we ask: why should it be thought that an item called “an
interpretation” can create the determinacy of meaning that goes missing when a sign
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is considered by itself? The motivation for appealing to interpretation in this context
seems clear enough if we remember the everyday sense of the word in which “an
interpretation” consists of a linguistic reformulation—"“the substitution of one
expression for another” (§201). Interpretations in this sense are often called for in
cases involving doubt or unclarity, for reformulation is an effective way of clarifying
or resolving what, in any expression, may be unclear. To interpret, in this familiar
sense, is to give an explanation where an explanation is needed to remove or avert a
doubt about meaning—not, of course, every possible doubt (whatever that might
mean), but such doubts or misunderstandings, as may, under the circumstances,
arise. But now, of course, there is a problem if we seek to make a quite general use
of this notion of interpretation. If every sign, considered by itself, is unfixed in
meaning, then it is obvious that no further linguistic item is going to help. If that is
what an interpretation is supposed to be, then interpretations are signs themselves,
and they shall stand in need of further interpretations to fix their meanings, and so
on. Rather than animating the normative reach of signs, talk of interpretation, in this
sense, merely redoubles the problem of their impotence.

(B) Once interpretation becomes a general requirement, we can no longer appeal,
on pain of a hopeless regress, to the idea of interpretation as linguistic substitution.
But if interpretations are not linguistic items, what are they? It may be tempting to
think that the idea needed here is that of some essentially mental act of thinking or
intending the sign one way rather than another. But this looks no more promising.
Indeed, it looks like a relapse into those platonistic notions which interpretivism was
meant to parry.®® For it involves a commitment to the intelligibility of the notion that
an item in the mind—say, the thought “Add water and stir”—can be such as to be
more determinate, or less in need of interpretation, than a text representing that
thought. Against this, the interpretivist thesis was meant to say that we cannot really
understand what it would be for there to be an item in the mind that had the requisite
normative properties of meaning but that was not, from the get-go, subject to the
conditions or requirements of representability (or communicability) in signs.

(C) Given (A) and (B) above, someone might understandably think that the idea
of “interpretation” needed here is just that of a remarkable spiritual power to make
signs mean this rather than that (rather like the power to give life to dead matter).
Perhaps “the Mind” is just that unique kind of thing that has such spiritual powers. A
grasped meaning, on this suggestion, would be a very special kind of entity—a
universal form which sorts out, for all occasions, what is in accord with it and what
is not; and to “interpret” would be to perform an extraordinary act of mind in which
one presents oneself with such an entity. But here the meaning-endowing power of
“interpretation” begins to seem magical or occult;”® and it is this alternative which
deserves, if anything does, the name “platonism.”

Leaving this occult alternative aside, from the premises (1) that a sign, considered
by itself, is indeterminate in meaning, and (2) that interpretations are representable
in signs, it would follow, as Wittgenstein remarks, that “interpretations by
themselves do not determine meaning” (§198). The sense of “by themselves,” as
§201 indicates, is roughly: “in logical independence of applicative behavior’—e.g.,
“of following a rule or going against it in actual cases.” The paradox of §201
appears at this point as a vivid illustration of the absurdity of supposing otherwise:
i.e., of supposing that, given the normative impotence of a sign considered by itself,
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some general application of “interpretation” can get the notion of accord—and
thereby some more modest notion of meaning—back into play.

14 Now the inclination voiced at the end of §201 is one which arises after this
point has been accepted. Wittgenstein’s thought may be put like this: it is
precisely once one sees that “interpretations,” considered as linguistic
substitutions or analogous mental items, do not by themselves—i.e., apart from
applicative behavior—determine meaning that one may be inclined to say: “every
action according to the rule is an interpretation.” The thought framed here is thus
continuous and not in conflict with the instructions issued at §198 and §201
(“interpretations by themselves do not determine meaning,” “there is a way of
grasping a rule which is not an interpretation”). For the intelligibility of these
instructions depends on taking the word “interpretation” in the sense of linguistic
substitution. Against this, the framed assertion at the end of §201 expresses a
philosophical inclination to conclude, on the basis of the fact that the
interpretivist thesis is an obvious absurdity when “interpretation” is taken in that
familiar sense, that what one means to say in putting forward that thesis must be
something else. The relevant “inclination™ arises, in short, as an attempt to hold
onto an interpretivism which had seemed serviceable in wording one’s rejection
of platonism, even after accepting the lesson of the discussion up to this point,
viz., that interpretations—qua garden variety linguistic items—do not determine
meaning.

Given Derrida’s conception of deconstruction as involving a radically
insightful type of nonsense, it would be accurate to say that the assertion
Wittgenstein wishes to frame—after reaching the conclusion that the
interpretivist thesis is a bit of plain, uninsightful nonsense—involves a
deconstructive use of the term “interpretation.” Someone who makes such a use
of the term is clearly depending on our familiarity with—even as they are
rejecting the implications of—its more restricted everyday use. And this is what
interests Wittgenstein about such a philosophical use of the term. In framing that
use, he records the fact that there is an inclination to continue putting forward
“interpretation” as a condition of the possibility of meaning even after
recognizing that one’s point will be lost by various available clarifications of
what one might mean. Now, I suggested that the main point of §201 lies in this
framing of a form of words, not in an instruction about the possibility of a non-
interpretive grasp of a rule. In fact, since an instruction of this kind would be
pointless if there were no inclination to make interpretation a general
requirement (compare instructing someone who had never heard of sylphs that
there are no sylphs), there is a sense in which the instruction (i.e., that there need
not be an interpretation) is no more asserted here, or no less framed, than the
requirement (i.c., that there must always be an interpretation). Such parity would
flow from recognizing the requirement of interpretation, in light of the paradox,
as nonsensical. If we so recognize it, it can’t be any more intelligible to negate
it. (The negation of nonsense is not something distinguishable in sense.)
Contrapositively, if we can conceive of “a way of grasping a rule which is not an
interpretation” it must be that we are giving the word “interpretation” a sense
which would not have satisfied the proponent of the interpretive requirement—
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for example, the “substitution of one expression for another.” In that familiar
sense, we can easily conceive of a non-interpretive grasp of a rule. Nor are we
likely to encounter disagreement. For clearly, no one inclined to make
interpretation a general requirement ever meant to say—or would feel
understood if construed as saying—that every rule must have an additional
linguistic rider. In thus juxtaposing the interpretivist’s paradox-inducing use of
the word “interpretation” with a felicitous sense which might be given to the
word (“the substitution of one expression for another”),”" §201 should lead us to
ask whether there is anything which the interpretivist would exactly be satisfied
to be construed as saying; or whether, on the contrary, his phizlosophical
purposes are such as to be frustrated when the word “interpretation” is made
fathomable.

Thus construed, §201 does not (as it must on the deconstructive reading) depart
from one of Wittgenstein’s main points about his own philosophical procedures: “If
one tried to advance theses in philosophy, it would never be possible to debate them,
because everyone would agree to them” (§128). Tailored to the present context, the
point would be that what might be said about the need for “interpretation” in
“grasping a rule” (i.e., upon giving the word “interpretation” a clear or fathomable
sense) is something to which the present parties would in fact agree. To say that they
would agree is to say that the opponent of platonism would not wish to be construed
as denying the instruction that “there is a way of grasping a rule which is not...the
substitution of one expression for another.” She would not want to say that we must
always interpret in that sense. And beyond this, §201 merely frames the form of
expression which would seem to be saying something philosophically disagreeable.
So by way of (1) drawing attention to something to which “everyone would agree,”
and (2) framing the rest as something “there is an inclination to say,” §201 ends by
not saying (asserting or denying) anything; it ends, one might venture to say, in
silence.

Why, if this is so, is §201 sometimes thought to contain one of the book’s most
important theses? The answer is evidently that it can be difficult to see how
Wittgenstein could be untroubled by the paradox given that the reasoning leading to
it does play a role in combating a suspect notion of the “presence” of meaning.” But
that rejecting the paradox does not depend, for Wittgenstein, on the availability of a
substantive alternative to the platonist’s notion of “presence” is suggested by the
non-adversarial response to that notion in a passage like this:

“But I don’t mean that what I do now (in grasping a sense) determines the
future use causally and as a matter of experience, but that in a queer way,
the use itself is in some sense present.”—But of course it is, ‘in some
sense’! Really the only thing wrong with what you say is the expression “in
a queer way.” The rest is all right...

(§195)7

According to this remark, there is nothing wrong with what the platonist says; the
problem lies only in his sense that there is something queer about what he says. Now
this response to the platonist—viz., that his feeling of queerness need be no part of
his otherwise all-right thought—is connected to the view of §201 I have sketched in
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the following way: to emerge from the latent misunderstanding identified at §201 is
not to incur any commitment to platonism (i.e., to meanings as mysterious entities)
but to be able to return the platonist’s words to their everyday, unmysterious use, and
so to redeem them. To make this plausible, an account is needed—not of the stability
of meaning, but of why, in the platonist’s attempt to explain this, his own words
should come to strike him as so strange.

15 To bring out the connections between the latent misunderstanding identified at
§201 and the non-adversarial response to the platonist at §195, consider first how
the platonist gives expression to his feeling of “queerness.” The sense of what he
means to say has been missed, he declares, in so far as he is taken to be speaking of
the determination of future use “causally and as a matter of experience.” His
difficulty is evidently this. In attempting to account for the reach of meaning, he was
tempted to speak of a tracking mechanism, the mind’s engagement with an infinite
rail. But he has been brought to see that such a mechanism, if it is to so much as
seem serviceable in explaining a normative relation, must be rather unique. For
ordinary machines are subject to empirical mishap; they can break, bend, crash, melt
or otherwise jump track. In the present case, however, the very identification of a
mechanical glitch (e.g., 998, 1000, /004) presupposes the applicability of a prior
notion of the results that must be reached when the mechanism is functioning
properly. So if mechanical operations are really to give us a purchase on how
someone is compelled to reach just these results, the mechanism in question needs to
be imagined as somehow invulnerable to mishap, as ideally rigid. But now what is it
to imagine an ideally rigid mechanism? Is it not just to think of its movements as in
accord with a rule?

One might conclude from this that talk of a mechanism is at best a pseudo-
explanation, a “mythological description” as Wittgenstein says (§221), of following
a rule. Since the normative relation of “accord” must already figure in its
conception, to appeal to a mechanism in this context is to do little more than
redescribe the very relation, the possibility of which one wishes to explain.
However, the platonist at §195 takes a different tack. Seeing that ordinary
mechanical determination in the realm of experience cannot serve as an account of
the way meaning is “already present,” he is inclined to think that the grasped
meaning of an expression must determine its future use in some ghostly para-
mechanical way. Essentially, the platonist represented here is someone who (1)
thinks that the normative aspect of meaning must be metaphysically queer if it
cannot be rendered intelligible on the model successfully employed in explaining
bits of nature (conceived as the realm of experience under causal laws), (2) finds
that it cannot be thus rendered intelligible, and (3) concludes that it is therefore
metaphysically queer.”

Now the explanatory futility of the platonist’s imagery is clearly an important point in
Wittgenstein’s discussion. But to see why the point carries no commitment, for
Wittgenstein, to an interpretivist alternative (and, vice versa, why the rejection of
interpretivism incurs no commitment to platonism), we need properly to locate platonism
within the general shape of the dialectic informing this region of Wittgenstein’s thought.
Briefly recapitulating, the other pieces of the dialectic—the pieces which comprised the
textual basis of the deconstructive reading—were as follows:
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(1) A sign, considered just by itself, is normatively inert: like any bit of nature (e.g.,
sounds, ink marks), it does not sort behavior into that which accords with it and
that which does not.

(2) The same is true of any mental items in which one’s present grasp of the
meaning of a sign might be said to consist.

(3) There is thus always a gap between the present contents of the mind and bits of
the world which might be said to be in accord with those contents. Interpretation
is needed to close the gap, bringing mind and world together.

(4) But this is paradoxical. Since any action can be brought into accord with any
interpretation of a sign (i.e., on some interpretation of if), there can be no accord
or conflict.

(5) This paradox, however, destroys not the possibility of meaning, but only the
classical conception of it. For we can account for our talk of meaning and
understanding through a social-pragmatic story featuring convergent behavior.

The question is: where in this dialectic does platonism belong? The deconstructive
reading makes it the critical point of departure for an argument, which, starting with
(1) and (2), would culminate in an alternative account of meaning along the lines of
(5). And this is not entirely wrong: given the platonist’s talk of ghostly mental acts,
(1) and (2) are a natural corrective response. But neither is this the whole story. For
without more, this is to allow Wittgenstein no interest in how the question which the
platonist takes himself to be answering—viz., “how is meaning possible”—arises; it
is to assume that the question expresses, for Wittgenstein, an autonomous problem
which philosophy is naturally obliged to address. The /nvestigations gives contrary
indications: “Thought does not strike us as mysterious while we are thinking, but
only when we say, as it were retrospectively: ‘How was that possible?” How was it
possible for thought to deal with the very object itself?” (§428). We get a deeper
sense of Wittgenstein’s purposes when we recognize that it is precisely the kind of
thinking made explicit in the progression from (1) to the paradox at (4)—i.e., a kind
of thinking latently carrying the suggestion that meaning is in fact impossible—
which can make the platonist’s question (“how is meaning possible”) seem urgent
and compelling.”” Rather than initiating the philosophical dialectic, the platonist’s
words may thus be seen as arising affer the paradox at (4) and as comprising, in this
position, an understandable response to an interpretivist line of thought. The thought
which mediates between the paradox and the platonist’s image of rails would be this:
given that an interpretation is needed to fix the meaning of a sign, there must, on
pain of a paradoxical regress, be some last or final interpretation—i.e., an
interpretation not in need of any further interpretation—which is what we call “the
meaning.”’® In other words, the interpretivist line of thought leading up to the
paradox makes it urgent to find some item in which a meaning-constituting
“interpretation” might consist, but an item which, unlike ordinary linguistic signs,
can function as a regress-stopper, and it is in this intellectual environment that so-
called “platonism” intelligibly takes hold.

On this reading, platonism is to be seen as arising from an interpretivist premise
about meaning, albeit one which may go unnoticed until it becomes explicit, and
explicitly paradoxical, under the pressure of a recoil from the platonism it spawns.
The opening step of the dialectic is that which introduces the notion of a sign
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“considered by itself.” If one takes that step unquestioningly, then it will be natural
to accept the thesis that to grasp the meaning of a sign is to interpret it; and if one
accepts that thesis, then it may come to seem that one’s only alternatives are
“platonism,” on the one hand, and some alternative account of meaning to be
wrought from whatever materials are available without presupposing the
applicability of such normative notions as accord with a rule. But in saying that the
paradox (4) arises on account of a latent misunderstanding, Wittgenstein means to
bring into view another way—a non-philosophical way, as it were (cf. §85)—in
which this dialectic might end. On this alternative, we might work our way free of
the interpretivist thesis by coming to see that an abstraction such as “a sign by itself
comes to seem useful only if we have the idea of giving ourselves a particular kind
of account of what a sign means—viz., a philosophical account. Such abstraction
from the circumstances that surround our actual concourse with signs is wanted just
when our idea is to give ourselves an account of the meaning of a sign that is not to
be dependent on the contingencies of the practical world in which such signs
normally operate. Such an account, in other words, is not addressed to someone on
whose responses we are relying. For the burden of such an account is not simply to
rule out such doubts as might, under the circumstances, arise, but to specify the
meaning of a sign absolutely, say, from among a// the possibilities.”” Let me explain.

If we regard the use of a sign as an event which, appropriately specified, includes
the surrounding circumstances, then we are bound to see that from the fact that a
doubt about meaning is possible, it does not follow that anyone does, or even
intelligibly could (under the circumstances) actually doubt (cf. §213). Hence we
should want to ask: is there really any clear sense in which doubts and
misunderstandings about the meaning of a sign are, as Derrida insists, a “necessary
possibility”? Whence such necessity? The necessity appears only on the basis of the
assumption that we can intelligibly consider a bit of sign-involving behavior in
abstraction from its surrounding circumstances and nonetheless still have sign-
involving behavior in view. By means of the expression “a sign by itself,” we thus
precisely manage to represent a doubt which is merely notionally possible as already
present, just as if any doubt which actually (i.e., in certain circumstances) arises
somehow merely reveals an indeterminacy that was present in any grasp of meaning
all along. Clearly this describes the exact mirror image of the platonistic thought
that a grasped meaning must be present in such a way as already to determine the
resolution of any doubt which might, in future circumstances, arise. The idea of a
“philosophical account” which interpretivism and platonism share in common
becomes plain if we ask: from what point of view, if not of the circumstantially
placed user of language, can it appear, in light of the “necessary possibility” of
doubt and misunderstanding, that “to understand is always to interpret”? The answer
is: this appears from the point of view of a being who can see (in a timeless present)
all the possibilities. Of course, it is hardly clear what “all the possibilities” refers to
when it figures in the description of such a philosophical account. So the matter
might perhaps best be put like this: the notion “a sign by itself” expresses the same
meta-physical demand as the demand for an account of what a sign means absolutely.

The alternative which Wittgenstein wishes to bring into view involves freeing
ourselves of the very idea of such an account. Were we to do so, it seems clear that
we should have no use for considering signs “by themselves”—i.e., independently of
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our natural responses to them or the way they function in our practical activities.
And if we had no use for this abstraction, we should also have no use for the thought
(which never seemed very intuitive anyway) that there must always be an
interpretation of signs that fixes their meaning. Moreover, our rejection of
interpretivism, by this route, would not incur any commitment to platonistic
doctrines of meaning. To the contrary, it would indicate nothing more than that we
no longer feel obliged to reconstruct an adequate notion of the meaning of a sign out
of whatever materials still remain in view after bestowing an abstract attention on
signs “by themselves.”” Our need for such an abstract conception disappears once
we no longer feel compelled to try to conceive either the contents of the mind or the
linguistic behavior in which such contents are manifest in a way which would
especially suit the explanatory purposes of someone undertaking to give “an
account” of the very possibility of meaning—an account, that is, from outside (or
from beneath) our everyday use of such normative notions as “accord.””

On this reading, the problem with the imagery of platonism is simply that it
comes too late. Set forth in the context of a deconstructive dialectic in which the
question “how is meaning possible” has become urgent, the platonist’s various
images of presence provide no genuine reassurance. But to say that the imagery is
useless in this dialectical context is not to say that there is anything wrong with it
just as such. To the contrary, if, following §201, we manage to give up the idea that
to understand is to interpret, then the rail-imagery can be taken on board as simply
a colorful way of redescribing the commonplace, everyday phenomena of
following a rule. Freed from the “misunderstanding” which makes the question
“how is meaning possible?” seem urgent, there is simply no cause to take the
platonist’s images of “presence” in any other way. And that is Wittgenstein’s point
at §195. The intelligible content of what the platonist says is unobjectionable,
something no more philosophically fraught than saying—rather less colorfully and
in an everyday tone of voice—that a rule is the sort of thing which provides a
standard of correctness for a future series of instances. When Wittgenstein replies
non-adversarially to the platonist—"“of course [the use is present] in some sense”—
he is inviting us to affirm the platonist’s words in the sense they have before (1),
before the philosophical dialectic takes hold, rather than after (4), where, in the
environment of interpretivism, the need for an account of meaning has become
urgent and the very same words are apt to seem queer.

Could the platonist be satisfied to find himself making sense in such an agreeable,
everyday way? Not as long as the idea of a “philosophical account” of meaning
persists. If it does, the platonist will reject this rendition of what he might mean, just
as he understandably rejects the suggestion that he is talking about the causal
determination of future use. The result will be the following dilemma. (1) On the one
hand, talk of a causal mechanism seems unsuited—too vulnerable or soft—for
explaining the normative possibility of “accord.” (2) But to recognize his own
imagery as a merely colorful but innocuous way of redescribing a normative relation
would be to give up any claim to be accounting for that relation. The platonist
represented at §195 is essentially someone who tries to resolve this dilemma by
imagining an “ideally rigid” tracking mechanism to be just like a real physical
mechanism except (because also ideally rigid) strangely unworldly.®® And this
produces the sense of metaphysical difficulty which gets expressed as a “queer” idea
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of presence because: (1) in an innocuous sense (the dilemma’s second horn), future
applications of a rule are present (i.e., there is such a thing as grasping a rule); (2) in
a no less straightforward sense, future applications are not present (i.e., they are not
spatio-temporally present, physically present before they take place); and finally (3)
the “platonist” is someone who is determined to reject both (1) and (2) as an account
of what he means by “present,” on the grounds that if that were what he meant, he
would too obviously be making an agreeable kind of sense. In short, his
philosophical purpose would be frustrated by anything other than a meta-physical
idea of presence, for example—a phrase from Derrida’s account of Husserl might
win his assent—*"“a self-proximity that would in fact be the absolute reduction of
space in general.”®" Of course, that is queer, nay spooky.

Conclusion: notes on aligning Wittgenstein and Derrida

16 From Wittgenstein’s perspective, we can see the proponent of the deconstructive
paradox as joining league with his platonistic interlocutor in two important ways.

First, as I have argued, to assert (against the implications of the everyday use of
the term “interpretation”) that “an interpretation is always required because no text
is immune to possible doubt,” is to commit oneself to the idea of an account of how
meaning is fixed in view of “all the possibilities.” Just as we should be able (by
freeing ourselves from the idea of such an account) to return the platonist’s words to
their agreeable, everyday use, so too we would be able to bring the word
“interpretation” back to its ordinary use, whereby interpretation is sometimes needed
(i.e., in cases of real doubt or uncertainty) and sometimes not (cf. §85). Conceived
as an everyday form of words gone astray, platonism and its deconstructive criticism
are, for Wittgenstein, two sides of the same philosophical coin.

Second, both the platonist and the deconstructivist appear as figures who would
rather pursue a “philosophical account” of meaning to the point of nonsense than be
taken to mean anything they could easily say. The difficulty in making sense of what
they say belongs to their very intention in speaking; if it made sense, it wouldn’t
satisfy them and they would reject it.*

This last point might be expressed in Derrida’s terms by saying that the
deconstructivist’s intention is to speak outside of the “system of meaning”; it might
be expressed in Wittgenstein’s terms by saying that the intention is to speak outside
of “language games.” However, these notions, exhibiting a basis of intimacy between
Wittgenstein and Derrida, also enter into a number of systematic contrasts between
them. To indicate the level of difficulty involved in aligning Wittgenstein’s and
Derrida’s thought, I shall now propose, somewhat summarily, two main points of
contrast between them.

First, concerning how philosophy ends and what its necessity is. If implicit in
Derrida’s picture of philosophical self-criticism is the suggestion that
deconstructive thinking is compulsory for anyone who would not be spoken for by
the metaphysical commitments of the age, then a strong point of contrast between
Wittgenstein and Derrida might be marked by saying that while, on Derrida’s
conception, philosophical investigation must end (if it is ever to end or satisfy
itself) in “unheard-of thoughts,” on Wittgenstein’s conception, it ends in thoughts
heard everyday (which is to say, it ends both more often and less finally): “What

108



WITTGENSTEIN ON DECONSTRUCTION

we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use”
(§128). This is explicitly to refuse the idea that any words (including “sign,”
“representation,” “intention,” “meaning,” etc.) are, in themselves, lost to
metaphysics, that any words, just as such, “belong” to metaphysics. Indeed, the
idea that philosophy’s destruction of metaphysical notions consists in returning
words to their everyday employments, in redeeming them in the available currency,
is part of the account in the Investigations of how it comes to look as if
metaphysics has (or ever had) any words, anything to speak of, at all: somehow our
words have gone astray. Since this is a picture of metaphysics as dependent, for its
apparent intelligibility, on the sense our words have in their everyday
employments, it is no exaggeration to say that while for Derrida metaphysics
appears to exist autonomously and invidiously, conditioning our every effort to
think something else, for Wittgenstein there simply is no such thing as a
metaphysical word or thought in the traditional sense.®* Rather, our attraction to
certain forms of words which seem to express great philosophical difficulties
arises from our imagining that there is.

Second, concerning the experience of philosophical muteness. It is sometimes
said that the Investigations’ attention to “everyday use” represents a shift in
Wittgenstein’s “account” of meaning. On the reading I have proposed, however, the
philosophical pertinence which Wittgenstein claims for the everyday use of words is
simply the heuristic pertinence of reminding ourselves of the contexts of the
significant use of various expressions when such reminders are needed in order to
carry out the philosophical procedure which is already described in the Tractatus as
“the only strictly correct” one: “to say nothing [philosophical] and then, whenever
someone else wanted to say something metaphysical, to demonstrate to him that he
had failed to give a meaning to certain signs in his sentences.”® The motivation of
Wittgenstein’s appeal to the “everyday” in the /nvestigations becomes clearer if one
asks: how can one demonstrate this? How can one demonstrate to someone who
insists that what they want to say is terribly queer (and even impossible to express)
that the difficulty lies not in the sense of what they say but in the lack of it? One
method, pursued in the Investigations, is to try to bring one’s interlocutor to see, by
reference to various contexts of the significant use of expressions, that their purpose
in speaking—their “wish to say something metaphysical”—requires that they refuse
such accounts of what they might mean on the grounds that what they say would then
make perfect sense (i.e., they would be saying something obviously right or
obviously wrong). There is no suggestion in the /nvestigations that such a procedure
has any natural end (cf. §133) because there is no suggestion that any combination of
words, just as such, does not have (or could not be given) a sense. Thus conceived,
our expressive frustration in philosophy is not a problem with our words at all, but
rather with our relation to our words, for example, our conflictually both wanting
and not wanting them to make sense. The difference is crucial for Wittgenstein. In
the first case, we are apt to regard our muteness as the mark of our wanting to
express an inexpressible content; in the second case, we would come to see our
problem as owing to there being no content which we (unconflictually) want to
express.® With this proviso, it may be said that the deconstructive theme of
philosophical muteness is, for Wittgenstein, just as it is for Derrida, something like
the last philosophical straw, or the last rung of the philosophical ladder:
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—So in the end when one is doing philosophy one gets to the point where
one would like just to emit an inarticulate sound.—But such a sound is an
expression only as it occurs in a particular language-game, which should
now be described.

(§261)

17 In conclusion, a note on philosophy’s destructiveness. Wittgenstein is sometimes
remembered as saying that his philosophy is essentially negative or destructive—and
of course, in some sense, it is. But if we look closely at remarks which address the
matter directly, we find Wittgenstein trying to dispel a false impression. The
following remark from the Investigations appears originally near Wittgenstein’s
remark about destroying “idols”:

Where does our investigation get its importance from, since it seems only to
destroy everything interesting, that is, all that is great and important? (As it
were all the buildings, leaving behind only bits of stone and rubble.) What
we are destroying is nothing but houses of cards [Lufigebdude]...

(§118)

The Investigations are destroying something all right, this says, but not anything that
had any substance to begin with, not any dwelling that a human being could—were
he to recognize it for what it is—wish to inhabit. What is destroyed is a non-
structure, an airy nothing. But that is a strange sort of destruction. It betokens a
movement toward greater philosophical self-recognition, such that once matters are
seen aright—once the destruction has been successful—part of what will be seen is
that there was no real destruction at all. I take it that Wittgenstein is saying
something here about what it would be for his way of continuing philosophy to be
successful: such a philosophical destruction must destroy, among other things, the
impression of its own destructiveness. By the same token, Wittgenstein is drawing
attention to one way in which his Investigations might fail to achieve their aim—
namely, by leaving behind in the reader an impression of substantial destructiveness.

That idea of philosophical failure is also the central idea in Wittgenstein’s remark
about destroying idols. That remark, an emblem of the form of Wittgenstein’s
thought, builds upon two commonplaces about the history and nature of philosophy.

First, it recalls the commonplace that philosophy sets its face against great
errors—errors, that is, not about this or that item in the world, but about the world as
a whole. “Philosophy destroys idols.” This means: philosophy sets its face against
false representations of the absolute, false ideas of human being’s relation to Being
as such. Philosophy shows the way out of the cave of fundamental illusion.

Second, after recalling this commonplace, Wittgenstein’s remark goes on to
suggest that in setting its face against fundamental illusions, philosophy is apt to
produce new ones. This too is a commonplace. What philosopher has not wanted to
stand on the side of reality? And what philosopher has not thereby brought against
himself the charge of creating new dogmas? When Nietzsche, for example,
announces the twilight of the idols (“T erect no new idols”)* he means specifically to
say that Plato’s picture of a fundamental illusion affecting humanity creates a new
idol; and Nietzsche suggests, against what he takes Plato to be saying, that the very
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idea of humanity as a “condition”—analogous to the condition of being blind—that
handicaps one’s efforts to make contact with the Real, is itself human kind’s “longest
error.”®” Nietzsche proposes to philosophize against such an idol “with a hammer.”
But now what about Nietzsche himself? Nietzsche’s way of representing things has
left many readers with the impression that what is to be grasped when one emerges
from the long night of platonistic error is that there are no facts, only the appearance
or “interpretation” of facts. But it seems we could hardly get any grip on what
“apparentness” or “interpretation” means here unless we make room for the
possibility of judgments concerning that which appearances or interpretations may
fall short of; unless, that is, we find some application (if only one reserved for a
divine being) for the notion of judgments which do not stop short of the facts. The
understandable inclination to put apparentness or interpretation in place of a
suspiciously metaphysical notion of the Real thus seems bound to self-
disappointment because it remains essentially a recoil from a platonistic adversary:
such a thesis seems intelligible only insofar as it incorporates and preserves the
position it means to oppose.

Suppose, then, that we recognize such idol-preserving recoils as characteristic of
philosophy’s self-criticism, its still uncompleted Copernican revolution. Then it
should be possible to see Wittgenstein’s remark about “destroying idols” as an
internal characterization of philosophical thought in terms of the way such thought
tends to go wrong. Philosophical thought, Wittgenstein is saying, characteristically
preserves what it intelligibly wishes to destroy; it does so by creating “its absence.”
So a philosophical destruction that proved satisfying—i.e., that succeeded in
satisfying its own aim—would be in part a self-destruction, or a destruction, at least,
of one characteristic idea of philosophy’s destructiveness, the one that creates the
idol of substantial absence in place of substantial presence.

To remove the Zen-like sound of paradox in this, it might be useful to state the
matter in terms of a distinction between two kinds of negativity—theoretical and
practical. One way philosophy goes wrong, Wittgenstein would be saying, is by
giving the impression that what is required is a theoretical negation, something that
has the effect of a denial (cf. §305). Philosophy’s appropriate destructiveness is
practical: its aim, as Rush Rhees remembers Wittgenstein to have said, is not to get
the reader to believe something but to do something he is so far unwilling to do.*® To
succeed, it must therefore challenge the reader’s prior sense of what is “great and
important.”

Such a distinction (between practical and theoretical negativity) can help us to see
how the third sentence of §118 (“What we are destroying is nothing but
Luftgebiude”) answers the question (concerning the source of philosophy’s
importance) posed in the first. This third sentence (“nothing but Luftgebdude™)
challenges an impression of philosophy’s theoretical destructiveness precisely by
challenging—by destroying—a prior notion of what is supposed to be important
about philosophy. The passage as a whole is addressed to a reader who is attracted to
philosophical investigation as something “great and important” and who looks for its
greatness and importance in its revelation of the grounds of that which, in everyday
activity, is merely taken for granted. The first two sentences record the
disappointment such a reader is apt to feel in reading the /nvestigations. But then the
third sentence—cast as an answer to the question of philosophy’s importance—goes
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on to suggest that the disappointed reader was not exactly wrong when he took up
philosophical investigation thinking it would put him in touch with something great
and important. His mistake lies in where he was looking for philosophy’s greatness
and importance. He expected to find this in philosophy’s theoretical results, in its
substantive constructions and deconstructions, its insight into the world as a whole.
He is disappointed because he is looking in the wrong place. Philosophy’s
importance, Wittgenstein suggests, lies in its showing such a reader that philosophy
doesn’t have that kind of importance.®* And to show him this is not nothing. For it is
to show him something quite important about himself, about his own attraction to
philosophical investigation. Philosophy’s importance lies in its holding up a mirror,
as it were, in which the reader, seeing his own disappointment, may come to see that
his attraction to philosophical investigation involved a false sense of importance.
This idea of philosophical success—at once deeply practical and negative—may
seem to spell the end of philosophy. But one ought to remember that in so far as the
philosophical problem involves a false sense of philosophy’s importance, the
structure of the problem is such that it is philosophy which is needed to solve it.
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