Abstract
This essay involves exploration of certain repercussions of Bernard Williams’ view that there is, in Wittgenstein’s later work, a transcendental idealism akin to that found in the Tractatus—sharing with it the feature that it cannot be satisfactorily stated. It is argued that, if Williams is right, then Wittgenstein’s later work precludes a philosophically substantial theory of meaning; for such a theory would force us to try to state the idealism. In a postscript written for the reprint of the essay, reasons are given for thinking that Williams is not right: Wittgenstein’s later work actually helps us to repudiate as ill-conceived all those questions whose answers invite us to embrace any such idealism. But the main thesis of the essay remains intact. Indeed the idea that Wittgenstein’s later work precludes a philosophically substantial theory of meaning is reinforced.
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Transcendental Idealism in Wittgenstein, and Theories of Meaning
1. Transcendental idealism and the predicament that is inherent in it
The new theory of meaning, like the old, points in the direction of a transcendental idealism, and shares also the problem of our being driven to state it in forms which are required to be understood, if at all, in the wrong way.
This is how Bernard Williams represents what he takes to be a fundamental continuity between the Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s later work.1 He argues that there is, in Wittgenstein’s progression of thought, a common element of transcendental idealism,2 which arises from each of the different conceptions of meaning. It is a species of idealism that has to be stated in terms of a limit of the world, which is not itself in the world. In the Tractatus, this limit is the metaphysical subject, or transcendental self—what Wittgenstein means by ‘I’.3 In the later work, Williams urges, it is a plural descendant of that: the essential shift is from ‘I’ to ‘we’ (and from ‘my language’ to ‘our language’). But there is a predicament inherent in such idealism. Since ‘the world’ is to be understood as containing everything that can meaningfully be spoken of, there is no legitimate way of talking about a limit of it. If we do attempt to talk about such a limit, we shall produce either arrant nonsense or (at best?) irrelevant claims about items within the world, which, in purporting to concern something other than those items, will inevitably include downright falsehoods. We are told explicitly in the Tractatus that such attempts are attempts to say that which cannot be said but which makes itself manifest in (or is shown by) what can be said.4 On Williams’ conception, this predicament is implicit in the later work too.
He might have added that it can be found throughout the history of philosophy. This is one of philosophy’s perennial problems: ‘how to put a supposed philosophical truth which, if it is uttered, must be taken to mean an empirical falsehood, or worse’.5 As a predicament issuing from transcendental idealism, it can already be found in Kant. Its impact for him can be made graphic through the question: do objects in space and time depend for their existence on our perceptions?6 It seems to be a crucial feature of Kant’s species of idealism that they do not. For, as he continually reminds us, his transcendental idealism is meant to coincide with empirical realism, a connection for which he argues in several places;7 and by ‘empirical realism’ is meant precisely the view that, through perception, we are aware of a (spatio-temporal) reality outside us which is independent of that perception. Yet there does not appear to be any way of stating Kant’s transcendental idealism which does not stand in direct conflict with this. Kant himself, when expounding his idealism, claims that objects in space necessarily presuppose perception and that they are nothing outside us.8 He resolves this apparent contradiction by appeal to a deep ambiguity in the use of expressions such as ‘outside us’.9 Such expressions may be taken either in an empirical sense or in a transcendental sense, that is either in such a way that we are ourselves construed as objects in the (spatio-temporal) world or in such a way that we are not.10 (In its empirical sense, ‘outside us’ implies ‘in space’.) The claim that objects in space and time are nothing outside us independent of our perceptions is then empirically false but transcendentally true.11 But this is why Kant faces the same predicament as Wittgenstein. The transcendental interpretation of these terms is unavailable, a second crucial feature of Kant’s critical philosophy being that there can be no intelligible application of concepts beyond the world of possible experience, or, to bring out the connection of this principle with its Wittgensteinian echo, to anything not in the world.12 Thus Kant’s transcendental idealism shares the fate of the kind of transcendental idealism to be found in Wittgenstein: that it cannot be stated save in terms which, by its own lights, are unintelligible unless construed as embodying straightforward empirical falsehoods.
A good case can be made for saying that this fate is also shared by certain anti-realist views in the philosophy of language (views which gain much of their impetus from Wittgenstein’s later work). The motivating thought behind these views is that linguistic meaning depends ultimately upon what is manifest in our linguistic and non-linguistic practices, and that the meaning of a declarative sentence must (therefore) not be identified with conditions that may obtain independently of our being able to recognize that they do.13 But truth conditions, as classically conceived, are conditions of this kind. So the traditional identification of the meaning of a declarative sentence with its truth conditions should give way to an identification of its meaning with, say, the conditions that we recognize as justifying an assertion of the sentence. Different kinds of anti-realism are concerned with working out the implications that this has for different areas of discourse. The problem is that, given what it would be to identify the meanings of declarative sentences with their truth conditions in the traditional way (for example, uncritically to apply the law of the excluded middle to them), it is an integral part of our linguistic practice that we have a propensity to do just that. And this is more than superficially embarrassing for any anti-realist. Of course, it is not yet an insuperable difficulty. No anti-realist is, as such, committed to the doctrine that every aspect of our linguistic practice is sacrosanct. Here, none the less, is some indication of why (some) anti-realist views might fall victim to the fate we have been talking about. It may be that any philosophical statement of them is bound to conflict with certain basic claims that are integral to our linguistic practice and that they might be expected to ratify. There is evidence for this in Michael Dummett’s treatment of anti-realism concerning the past.14 He characterizes the dispute between the realist and the anti-realist in terms which, he explicitly acknowledges, ought to be rejected by both parties but especially (and more importantly, from our point of view) by the anti-realist. For, according to his characterization, the anti-realist maintains that ‘the past exists only in the traces it has left on the present’.15 But this is something that can be understood only in realist terms, as betrayed in our standard ways of speaking, and, so understood, it is false. Nevertheless, the characterization does, Dummett continues, ‘succeed in conveying something of the psychological effect of the two opinions’. Should it turn out that, ultimately, only a characterization of this unsatisfactory kind is possible, then the point would be established. Anti-realist views would be among those whose fate is that they have to be stated in ways that are not right.
In this essay, I hope to draw certain conclusions from Williams’ contention that the predicament is also latent in the later work of Wittgenstein. I shall offer no arguments for the contention, since I am principally interested in its consequences. It does however seem to me to be correct, subject to Williams’ own qualification that the element of idealism in the later work of Wittgenstein which gives rise to the predicament is ‘concealed, qualified, overlaid with other things’.16 The predicament is certainly no more than latent. It arises with none of the dramatic urgency that accompanies it in Kant, for example. Given Wittgenstein’s later conception of the correct way to do philosophy, this is hardly surprising. Philosophy, he tells us, consists of assembled reminders for particular purposes, not of theses.17 So we should not expect to find him directly propounding some philosophical theory, still less one that merits the title ‘transcendental idealism’ and of such a kind that the question of how precisely it ought to be stated should be such a delicate and bedevilling issue. What we do find are hints and suggestions, backed up by platitudes or rather mundane empirical observations, which are intended to remove the allure of what would otherwise be enticingly grand and ambitious philosophical theses, whose perversion of the terms within them is checked by Wittgenstein’s reminders as to how the terms are, and ought to be, used. This is indicative of the therapeutic role that philosophy is supposed to play. (It is instructive to compare this with 6.53 of the Tractatus.) The insights that the later work affords are then bound to resist any direct statement. To try to state them directly would be to succumb to the very temptation that they ought to be counteracting. But this in turn is why the predicament explicitly faced in the Tractatus is also lurking in the later work: we are being induced into a certain way of thinking to which, by the very lights of that work, we cannot give voice. This is Williams’ contention.
I think the contention would be impossible to justify, however, were it not for the fact that Wittgenstein himself sometimes flouts his own principles precisely by attempting to give voice to that way of thinking and by attempting to express certain general philosophical truths. The predicament is not entirely dormant. And when, rather than just uttering banalities, Wittgenstein attempts to put the implications of these banalities directly—to say, as it were, what they show—then we can view him as providing elucidations of the kind which, according to 6.54 of the Tractatus, that work consists of: pieces of nonsense that have to be transcended before the world can be seen aright. Perhaps the best examples are to be found in his work on mathematics. He suggests that, in some sense, mathematical truth is determined by what we believe.18 But what we would characteristically say, when engaging in mathematics and not when doing philosophy, is that mathematical truth is in no sense determined by what we believe.19 Again, his claim that ‘3 + 3 = 6’ is a rule as to the way in which we are going to talk,20 if it means anything at all, means something that it is in the spirit of mathematics to deny, surely not Wittgenstein’s intention.21 Here we do indeed see his theory of meaning, as applied to mathematics, being stated ‘in forms which are required to be understood, if at all, in the wrong way’.
2. Wittgenstein’s later work and its preclusion of a philosophically substantial theory of meaning
My principal aim is to establish that there is one extremely important consequence of this: that Wittgenstein’s later work, if right, puts paid to an alluring pipe-dream that philosophers of language have long had. This is the dream of being able to state what the words and phrases in our language mean, so as to reveal, in some philosophically substantial way, what it is to understand them. When described like this, the dream sounds suitably heady. What exactly it amounts to ought to become clearer in due course. But already it is possible for me to sketch what I have in mind. In order to remain faithful to the spirit of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, one can legitimately theorize about language only by commenting descriptively on various actual practices in which we engage, practices that are already permeated with meaning and that can be described only by one who already knows how to participate in them. That is, one can legitimately theorize about language only from within. As soon as one attempts to transcend that, by conveying the significance of these practices and by stating the meanings of expressions from without, then the predicament that I have been talking about comes to the fore. In terms borrowed from the Tractatus: the meanings of the words and phrases in our language are a limit to our world, revealed in our practices. These meanings (unlike the practices themselves) are not a part of the world, and any attempt to state or analyse them in the way suggested fails precisely by treating them as such. Meanings can only be shown, not stated.22
The matter can also be expressed in terms borrowed from Kant. Just as Kant distinguished between an empirical and a transcendental interpretation of expressions such as ‘outside us’, so too we can distinguish between an empirical and a transcendental interpretation of expressions such as ‘our language’, again according to whether or not we are ourselves being construed as objects in the world.23 In its empirical sense, our language is English (or German, or whatever); in its transcendental sense, our language is roughly our world-view, perhaps even our world.24 This ambiguity arises in connection with a host of expressions, for example ‘how we carry on’, but supremely in connection with the pronoun ‘we’. Obviously this pronoun can be used to pick out a particular group of human beings in the world, perhaps a group that shares some one (empirical) language. But it can also be used as the plural descendant of the ‘I’ of the Tractatus.25 To be sure, Wittgenstein himself would never have recognized these distinctions. And even if they have a viable application when it comes to interpreting his work, we must be extremely wary of supposing that at any point in his later work it is possible to say, without betraying gross exegetical insensitivity, that he is using one of these expressions definitely in one sense rather than the other. The attribution to him of transcendental idealism is far too circumspect for that to be the case. Besides, it is arguable that he often makes capital precisely out of disregarding such ambiguities.26 It is nevertheless useful to have the relevant distinctions ready to hand. We can use them to provide another rather glib formulation of what it is that Wittgenstein’s later philosophy precludes, namely any account of how our empirical language engages with aspects of our transcendental language. These aspects manifest themselves; they cannot be spoken of. To revert to the earlier dictum: meanings can only be shown, not stated.
This is still too glib, however. There is, after all, a perfectly harmless and commonplace sense in which nobody would deny that meanings can be stated. One says, for example, that ‘procrastinate’ means the same as ‘put things off’, thereby stating the meaning of ‘procrastinate’. A German/English dictionary states the meanings of German words and phrases for anybody who knows English. To state the meaning of an expression in this sense is to produce another expression that has the same meaning. Qualms about synonymy aside, there can be nothing philosophically objectionable about the idea of stating meanings in this way. Something else must be at stake in this contrast between showing and stating. Clearly it has something to do with the idea of conveying meanings directly, which in turn, perhaps, calls to mind the idea of laying bare what exactly it is that one knows when one understands a given expression. But we are owed a more precise account than that.
The allusion to knowledge helps. The thought that there is anything that one knows when one understands a given expression—I am presupposing that knowledge is here being construed as propositional knowledge—is, it seems to me, fundamentally out of keeping with Wittgenstein’s later conception of meaning and in particular with his conception of understanding as a practical capacity. What is not so clear, however, is the role that this thought need play within what I have dubbed the pipe-dream of philosophers of language, as we shall see shortly.
It has been customary, in recent work in the philosophy of language, to draw a distinction between two senses of the phrase ‘theory of meaning’. In its wider sense (that used by Williams in the quotation with which I opened this essay), a theory of meaning is a general philosophical account of what it is for the expressions in a language to have meaning, an answer to the question: what is meaning? In its narrower sense (principally associated with the work of Donald Davidson), a theory of meaning is a theory of meaning for a particular language, a body of truths which, in a sense that needs to be made precise, systematically gives the meanings of all the expressions in the language and thereby acts as an answer to the question: what do these expressions mean? If what I am proposing is correct, then we have reason to doubt whether Wittgenstein’s later work could accommodate any theory of meaning in the wider sense. The quotation from Williams is thus not entirely felicitous, though the infelicity is as much Wittgenstein’s as his. In order to get clearer on these issues, however, we should temporarily focus on theories of meaning in the narrow sense.
The main reason why this will help is that they pose an immediate threat to my thesis, as is evidenced by the nature of much of the interest shown in them.27 For it appears that they can provide us with a way of realizing the dream that I have been talking about without containing anything that has the (on Wittgensteinian grounds) unacceptable consequences that I have suggested would accrue. A theory of meaning for a particular language was loosely characterized above as ‘giving’ the meanings of all the expressions in the language. Less loosely, such a theory is supposed to be a body of truths such that, if anyone had due knowledge of them all, then that person would ipso facto understand the language.28 They (theories of meaning) are certainly intended to give meanings in a more substantial sense than a German/English dictionary. (Possessing all the information in a German/English dictionary would not confer understanding of German on a monolingual speaker of French.) They are, to that extent, intended to do the right kind of thing. We must now broach the question of whether, by admitting the possibility of such theories, we are committed to anything that is repudiated in the later work of Wittgenstein. Given what has been said so far, it is not at all clear that we are. The claim that there could be a particular theory stating knowledge, due possession of which suffices for understanding a given language, does not obviously entail that due possession of such knowledge is a necessary condition of understanding the language, nor even that anybody who understands the language thereby knows anything at all. So we evade that particular Wittgensteinian scruple. Again, it has frequently been argued that such theories need only draw on very Spartan resources, resources that appear incapable of offending against any philosophical qualms about stating meanings or expressing transcendental truths. Typically, such theories are conceived as formal (finitely) axiomatizable theories, whose axioms and theorems treat only of items in the language and undisputed tracts of reality, relating these to one another by means of various semantic concepts founded on the idea of truth (or some kindred idea such as that of warranted assertibility), together with a certain amount of set-theoretical apparatus. No axiom or theorem concerning a given expression need even purport to be a statement of its meaning. It is not in that sense that such theories are intended to give meanings. Indeed, all the resources of such a theory are supposed to be purely extensional and hence capable of being understood and mastered without any prior grasp of the concept of meaning at all (otherwise these theories would lose much of their intended explanatory power). And the theorems of the theory need no more be thought of as expressing transcendental truths than is any of the sentences in the object-language. In short, such theories need contain nothing that violates any Wittgensteinian taboos against trying to express grand philosophical theses. Moreover, current orthodoxy has it that they are particularly apt devices for anybody who is convinced that meanings can only be shown, not stated. For once the smoke has cleared, we are told, the sense in which such a theory will give meanings is that its theorems will serve to show the meanings of the words and phrases in its object-language.29
We should beware of trying to read too much into the orthodoxy, however. It involves a use of the word ‘show’ that is not identical to that in the Tractatus. According to the latter, a sentence shows its own meaning,30 and this leaves no obvious room for the suggestion that a particular body of truths about the expressions in a language will be specially suited to showing their meanings. Similarly, the kind of thing we want to say on any interpretation of ‘show’ that can be appropriated to fit in with the later work, provided that it rests on a genuine analogy with the Tractatus, is that the meanings of our words are shown in how we use them, or that the meaning of a mathematical sentence, say, is shown in how it is proved.31 This does not issue very naturally in the idea of a theory of meaning, a particular body of truths designed to show the meanings of our words and sentences. The significant characterization of what theories of meaning should do remains the earlier one: they should state truths, due knowledge of which suffices for understanding their object-languages. When it is claimed that they should show meanings, what is being claimed is usually just this. But then in order to extract the kind of philosophical interest from them that would be relevant to what I have been calling the pipe-dream of philosophers of language (part of which, remember, was to reveal what it is to understand the expressions in our language), one would surely need to say something about what it would be to have due knowledge of these truths, and about what it would be for things to be the way that one would then know them to be.32 It remains an open question whether one could do this without falling foul of the scruples that emerge from Wittgenstein’s later work. However innocuous the content of the theorems themselves might appear to be, the claims made on behalf of them would come sufficiently close to attempted statements of meaning, in the relevantly substantial sense, for a Wittgensteinian sense of disquiet to be stimulated once again.
This is not to suggest that the later Wittgenstein could not have taken such theories seriously (though my own view is that he could not). The point is rather that he could not have taken seriously a certain kind of interest in them. A more radical conclusion would have to be argued on independent grounds. For suppose we deliberately refrain from making such claims about these theories as will leave us open to the charge of trying to express transcendental truths. The possibility then remains open that they can continue to be of interest to us in what they reveal about various relations between language and reality; or about the formal properties of truth; or about logical form; or about structural validity; or about the composition of complex expressions and about how their semantic values are determined by the semantic values of their parts; or whatever. Somewhat more cynically, one might argue that if we hold back from making the relevant extravagant claims about these theories, then we are left with something that cuts so little philosophical ice that it could not possibly come into conflict with any plausible philosophical reflections, still less those in the later work of Wittgenstein. The counter-argument would have to be, more or less, that there is still something of substance in the very composition of these theories, according to which language is made up of morphemes which stand, atemporally, in certain determinate semantic relations with aspects of the world, on the strength of which the semantic properties of combinations of these morphemes can be determined by fixed rules; and that this in itself would have been anathema to the later Wittgenstein, who sought to draw our attention to the flexibility, indeterminacy, and open-texturedness of meaning, to the creativity of language use, to the disparities between language and a rule-governed calculus, and to the inappropriateness of systematization and generality in theorizing about language.33 Be that as it may, any interest in these theories founded on the belief that, through them, we can realize the given philosophical dream, would ultimately have to be interest in certain powerful claims being made on behalf of them, and this would make the supposed innocuousness of their own resources an irrelevance. We are left with the thought that, given what we find in the later work of Wittgenstein, the dream cannot be realized.
Nevertheless, this discussion of theories of meaning in the narrow sense may at least have given us a better idea of what the dream is. It is the dream of being able to construct a theory of meaning in the wide sense, which will enable us to specify, for any meaningful expression in our language, some feature of it (such as the intentions with which it is habitually or conventionally used, or the idea for which it stands in the minds of those who use it, or its contribution to the truth conditions of declarative sentences in which it occurs, or its contribution to the assertibility conditions of declarative sentences in which it occurs), together with some account of what it would be to know that it possessed this feature, which will jointly serve to give its meaning and to provide, if not a literal account, at least a model of how it is understood. (Specifying the feature may require that other expressions be taken into account. The dream is not meant to embrace atomism.) I shall call such a theory an m-theory, and the relevant feature of an expression its m-feature. It is my principal contention, then, that Wittgenstein’s later work, properly thought through, precludes any m-theory.
3. The idea that meaning is a matter of how we carry on
Any m-theory compatible with Wittgenstein’s later work would have to incorporate the broad intuition that the meaning of an expression is a function of how it is actually used, or, to put the intuition even more loosely but in a form that we shall come back to, that meaning is a matter of how we carry on. I am going to present for consideration an argument to the effect that the m-feature of an expression would therefore have to be a feature such that no-one actually knew the expression to possess it; no-one’s understanding of the expression would in fact consist in knowing that it possessed that feature. Admittedly, the argument will trade on an uncompromising conception of knowledge involving incorrigibility. This makes it easier, and correlatively less interesting, to argue that a given individual does not have this or that item of knowledge. But assessing the argument will provide a useful route to understanding (some of) the tension between Wittgenstein’s later work and any belief in the possibility of m-theories. (This is indeed all I shall claim on behalf of the argument. I do not myself wish to endorse it.)
The argument is this. On a later Wittgensteinian view, any expression in our language means what it does, in the last analysis, because of how we carry on over time, because of our continuing linguistic and non-linguistic practices. The whole temporal spread is relevant. At any point in time, we may carry on in divergent ways, more than one of which could count as preserving the meaning of the expression. That the expression possesses its m-feature must therefore entail that it is subject to continuing practices of a certain kind. Thus, anybody who knew that it possessed its m-feature would ipso facto be capable of having knowledge of the future, which (on the uncompromising conception of knowledge being presupposed) nobody can have. Take the word ‘green’. Its meaning what it does entails that it stands in a certain relation to green things, which we may express, roughly, by saying that it applies to something at a given time if and only if that thing is then green, or, even more roughly, that it applies to green things. (What exactly this amounts to need not detain us now. Suffice it to remark that the notion of application that appears here will be some refinement of our intuitive notion of application, subject to the proviso that it is to be understood extensionally. Thus ‘green’ also applies to things whose colour can be obtained by mixing blue and yellow paint.) But it is purely contingent that this is so. Had we carried on differently, ‘green’ could have applied to blue things, or to nothing at all, or to ‘grue’ things, where a thing is ‘grue’ at a given time if and only if either the thing is then green and the time is prior to time t or the thing is then blue and the time is not prior to time t. (Here t is understood to be some time in the future.)34 But if it did apply to grue things, then nothing that has happened in the world so far need appear any different. So it is compatible with everything that anybody knows (incorrigibly) that ‘green’ does indeed apply to grue things. This is true even of people who have been speaking English successfully for many years, who will continue to do so for many years to come, perhaps beyond t, and who believe, quite rightly, that ‘green’ applies to green things. Not even these people know how the word ‘green’ will be used in the future. But a future use of the word ‘green’ in virtue of which it applied to grue things would be equally meaning-preserving, albeit by preserving a meaning other than that which ‘green’ actually has. So nothing that anybody now knows can serve to determine the meaning of the word ‘green’. Its m-feature must lie beyond anybody’s ken.
As it stands, this argument is obviously far too quick. But by assessing it, in the light of various possible reactions and objections to it, we shall find ourselves being drawn to the heart of the matter—especially when it comes to adjudging the argument from a later Wittgensteinian point of view. One natural reaction to the argument rests, I think, on a muddle. Consider (G), understood in the way outlined in the last paragraph:
(G) ‘Green’ applies to green things.
If we distinguish between the sentence (G) and the claim that it is being used to make, then we find that, however non-trivial the claim may be, the sentence enjoys an indefeasibility which makes the charge of triviality an appropriate one. (It is almost as if (G) is an analytic contingency, although this is a needlessly paradoxical way of putting it.) Whatever ‘green’ applied to, (G) would still be true, provided that all other linguistic conventions were held constant. And by the same token:
(G*) ‘Green’ applies to grue things
would be false.35 If ‘green’ applied to other than green things, then (G) would express a different truth, and (G*) a different falsehood, but they would be true and false respectively none the less.36 The reaction to the argument that I have in mind is this. Since I clearly have no more insight into the future than anybody else, it follows that, if the comments made about ‘green’ towards the end of the argument are correct, then, for all I know, ‘green’ applies to grue things. Yet surely I cannot acknowledge this possibility without temporarily misusing English (for I can be confident that (G*) is not a true sentence of English, given the points just noted, just as I can be confident that (G) is a true sentence of English, which confidence has been betrayed in the very writing of this essay). But to admit that I cannot acknowledge a possibility without misusing the language in which I attempt to do so is tantamount to admitting that I cannot acknowledge it at all. It follows that either the background view of meaning is wrong or the argument itself is unsound.
I think the muddle here can be teased out. Reconsider the possibility that ‘green’ applies to grue things. Suppose that this is the case. Then I for one have a false belief about ‘green’, and use it incorrectly. For I believe that it applies to green things, and this in part informs my usage, for example when I assert ‘Grass is green’ or even ‘I believe that “green” applies to green things’. If there is any fact of the matter as to what claims I take myself to be making when I assert these sentences, then certainly, on the given hypothesis, I am not asserting the right sentences in order to make them. Similarly, I am not using the right sentence even to express the hypothesis. I ought to be using (G) rather than (G*). (This reinforces the idea that (G) enjoys a certain indefeasability.) But none of this rules out the possibility that, for all I know, ‘green’ does apply to grue things. It is just that, if it does, then I have not been (indeed am not) using English correctly. It by no means follows that, just by saying ‘For all I know, “green” applies to grue things’, I must temporarily cease to use English correctly. When I do say that, I am alluding to the possibility that I am misusing the language, but only because the possibility is already there to allude to. I am not representing myself as a possible misuser of the language—as though I were somehow offering the sentence ‘For all I know “green” applies to grue things’ as one which, at least in my mouth, could be taken to express a truth, if not in English then in some idiolect of my own that I mistakenly take to be English. For a variety of reasons, many of them implicit in Wittgenstein’s later work on language, this idea is incoherent. Unless I succeed in saying something in English by uttering the sentence, which is after all what I am trying to do, then I do not succeed in saying anything at all. But conversely, there is no reason to suppose (on the strength of anything said above) that I cannot meet with such success, thereby making a true claim, in English, about the limitations of my knowledge.
Let us address another possible reaction to the argument, which takes the form of an objection.37 To say that ‘green’ applies to green things is to make a semantic claim about it which is true in virtue of the meaning that it has now, even though some of the green things to which it applies may be green only when it has ceased to have that meaning. One way of putting the matter (not the only way) would be as follows. The relation of application can be thought of as holding atemporally between the members of certain ordered quadruplets of expressions, languages, times, and things, those, namely, such that the thing satisfies the expression relative to its meaning in the language at the time; and if the expression is ‘green’, the language English, and the time now, then the thing will itself be an ordered pair consisting of a physical object and a time, the physical object being one that is green at the time. (No doubt this should be made more precise, but it will serve our purposes.) Certainly, if ‘green’ now applied to grue things, this would be a difference that concerned future times, but the times would be those after t that occurred in the specified ordered pairs, and not the time occupying third position in the quadruplet, which remains by stipulation as now. It is unclear, then, why the different meaning that ‘green’ would have to have need depend in any way on what is going to happen at those future times. It is also unclear why the actual and current meaning of the word ‘green’ cannot reside in some feature of the word to which we now have access. The fact that nobody knows how this word will be used in the future is irrelevant. That may go to show only that nobody knows whether it will continue to possess this feature and thus retain its current meaning.
This objection, like the original argument, is too quick as it stands but points in the direction of something important. It would certainly be decisive against the part of the argument that specifically concerns the word ‘green’, had that part stood alone. But it did not stand alone. It was only intended to illustrate the point that had already been made: granted that meaning itself is a matter of how we carry on, over time, then nothing that anybody now knows can serve to determine the meaning of any expression in our language (that is, no feature that any expression is known to possess can be its m-feature). Of course, one may not want to grant this. But that is beside the point, so long as one is prepared to grant that it is implicit in the later work of Wittgenstein. For the argument itself was designed to show merely what that work will tolerate. (One problem with the objection is thus that it is formulated in terms that are not at all Wittgensteinian.)
The objection nevertheless forces us to ask whether the comments specifically concerning the word ‘green’ do succeed in illustrating the core of the argument preceding them; and this question also turns out to be central to any appraisal of the argument from a later Wittgensteinian point of view, which means that we are getting to the heart of the matter. From that point of view, the core of the argument is essentially acceptable. It does, after all, tell against the view that our understanding is a species of propositional knowledge. But the subsequent comments about ‘green’ do not have a Wittgensteinian flavour. On the contrary, they elicit the following objection, which does (in motivation, if not in style).
It would be impossible for ‘green’ to apply to grue things if everything else remained the way it is. There would have to be further differences, including differences in the language. For example, either ‘blue’ would have to cease applying to blue things, or the convention that ‘green’ and ‘blue’ should not apply to the same monochromatic thing at the same time would have to be relinquished. But, the objection runs, various apparently extralinguistic features of reality would have to be radically different too. If, after t, we found that reality did not conform at all well with those express prior expectations of ours that involved the word ‘green’, such as the expectation embodied in the sentence ‘Grass is green’, then, as certain familiar philosophical arguments testify, we would no longer be able to use the word for purposes of successful communication; the word would cease to have any meaning, and it would certainly not be true to say, at that stage, that it applied to grue things.38 But for reality to conform with these expectations, while ‘green’ applied to grue things, would involve marked differences from what is actually the case. For example, grass would need to be blue after t. But now the objection can be pushed a little further. Suppose that reality did conform with enough of our expectations for successful communication to be possible, so that ‘green’ still applied to grass after t but that up to the present everything remained the way it actually is. We have no firm grip on what it could mean to say that ‘green’ applied in such circumstances to other than green things. In these hypothesized circumstances, our continuing practices (how we carry on) would in all relevant and non-question-begging respects be the same as our actual continuing practices. But what it is for something to be green, and how we carry on, particularly with our use of the word ‘green’, are far too delicately interwoven for us to be able to say, without further ado, that these would be circumstances in which ‘green’ applied to things that were blue beyond a certain point in time. On the contrary, to imagine our practices starting out just as they actually have, and then continuing to issue in the same degree of successful communication but in such a way that the meaning of the word ‘green’ is not thought of as changing, just is to imagine, inter alia, that the word ‘green’ should continue to apply to green things. Admittedly, in saying that there is nothing I know that rules out the possibility that ‘green’ applies to grue things, I may be attempting to express the perfectly correct thought that nothing I know rules out the possibility that I have a mistaken belief about the application of the word ‘green’ which may eventually come to light. But then, why not just say that? To say that, for all I know, ‘green’ applies to grue things is to say something altogether different. It is to say something absurd.
Thus the objection. If it is correct, it has one immediate consequence: given Wittgenstein’s later conception of meaning, the mere fact that ‘green’ applies to green things cannot constitute its m-feature (for no feature of an expression that it is known to have can constitute its m-feature, whereas enough is known to guarantee that ‘green’ applies to green things); whatever exactly is involved in knowing that ‘green’ applies to green things, such knowledge could not possibly model, or act as any kind of surrogate for, understanding the word. It is revealing that the objection has this consequence. It highlights how it (the objection) stands with respect to what was pretty much an unargued assumption of the original argument, namely that it is a purely contingent fact that ‘green’ applies to green things. A distinctive kind of doubt has been cast on how this assumption was exploited. But we have to be very careful when elaborating what is involved here. Nothing has been said to suggest that the contingency claim is straightforwardly false. To be sure, when one looks at a sentence like (G) in a suitably Wittgensteinian frame of mind, one is tempted to see the sentence’s own triviality (whatever that might consist in) as necessitating some kind of triviality for any use to which it might be put. Why, after all, would one want to assert a thing like that? Not to impart substantial information.39 But it is a long way from noticing this to denying that the sentence expresses a contingent fact or even that it has perfectly legitimate uses. One might, for example, assert it simply as a way of emphasizing that the application of the word ‘green’ can only be satisfactorily specified by using ‘green’ itself in this essentially unilluminating way (that we do not have the linguistic resources to offer a weightier account of how ‘green’ relates to the world, that ‘green’ means what it does and not another thing). The contingency claim has not itself been denied outright, then. Indeed, denying it outright (insisting that ‘green’ necessarily applies to green things) would be tantamount to denying either the evident arbitrariness of how we use the word ‘green’ or the still more evident fact that being green has nothing to do with the English language. One could, however, deny that it is appropriate to bring the contingent/necessary distinction to bear on such a proposition in the first place, or at least to do so without qualification; and certainly, less dramatically, one could challenge what seems to be a corollary of the view that the proposition is not necessary, namely that any English-speaker can, in principle, form a conception of what it is for something to be green completely independently of considerations about how the word ‘green’ is used. It is something like this that has happened above. What has been denied is that the claim that ‘green’ applies to green things has any real bite. It is this that lends the objection its Wittgensteinian flavour.
Before we assess more carefully what this amounts to, we can profitably look at its repercussions for any attempt to exploit, as the basis for an m-theory, formal theories of the kind discussed above, those conceived as theories of meaning in the narrow sense. I am thinking more specifically of theories that are expected to include, as axioms, formal counterparts of sentences such as (G). Relatedly, and more fundamentally, they are theories whose theorems will include suitably formalized embellishments (with due account taken of relativization to times, speakers, language, and so forth) of sentences such as the following:
(T) ‘Grass is green’ is true ↔ grass is green.40
Although this biconditional appears banal to the untrained eye, it is, again, more or less a philosophical commonplace nowadays that it can be used to state a purely contingent fact. It is a fact that takes some discovering, that is capable of being forgotten, and that the majority of people, having no English, do not even believe.41 For the sentence ‘Grass is green’ to be true is, at least in part, for English-speakers to indulge in a certain kind of linguistic behaviour. For grass to be green, by contrast, is something wholly extralinguistic. The fact that the sentence and the stuff stand in this particular relation to each other is as non-trivial as the fact that the sentence ‘Snow is black’ stands in the same relation to blood. Or such is the orthodoxy. But even if the contingency claim itself is unassailable, we can now give voice to a strong Wittgensteinian reservation about this way of justifying it: it is not at all clear that for grass to be green is wholly extralinguistic. Another characteristically Wittgensteinian misgiving about the orthodoxy is that the predicate ‘. . . is true’ is most naturally taken as a purely disquotational device (so that calling a declarative sentence true is just an indirect surrogate for coming straight out with it). If that is so, then the left-hand side of any biconditional such as (T) will be too close in content to the right-hand side for the biconditional to pack any real punch. But the reservation expressed above (as it were, the reverse of that) cuts much deeper, and (unlike that) cannot be quelled by some such simple device as construing the predicate ‘. . . is true’ as a technical term belonging only to a metalanguage. Of course, as soon as one attempted to develop and defend the claim that due knowledge of a theory of this kind for English would suffice for understanding the language, one would ipso facto be involved in the construction of an m-theory. To that extent, we have yet to see where such an attempt would falter on a later Wittgensteinian conception of language. But it is already clear that something would be amiss. There would be a real problem in showing that due knowledge of such a theory could so much as approximate to understanding the language. Its theorems, to reclaim what I said above, would lack any real bite.
4. How a philosophically substantial theory of meaning would expose the predicament inherent in Wittgenstein’s transcendental idealism
The motivating thought here, implicit in much of Wittgenstein’s later work, is that there is no clear demarcation of the extralinguistic.42 In particular, it is no easy matter to disentangle what is involved in something’s being green from what is involved in our using language in certain ways. There is a strong inclination to balk at this, to insist that what it is for something to be green is purely a matter of the world’s being a certain way irrespective of what we get up to, perhaps even that it can be known (only) by focusing attention on a green object and thinking: to be green is to be like that. But for the later Wittgenstein, this would not (and could not) give one insight into what it is for something to be green. Anybody who wants to gain such insight must observe us communicating with one another and exercising various discriminatory capacities that we possess. Not only that. Such a person must understand our acts of communication, see the point of our classifications—in short, become (or already be) one of us.
How coherent is this? How coherent is the claim that this is required in order to know what it is for something to be green? It would be perfectly coherent, indeed boring, if, although we seemed to be using the word ‘green’ straightforwardly, we were in fact talking about it and saying what was required in order to understand it. (Perhaps some such illusion is involved in the sentence ‘By 1857, she had become George Eliot’ or, to take a more closely related example, ‘He believes that a carp is a kind of bird’.) If (G) too involved such an illusion, we might even be able to acquiesce in the view that it expressed a necessary and utterly trivial truth. But there is no reason to suppose that we have been subject to any such illusion. More importantly, if the idea of an m-theory were to be defended within the framework of Wittgenstein’s later work, then similar claims would be made in contexts where such an illusion would have to be ruled out. For at some stage in specifying the m-feature of ‘green’ and in saying what it would be to know that it possessed its m-feature, we should need to disclose how it stood in relation to being green. Whatever conclusions we had come to about the status of (G), and whether or not we chose even to make use of it, we should ultimately need to reveal something about the relation of ‘green’ to green things which required that they should be thought of as green things and not just as satisfying the English word ‘green’. M-theories thus bring to the fore precisely such questions as: what is it for something to be green? A Wittgensteinian answer is that it is, at least in part, for us to carry on in a certain way, or for our language to be a certain way; and this answer raises essentially intractable problems.
But what are these problems? It is not that whenever we want to say how ‘green’ stands semantically in relation to extralinguistic features of reality, we somehow find that we cannot relate it to anything other than itself, or at any rate to anything not linguistic. We do not find that, and nothing has been said to suggest that we do. After all, we can always use (G). Nor is there a problem to the effect that the only claims we can make about how ‘green’ stands semantically in relation to extralinguistic features of reality are such that knowing them could not, for the later Wittgenstein, amount to anything. For all that has been said in this essay, knowing that ‘green’ applies to green things may, for the later Wittgenstein, amount to quite a lot. The problems lie much deeper. They concern the very coherence of some of the claims that have been made about what it is for something to be green. We need have no qualms about saying that ‘green’ applies to green things. We may even have very good reason to say this—indeed, as I suggested earlier, as a way of emphasizing what else can not be said. But as soon as we attempt to state the meaning of ‘green’, in the sense that has come to preoccupy us, or as soon as we attempt to say what it is for something to be green, we encounter (literally) transcendental problems.
‘Transcendental’: that was one of the definienda in the distinction drawn several pages back but subsequently little heeded. Those expressions involving the first-person plural that were described as ambiguous (‘our language’, ‘how we carry on’, ‘we’) have featured prominently in this recent exegesis of Wittgenstein, and the time has come to broach the question of their interpretation. If the exegesis is not to be regarded as totally insensate, then this question will not admit of any simple answer. One thing, certainly, that has been hinted at several times is that anything as parochial as a straightforward empirical interpretation must in many cases be ruled out. If there is any substance at all to the claim that for something to be green is, even in part, for our language to be a certain way, then our language had better not be thought of as just English. It had better be thought of, to some extent, transcendentally. To discuss what being green consists in, the kind of thing one has to discuss when constructing an m-theory, and to discuss it within the framework of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, necessarily involves talking about aspects of our transcendental language.
But we cannot talk about these aspects. They manifest themselves in our empirical practices. When we try to talk about them, we make claims that are either incoherent or empirically false. That is the predicament inherent in transcendental idealism, and it has now finally been brought to the surface. It has taken the following form. The question of what being green consists in has had to be construed as the question of what being green consists in, construed in some metaphysically ambitious way. It has not, therefore, been possible to construe it as a question in semantics about the meaning of the English word ‘green’, to be answered by citing a dictionary definition or stating its application; nor as a question in anthropology about the classifications we effect in describing our environment, to be answered in terms of human needs and interests (or perhaps the needs and interests of a particular group); nor yet as a question in natural science about the physical phenomena in virtue of which a thing is green, to be answered in terms of pigment, wavelength, or retinas. The question of what being green consists in has had to be construed as a question about the way the world is for us, a question about our world-view. It is not a question about anything we come across; it is a question about our way of coming across things. But then the answer born of the transcendental idealism in Wittgenstein’s later work is that something’s being green consists, partly, in our carrying on in a certain way, and more particularly in our using language in a certain way. It follows that if we did not use language in that way, grass (say) could not be green. But we have no way of understanding this, except as an empirical falsehood. What does the colour of grass (real grass, that stuff out there) have to do with language? By striving to capture, in Wittgensteinian terms, the essence of a reality that is empirically independent of us, we lapse into unintelligibility or crude error.
It is not that Wittgenstein’s later work makes philosophical reflection on language completely pointless. Quite the contrary. There remains a wide range of permissible activities that would merit that label: drawing certain distinctions that are not usually recognized, and imposing a certain systematization on our ordinary understanding of words, in order to meet various new linguistic needs; describing particular linguistic practices, in order to gain a clear view of how certain expressions are used, in the hope that this will lead us away from those alluring misuses of them that issue in philosophical perplexity; feeling our way around inside our world-view, in order to gain a sense for where the limits of comprehensibility lie; reflecting on why certain things count as conceptually impossible, for example that 3 + 3 = 7, and thereby coming to a better understanding of the relevant underlying linguistic practices, those involved in counting and doing arithmetic, perhaps.43 But the later work will not tolerate the idea of an m-theory, that is to say a theory of meaning that enables us to state how the words and phrases in our language engage with our world-view. This is not to deny that Wittgenstein himself, in his later work, produces comments that have the flavour of belonging to such a theory. For, as I have already intimated, he sometimes seems prepared, in the spirit of the Tractatus, to say things which, by his own principles, ought not to be said, but which will serve as elucidations—the rungs of a ladder to be thrown away after it has been climbed.44 Still, if what he produces is elucidatory nonsense, it is none the less nonsense.
To conclude: it is of the essence of the later work of Wittgenstein to display the limits of our language as the limits of our world.45 Any theory that allowed for a philosophically substantial statement of what the expressions in a language mean would have to make provision for acknowledging this, if it were to be compatible with that work. But no theory could make provision for acknowledging this, for it is possible to acknowledge only what it is possible to say, and it is possible to say only how things are in the world. Similarly, nothing in the world (no fact) encapsulates what is shown to somebody who understands the expressions in a language. The meanings of those expressions cannot be stated, though the expressions can, of course, be used with their meanings. Let us turn for the last word to Wittgenstein:46
The limit of language is shown by its being impossible to describe the fact which corresponds to . . . a sentence, without simply repeating the sentence. (This has to do with the Kantian solution of the problem of philosophy.)47
Postscript for the reprint
Although this essay has been reprinted with only a few minor amendments and corrections of typographical errors, there is much in it from which I would now distance myself. In particular, I would now adopt a different stance on the very question of whether there is an element of transcendental idealism in the later Wittgenstein. My attribution of transcendental idealism to him in this essay is both circumspect and qualified (see especially pp. ?? and ??). Now I am disinclined to go even that far.

What I do still hold is that transcendental idealism has an extremely important part in Wittgensteinian exegesis. This is because, for precisely the reasons that Williams draws to our attention, there is an inducement in Wittgenstein’s later work to embrace transcendental idealism. The point, however, is that the inducement can be resisted; it can be resisted, moreover, in a thoroughly Wittgensteinian way. It arises because there are certain questions that we find it impossible to answer in a Wittgensteinian spirit without embracing transcendental idealism: such questions as, ‘What does being green consist in?’, where this is construed, not as a semantic or scientific question, but as a metaphysical question.
 And it can be resisted by repudiating these questions as ill-conceived.

This leaves me free to stand by the main thesis of my essay: namely that, insofar as there is an element of transcendental idealism in the later Wittgenstein, his work subverts certain pretensions that philosophers of language have. In fact it leaves me free to go further and say that his work does subvert those pretensions. For what the pretensions are, in effect, are pretensions to answer just such questions. So when I say that there is much in this essay from which I would now distance myself, I have in mind incidental material about where the later Wittgenstein himself stands in relation to such questions, and where he stands in relation to transcendental idealism, rather than any of the main conclusions of the essay.
It may help if I give a particular example. At the beginning of section 4 I refer to what I call ‘the motivating thought’ in the immediately preceding material, a thought that I describe as ‘implicit in much of Wittgenstein’s later work’, namely ‘that there is no clear demarcation of the extralinguistic’. In the accompanying footnote I cite Philosophical Investigations, §381—that being the section in which Wittgenstein asks, ‘How do I know that this colour is red?’ and replies, ‘It would be an answer to say: “I have learnt English”.’
 At the time I saw Wittgenstein as taking seriously his own question, understood with a certain philosophical intent. The question can of course be understood in various other ways. On one way of understanding it, it is equivalent to, ‘How do I know that this colour is called “red”?’
 And that, as I now see it, accounts for Wittgenstein’s reply: ‘It would be an answer to say, “I have learnt English”.’ He knows full well that, when the question is posed with the relevant philosophical intent, alluding to this other way of understanding it will not satisfy whoever has posed it. But then his reply serves as an invitation to whoever has posed it to say more about what would satisfy him or her. It is a familiar rhetorical device. It is not a commitment to transcendental idealism.
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