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The Philosophical Investigations
and Its Seventieth Anniversary

Luigi Perissinotto
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italy

Elena Valeri
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italy

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (Philosophische
Untersuchungen in German) were published by Basil Blackwell on
1 May 1953, just over two years after their author’s death in Cam-
bridge on 29 April 1951. Ferruccio Rossi-Landi, who was in Oxford at
the time, has left us a vivid account of the climate of excitement with
which, at least among philosophers and aspiring philosophers at Ox-
ford and Cambridge, the publication of the Philosophical Investiga-
tions was greeted when it appeared in a bilingual edition edited by
G. E. M. Anscombe and Rush Rhees, with the original German text
and the English translation facing it, thanks to G. E. M. Anscombe,
one of Wittgenstein’s favourite pupils and, together with Rhees him-
selfand G. H. von Wright, one of the three literary executors appoint-
ed by Wittgenstein before his death. Thus, Rossi-Landi recalls: “On
1 May 1953, along with many hundreds of other people in Oxford, I
awoke with a particular feeling of anticipation, ate my breakfast in a
hurry and ran to Basil Blackwell’s in Broad Street to be there when it
opened. As had been announced, the first copies of Ludwig Wittgen-
stein’s Philosophische Untersuchungen lay shining in the windows.
They were bound in dark blue cloth, as befitted the austerity of their
contents; but, almost as if to encourage our hopes, they were wrapped
in a pale green dust jacket bearing only the title of the facing English
translation, Philosophical Investigations” (Rossi-Landi 2002, 185).
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The history of the interpretations of the Philosophical Investiga-
tions began on that same day, as Rossi-Landi again reminds us. In
fact, on the afternoon of that same 1 May, Anscombe gave a packed
lecture in which, in addition to talking about his tradition and the
various errors it contained, she also pointed out that one of the mer-
its of the of the Philosophical Investigations was “the extremely punc-
tilious, individualising, never generalisable nature of every single
observation of the book”. “Even now”, writes Rossi-Landi, “I can al-
most hear her tone of voice as she said emphatically, ‘what Wittgen-
stein says in one point should never be connected with what he says
in another point’, or words to that effect” (Rossi-Land 2002, 186; first
published in Italian in Rossi-Landi 1968).

From that 1 May 1953 and over the following decades, the fame
and influence of the Philosophical Investigations and of their author,
hitherto known only as the author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophi-
cus (Wittgenstein 1922) and for the lectures, courses and seminars
held at Cambridge from 1930 to 1949, gradually grew to the point
that, at the end of the last century, a survey of North American phi-
losophers declared them, perhaps not without some exaggeration,
to be the most important philosophical text of the twentieth century
(see D. Lackey 1999, 331-2).

This is not the place to reconstruct the history of the Philosophi-
cal Investigations and their interpretations. Here we can limit our-
selves to recalling, first of all, the two questions that have always
accompanied the Philosophical Investigations and on which an im-
pressive number of essays and books have been written. The first con-
cerns the relationship between the Philosophical Investigations and
the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, an issue that Wittgenstein him-
self brought to the fore when he wrote in the Preface that at a cer-
tain point he had come to the conclusion that it would be better to
publish ‘his “old ideas” (the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus) togeth-
er with the new ones (the Philosophical Investigations), believing that
“the latter could be seen in the right light only by contrast with and
against the background of my older way of thinking”. And this was
all the more true because, ever since he had returned to philosophy
sixteen years earlier (in 1929), he could not fail to recognise that he
had made “grave mistakes” (PI, 4) in his first book. For a long time,
these remarks of Wittgenstein’s were read in a one-sided way, main-
ly by insisting that he had spoken of “grave mistakes” and “contrast”.
Later on, things changed not only because the path that led Witt-
genstein from the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to the Philosophi-
cal Investigations was better and more thoroughly known, but also
because several interpreters (especially the so-called “neo-Wittgen-
steinians’), perhaps just as one-sidedly, emphasised what seemed to
them to be strong elements of continuity between the first and sec-
ond book (see Diamond 1991 and Crary, Rupert 2000).

8
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The second question also has its origin in the Preface, particularly
where Wittgenstein observes that his book “is really just an album”,
collecting “a number of sketches of landscapes which were made in
the course of [...] long and meandering journeys” through “a wide
field of thought” (PI, 2-4). Now, on the one hand, Wittgenstein seems
to suggest that this album character depends on the “very nature”
of his investigation; on the other, he seems to acknowledge that it is
also a consequence of his inability to write a book in which thoughts
pass “from one subject to another in a natural, smooth sequence”
(PI, 2). In this case, too, the scholars are divided between those who
think that Wittgenstein was unable to write the book (in the tradi-
tional sense of the term) that he hoped to write (see Hilmy 1989) and
those - beginning with Anscombe, as we have seen - who believe that
the form of the Philosophical Investigations corresponds to Wittgen-
stein’s way of practising philosophy (see, p. e., Pichler 2004). This
question, moreover, is closely linked to another and even more cru-
cial one, namely whether the Philosophical Investigations should be
read in the light of the indications given by their author in the many
observations that he devotes to philosophy and its aims and methods
(see, in particular PI, §§89-133), or whether it would be better, as ma-
ny analytic philosophers believe, to set aside these indications and
the anti-theoretical and anti-systematic attitude that they express,
and to start looking in the Philosophical Investigations for theses to
discuss, theories (or sketches of theories) to verify and arguments
(or sketches of arguments) to evaluate.

As can easily be seen, these two issues are part of (and embed-
ded in) the complex history of the interpretation of the Philosophical
Investigations, which has been marked by many phases and turning
points that deserve careful and close investigation. For example, af-
ter an initial phase dominated by interpretations, mainly by Wittgen-
stein’s students, in which the Philosophical Investigations was read as
the source and inspiration of the so-called “ordinary language philos-
ophy” and as the clearest example of an anti-metaphysical and ther-
apeutic conception of philosophy, there was a long period (roughly
coinciding with the last three decades of the last century) in which
many Wittgenstein scholars (and others) engaged with the interpre-
tation that Saul Kripke had given to the Philosophical Investigations
in his 1982 book (Kripke 1982), and in particular of the sections on
rule-following and the so-called “private language argument”, to the
point where it sometimes seemed that Kripke’s interpretation was
more important than Wittgenstein’s text itself. It should be noted
that this Kripkean season, which had at its centre a Wittgenstein en-
gaged in posing problems, producing arguments and seeking solu-
tions, marked the closest proximity between the author of the Philo-
sophical Investigations and analytic philosophy.

9
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At the end of the last century, a new and different phase (we are not
saying “better” or “worse” here) of Wittgensteinian criticism opened
up, in which the stage was largely occupied by Cora Diamond, James
Conant and, following in their footsteps, by an increasingly numer-
ous (and fierce) group of neo-Wittgensteinians. This phase also saw
the rediscovery of interpretations that had been on the fringes of the
history of the Philosophical Investigations, notably Stanley Cavell’s
reading (1979), or the new readings of the late G. P. Baker (2006).
The most striking novelty of the neo-Wittgensteinians is that they
have decidedly opted for a “therapeutic” and “anti-metaphysical”
Wittgenstein, without any distinction between Tracatus Logico-Phil-
osophicus and Philosophical Investigations, albeit in a different sense
from that which was present in the readings of the 1950s and 1960s.
As Alice Crary points out from the very first page of her Introduc-
tion to The New Wittgenstein, all neo-Wittgensteinians agree that
“Wittgenstein’s primary aim in philosophy is [...] a therapeutic one”
(Crary/Rupert 2000, 1).

Obviously, the above is a very partial sketch or outline of the his-
tory of the Philosophical Investigations. It would be easy to point to
many readings and approaches that do not fit in with those just men-
tioned, and to recall the many debates that have plumbed this or that
aspect, this or that passage. To take just one example, consider how
much space has been devoted in the literature to the meaning of the
reference to Augustine with which §1 opens, or to the many contro-
versial readings that have been made of that “language [...] meant to
serve for communication between a builder A and an assistant B” (PI,
§2) that Wittgenstein introduces in §2, together with what he will con-
tinue to call “the method of §2”. But, if we want to broaden our view,
we could also recall how the Philosophical Investigations have been
read and used outside the Wittgensteinian or analytic environment,
by thinkers such as Jean-Francois Lyotard (1979) or Jirgen Haber-
mas (1985). In short, the seventy years of the Philosophical Investi-
gations have been rich, intense and complex and Wittgenstein’s book
has often proved capable, as he hoped, of stimulating many to think
for themselves (see PI, 4).

The purpose of this special issue of JoLMA is not to make an (im-
possible) evaluation of seventy years of philosophical engagement
with the Philosophical Investigations. What we have set out to do is
to give space to a number of scholars, from different backgrounds
and with different perspectives , who, over the decades, have ad-
dressed the philosophy and philosophical method of the Philosophical
Investigations in different ways. We have tried, as far as possible, to
privilege the diversity of voices, not favouring any particular line of
interpretation and not worrying about being faithful to unlikely “or-
thodoxies”. The result, we believe, is an issue that can make a sig-
nificant contribution to a better understanding of the Philosophical

10
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Investigations, but also to the state of contemporary philosophising,
or at least of that philosophising that finds in Wittgenstein an import-
ant point of reference. Even with regard to the topics to be dealt with,
the authors were given complete freedom to choose the subject that
best corresponded to their research interests and that they felt could
shed some light on the Philosophical Investigations and, in some cas-
es, on its influence and presence in later philosophy. The result is an
issue that is not merely a container for different essays, but has, as
we hoped, has a character that we would like to call “polyphonic”.

During the long gestation of this issue, Marjorie Perloff passed
away. We would like to recall here the kindness with which she
agreed to contribute to this issue, and the beautiful and intense
email exchanges we had about Wittgenstein and the many projects
she still had in mind. This issue is dedicated to her.

11
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1 Introduction

Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later work is often held to be the main origin
of the philosophical movement known as ‘ordinary language philos-
ophy’. I here wish to explore in what sense he can be called an ordi-
nary language philosopher.*

When Wittgenstein uses expressions like ‘ordinary language’, ‘or-
dinary sense’, ‘ordinary ways of speaking’ (gewohnliche...), in the
Philosophical Investigations (PI),” he seems to have different contrasts
in mind. A few times, the contrast is simply between, on the one hand,
an imaginary form of speech thought up by Wittgenstein for the oc-
casion, and on the other hand customary ways of speaking: thus, in
PI, § 19 it is between the one-word commands used in the imaginary
builders’ game and the customary way of formulating commands; in
PIL, § 60 it is between someone who refers to an object by listing its
parts (he asks for a broom and the stick fitted into it) rather than, as
we normally do, to the composite object (the broomstick); in PI, § 243
it is between someone who gives voice to his feelings and moods in
a language only he can understand, and the customary way of talk-
ing about feelings and moods in a shared language.

At other times, the contrast has to do with the notion of a philoso-
pher stipulating a form of speaking which is, in some sense, assumed
to be more adequate than the customary ones: thus, in PI, § 39 the
suggestion is that a name ought really only to refer to something
simple (not composite), and thus what we customarily call names
are not really names in the strict sense of the word. In PI, §§ 81 and
98 Wittgenstein speaks about the idea that our customary ways of
speaking ought to be replaced by a ‘perfect’ language, that is, pre-
sumably, a language in which the logical relations between proposi-
tions are supposedly mirrored in their physical form. In PI, § 402 he
speaks about the notion that our customary ways of speaking fail to
describe things ‘as they really are’; thus presupposing the idea that
the way we refer to things may or may not correspond to the way re-
ality is constituted. Here, the contrast is between customary ways
of speaking and ways of speaking that are, in some sense or anoth-
er, thought to be philosophically superior.

When the philosophical value of concentrating on ordinary lan-
guage is debated, the issue is often regarded as a matter of choosing

1 Among fairly recent discussions of ordinary language and philosophy I should like
to mention Hanfling 2000, Levi 2000, Baz 2012 and parts of Cockburn 2022. These
works are helpful elucidations of the field, and I find myself largely in agreement with
the thoughts expressed in them, though I also have some points of disagreement. I find
Levi’s work particularly incisive on the issue of ordinary language. For reviews of Baz’s
book, see Levi 2014, Hertzberg 2016.

2 Allreferences to the Philosophical Investigations are to Part I.
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between different objects of study. Critics of ordinary language phi-
losophy often allege that a concern with customary forms of speech
is intellectually uninteresting or culturally conservative. There is
no reason, it is argued, to investigate any but the most sophisticat-
ed forms of language currently in use. Thus, it will be thought that it
is more fruitful to focus on uses of language accompanying, say, the
latest advances in natural science than to concentrate on the conven-
tional talk of ordinary citizens. At other times, again, the issue may
be thought of in terms of the goals of philosophical activity. While
ordinary language philosophers ‘simply attend to the use of words’,
it is more important to get clear about the reality those words re-
fer to: not just to ask, “How do we use the word ‘real’?” but “What
is the nature of reality?”, not “How do we use the word ‘know’?” but
“What is it to know things?”, etc. What is to be sought for is the es-
sence of reality, knowledge, the self, the proposition, and so forth.
Or then again, the goal of the activity may be thought to be to re-
place what are seen as the shifting, ambiguous and vague forms of
everyday speech - for the purpose of philosophical inquiry if not in
everyday life - with a logically exact language in which each well-
formed sentence has determinate sense. Bertrand Russell, in a well-
known critique, wrote:

I[...] am persuaded that common speech is full of vagueness and
inaccuracy [...]. Everybody agrees that physics and chemistry and
medicine each require a language which is not that of everyday
life. I fail to see why philosophy, alone, should be forbidden to make
a similar approach towards precision and accuracy. (1959, 178)

Contrary to this, ]J.L. Austin - who is regarded as another originator
of ordinary language philosophy besides Wittgenstein - saw a par-
ticular value in the study of customary forms of expression:

[O]ur common stock of words embodies all the distinctions men
have found worth drawing, and the connexions they have found
worth marking, in the lifetimes of many generations: these sure-
ly are likely to be more numerous, more sound, since they have
stood up to the long test of the survival of the fittest, and more
subtle, at least in all ordinary and reasonably practical matters,
than any that you or I are likely to think up in our armchairs of an
afternoon [...]. (1970, 182)

Things may not be as straightforward as Austin makes them out to
be here. Human life-forms are subject to constant change, and we
can hardly think of the evolution of language as linear progress to-
wards ever more useful vocabularies. The situations in which our
common words are used may vary greatly over time and context: a
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distinction that has stood the test of time in one context may sit awk-
wardly in another.

I shall get back to the idea of looking for essences further on. When
it comes to the idea of linguistic reforms, Wittgenstein does not re-
ject it outright. In PI, § 132 he writes:

We want to establish an order in our knowledge of the use of lan-
guage: an order for a particular purpose; one out of many possible
orders; not the order. For this purpose we shall again and again
emphasize distinctions which our ordinary forms of language eas-
ily make us overlook. This may make it appear as if we saw it as
our task to reform language.

Such a reform for particular practical purposes, an improvement
in our terminology designed to prevent misunderstandings in prac-
tice, may well be possible. But these are not the cases we are deal-
ing with. The confusions which occupy us arise when language is,
as it were, idling, not when it is doing work.

What Wittgenstein is questioning is the idea of a wholesale recon-
struction of our language. In PI, § 98 he writes:

On the one hand, it is clear that every sentence in our language ‘is
in order as it is’. That is to say, we are not striving after an ideal, as
if our ordinary vague sentences had not yet got a quite unexcep-
tionable sense, and a perfect language still had to be construct-
ed by us. - On the other hand, it seems clear that where there is
sense there must be perfect order. - So there must be perfect or-
der even in the vaguest sentence.

The idea that a language might be in need of wholesale improvement
is problematic. Our sentences normally function in the contexts in
which they are uttered. However, a limited reform for practical pur-
poses might very well be called for in a given case: thus, it might be
found that some part of the vocabulary employed in the context of
a specific activity such as astronomy or car repairs is confusing in
some respects, and that it needs to be replaced by one that is more
transparent. However, the capacity for undertaking such a task is
primarily to be found with those involved in the activity - it does not
off-hand appear to be an occupation for which philosophers are par-
ticularly well suited (conceivably, philosophers might be in a position
to contribute, say, when it comes to legal terminology, or to the vo-
cabulary of the human sciences).

The abjuring of customary forms of expression should not be ac-
cepted without detailed examination of any alleged problems. Be-
sides, unless we have a clear understanding of the very forms of
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expression we use in introducing an allegedly superior language
form, our deficient understanding will simply be transplanted into
the new language.® Hence attention to our customary forms of ex-
pression will be necessary in any case.

Let me formulate a truism: philosophical discussion is carried
out by means of words, so: in a language. Then where does that lan-
guage come from? The language in which we come to do philosophy
is the language we inhabit, the language we have learnt to speak
and understand in living a life with other people. This ‘home lan-
guage’ will of course comprise more than the everyday language
we all share: it may include the language of specific areas of con-
cern, such as religion, politics, the law, or science. The language
we start out with will no doubt be modified in the process of doing
philosophy: new forms of expression may gradually become com-
monplace, professional terms may be introduced, but this too will
take place with the home language as a starting point. We have no
choice where to start.

In knowing her language the philosopher knows herself. She has
grown into her language. Some words may be unfamiliar and she will
try to master their use, but language as such is not a skill she is try-
ing to master. Of course, you may raise the question whether she is
actually using this or that word in the customary way. You may tell
her that in using the word the way she does she is liable to be misun-
derstood. Suppose she says “I was really annoyed by that waiter”, and
you ask “Don’t you simply mean you were irritated?”. Her response
may be, “No, I really was annoyed”, or “Oh yes, I actually meant to
say I was irritated” or perhaps “I never thought about the distinc-
tion between annoyance and irritation”. In the last case you may try
to explain the difference to her, maybe by giving examples of how
the two words are used or making clear to her how the words differ
in the way they would sit in the context. In accepting our instruction
she finds her way back to the language she means to be speaking.
(On the other hand, she might insist that the attempt to distinguish
the two is pointless and that she is not planning to heed the differ-
ence between the words - in which case you may simply shrug your
shoulders and wish her good luck.)

3 Austin, too, recognised the potential need for linguistic reform. He writes: “[O]rdi-
nary language is not the last word: in principle it can everywhere be supplemented
and improved upon and superseded. Only remember, it is the first word” (1970, 183).
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2 Philosophers’ Use

The language we bring to philosophy, our home language, is not
brought along as an object of study (at least not in the ordinary sense),
nor as a model for the correct use of language. Philosophy is not of
course, say, the study of English. (It would be tempting to call our
language a philosopher’s tool, as Austin does, although this metaphor
is misleading since there is no separate material on which this tool
is to be applied.) In a sense, I should like to argue, philosophy has
no ‘object’, and I believe this was Wittgenstein’s position. The lan-
guage we speak becomes a point of focus when, in reflecting, some
forms of expression appear to give rise to intractable problems, as
when it seems that the word ‘I’ has no meaning or that any claim to
know something is always erroneous. As soon as we agree on how
those expressions are used, the problems vanish. (What expressions
will give rise to problems varies with the language in question.) This
point is being made in one of the remarks that are the most frequently
quoted in discussing Wittgenstein and ordinary language, PI, § 116:*

When philosophers use a word - ‘knowledge’, ‘being’, ‘object’, ‘T’
‘proposition’, ‘sentence’,’ ‘name’ - and try to grasp the essence of
the thing, one must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually
used in this way in the language in which it is at home? -

What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to
their everyday use.®

I would like to make three points about this remark. The first con-
cerns Wittgenstein’s use of the word ‘philosophers’. What he is re-
ferring to here are obviously traditional philosophers - the kinds of
philosopher who are the target of his criticism throughout the Phil-
osophical Investigations. He evidently excludes himself from this

group.

4 For a meticulous discussion of Wittgenstein’s use of the word ‘metaphysical’ in this
remark, see Baker 2006.

5 The Hacker-Schulte version (PI) of the translation of the Philosophical Investigations
gives two words, ‘proposition’ and ‘sentence’ where the German has only one: ‘Satz’.
This is a response to the vexing translation problem arising from the fact that the Ger-
man uses only one word for both.

6 In German: “Wenn die Philosophen ein Wort gebrauchen - »Wissen«, »Sein«, »Ge-
genstandg, »Ich«, »Satz«, »Name« - und das Wesen des Dings zu erfassen trachten, mufl
man sich immer fragen: Wird denn dieses Wort in der Sprache, in der es seine Heimat
hat, je tatséchlich so gebraucht? - /Wir fiihren die Worter von ihrer metaphysischen,
wieder auf ihre alltédgliche Verwendung zurtck”.
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The second and third points require more discussion. The second
point concerns the word ‘use’. The third concerns the form of the first
paragraph of the remark. I shall address each of these points in turn.

Wittgenstein apparently juxtaposes two kinds of use of the words
he lists, the (traditional) philosophers’ use and the use made of them
in the language in which they are at home. However, it is not clear ex-
actly what it means to speak about ‘the way philosophers use a word’
or how we are supposed to compare these.

The notion of a philosophical use also occurs in the last paragraph
of PI, § 38:

Naming seems to be a strange connection of a word with an ob-
ject. - And such a strange connection really obtains, particular-
ly when a philosopher tries to fathom the relation between name
and what is named by staring at an object in front of him and re-
peating a name or even the word ‘this’ innumerable times. For
philosophical problems arise when language goes on holiday.
And then we may indeed imagine naming to be some remarka-
ble mental act, as it were the baptism of an object. And we can al-
so say the word ‘this’ to the object, as it were address the object
as ‘this’ - a strange use of this word, which perhaps occurs only
when philosophizing.”

Different types of use are also contrasted in PI, § 117:

I am told: “You understand this expression, don’t you? Well
then - I'm using it with the meaning you're familiar with”. As if
the meaning were an aura the word brings along with it and re-
tains in every kind of use.

If, for example, someone says that the sentence “This is here” (say-
ing which he points to an object in front of him) makes sense to
him, then he should ask himself in what special circumstances this
sentence is actually used. There it does make sense.®

On the face of it Wittgenstein’s formulation, in contrasting actual uses
with various other uses, is contradictory. How are we to understand
this? The philosopher imagined in Wittgenstein’'s remark seems to as-
sume that the sentence uttered is meaningful because it consists of fa-
miliar words and its syntax is familiar. However, I would suggest that it
is the other way round: unless the speaker’s utterance makes sense to
us, we have no way of telling how the individual words are to be taken.

7 Lastitalics mine.
8 Also PI, §412 and OC, § 10.

19

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 13-28



Lars Hertzberg
Home Language and Philosophers’ Language

Suppose someone, say, in the course of trying to install a stereo sys-
tem, points to a wire and says, “This is here”; his assistant might ask,
“I'm sorry, which do you mean?” or “Where did you say it is?”. However,
when a philosopher simply ponders the sentence “This is here?”, there
does not seem to be any room for his interlocutor to ask which object
he means or which place he is referring to. There is no distinction be-
tween understanding what the speaker is saying and not understand-
ing it. In that way, the case differs from an ‘actual use’ of the words.

How then are we to understand the distinction between ‘philosoph-
ical’ and ‘actual’ uses of words? It is not as if the philosophical and the
customary use could be compared like two nomenclatures: the aim of
the traditional philosophers is not just to propose a different range
of application for our words as if it were a question, say, of different
ways of carving up the colour spectrum or different ways of classify-
ing birds. Rather, I would suggest, we are up against different senses of
the word ‘use’, though this distinction is not explicitly marked by Witt-
genstein; apparently he did not worry about the unclarity.’

It is hard to find words by which to mark this distinction, since
the word ‘use’ seems to cover a variety of aspects of linguistic ex-
pression. I would like to suggest that what the phrase ‘actual use’
seems to hint at might be called instances of ‘making use of a word’
or of ‘putting a word to use’ - as opposed to a word appearing or oc-
curring in a sentence.

Consider, for instance, how we may make use of the word ‘know’
and its cognates. I may use the word in an attributive sense, as in
“He knows who stole the money”, say, as a preface to saying (in one
type of case) “so you may ask him” or (in a different type of case) “so
you don’t need to tell him”.*® Or I may use it to claim knowledge: “T
know who stole the money - trust me!”, or as a declaration: “I know
who stole the money: it was...”, or as an admission, “Yes, I've known
it all along but I didn’t want to say”, etc.

Now consider, on the other hand, the following passages from phil-
osophical texts, chosen more or less at random, and yet, I hope, possi-
ble to recognise as representative of the sorts of thing philosophers
are liable to say in discussing issues of knowledge:

Whatever the process and the means may be by which knowl-
edge reaches its objects, there is one that reaches them direct-
ly and forms the ultimate material of all thought, viz. intuition.
(Kant 1966, 21)

9 The same is true of the German. Wittgenstein uses two words here: ‘Gebrauch’ and
‘Verwendung’, but he seems to employ them interchangeably.

10 Hanfling has a useful discussion of situations in which we attribute knowledge to
someone (2000, 94-110).

20

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 13-28



Lars Hertzberg
Home Language and Philosophers’ Language

Our knowledge springs from two fundamental sources of our soul;
the first receives representations [...], the second is the power of
knowing an object by these representations. (Kant 1966, 44)

We must recognize that when we know something we either do, or
by reflecting can, know that our condition is one of knowing that
thing, while when we believe something, we either do or can know
that our condition is one of believing and not of knowing: so that
we cannot mistake belief for knowledge or vice versa. (Prichard
1967, 63)

Since one condition of knowledge is truth, it follows that no belief
constitutes knowledge unless it is true. Thus, if our justification
fails to guarantee the truth of what we believe, then it may leave
us with a false belief. In that case, we lack knowledge. So justifi-
cation sufficient to ensure us knowledge must guarantee the truth
of what we believe. (Lehrer 1974, 79)

When there is some chance that a man is in error, that his belief
is incorrect, then there is some uncertainty, however slight, and
he does not know for certain that what he claims is true. (Lehrer
1974, 239)

When you know that something is so, the thing is absolutely clear
to you. Thus, no further experience could possibly clarify the mat-
ter as far as you are concerned. Nothing that could turn up could
make it even the least bit clearer to you that the thing is so. (Unger
1975, 141)

I would suggest that there is a clear contrast between the appear-
ance the words ‘knowledge’ and ‘knowing’ make in these passages,
and the instances given above of making use of the words as in at-
tributing, claiming or admitting knowledge. The distinction should
be kept distinct from the classical one between the mention and the
use of a word: one typical sign of a word being mentioned is its be-
ing put in quotation marks. (I am bypassing for now the problems at-
taching to the use-mention distinction.) It is true that philosophers
in discussing knowledge will occasionally mention rather than use
the words ‘know’ and ‘knowledge’; however, in the instances quoted
here they are not just mentioning the words - they are purporting
to talk about knowledge. They are advancing ‘philosophical theses’,
which according to Wittgenstein cannot be done (PI, § 128). Possibly,
in some cases when the word ‘know’ is employed rather than simply
mentioned in a philosophical text, the writer’s purpose may never-
theless be to say something general about the ways we may make use
of the word ‘know’. Traditionally, however, philosophers have been
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taken to wish to say something about knowledge as such rather than
talk about uses of the word ‘knowledge’. This seems obvious, say, in
the quotation from Kant: he is making a remark about the ‘faculty of
knowledge’ and how it functions. In other cases, again, it may not be
clear whether a remark is intended as an assertion about uses of the
word ‘knowledge’ or about knowledge as such.

A conception of what it means to write philosophically about
knowledge is expressed in the following passage from Keith Lehr-
er’s book Knowledge:

A theory of knowledge need not be a theory about the meaning
of epistemic words any more than it need be a theory about how
people come to know what they do. Instead, it may be one explain-
ing what conditions must be satisfied and how they may be sat-
isfied in order for a person to know something. When we speci-
fy those conditions and explain how they are satisfied, then we
shall have a theory of knowledge. An analogy should be helpful
at this point. Suppose a man says that there are only two kinds of
theories about physical mass. Either a theory of matter is a theo-
ry about the meaning of ‘mass’ and semantically related physical
terms, or it is a theory about how something comes to have mass.
This dichotomy would be rejected on the grounds that it leaves
out the critical question of what mass is, or to put it another way,
it leaves out the question of what conditions must be satisfied for
something to have a given mass.

A theoretician in physics might be concerned with precisely the
question of what conditions are necessary and sufficient for an ob-
ject to have mass, or more precisely, to have a mass of n, where ‘n’
is a variable that would be replaced by a number. Similarly, a phi-
losopher might be concerned with precisely the question of what
conditions are necessary and sufficient for a man to have knowl-
edge, or, more precisely, to know that p or that S is true, where ‘p’
is a variable that would be replaced by a declarative sentence and
‘S’ by the name of a sentence. (Lehrer 1974, 5ff.)

Lehreris arguing that there is such a thing as identifying conditions
for knowing which are independent of the question how the word
‘know’ is used. He appears to assume that we may measure our cus-
tomary ways of making use of the word ‘know’ against the nature
of knowledge as such.** Thus, we might imagine cases in which we

11 Austin, surprisingly, hints at such a view when he writes: “[W]ords are not [...] facts
or things: we need therefore to prise them off the world, to hold them apart from and
against it, so that we can realize their inadequacies and arbitrariness, and can relook
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would not make use of the word ‘know’, but where the conditions for
attributing knowledge to someone would nevertheless be at hand,
and thus an assertion of the form “N.N. knows that p” would be
true - would be part of a complete description of how things are in
the world. (G.E. Moore holding up a hand and saying “I know this is a
hand” might be a case in point.) And on the other hand it might turn
out that some of the cases in which a person would customarily be
said to know something or other do not in fact fulfil the conditions for
being called knowledge, and hence the customary use would be seen
to be erroneous. A radical sceptic (such as Unger) would claim that
this is true of all attributions of knowledge and knowledge claims,
while those who adhere to more limited forms of scepticism would
argue that it is true only where the knowledge in question concerns
future events, the past, or other people’s thoughts and feelings (con-
ceivably the sceptic may add that it is acceptable for practical pur-
poses to attribute knowledge to someone in such circumstances, al-
though the attribution would not be strictly correct).

The comparison of theories of knowledge with theories about mass
is not illuminating. Conceivably Lehrer is regarding mass here un-
der the model of a substance like water. There is that which we com-
monly take to be water, but there is also a chemical formula speci-
fying what water is. Given that, there is a possibility that something
taken to be water under the normal criteria is actually some other
chemical compound. Applying that to the case of knowledge, there
is the possibility that some instances of what to all intents and pur-
poses appears to be a case of a person knowing something are in fact
something else. Perhaps, in accordance with Hilary Putman’s twin
earth thought experiment, there might be twin earth ‘knowledge’
which is not knowledge at all, though it coincides with what we call
knowledge in its manifestations. However, putting it this way, Lehr-
er’s suggestion sounds like a weird fantasy.

Anja Weiberg (forthcoming) has drawn attention to Wittgenstein’s
use of the word ‘subliming’ in criticising philosophers’ tendency to
use models which give a distorted picture of the actual use of words.
She quotes his Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology, vol. 2:

Some will say that my talk about the concept of knowledge is irrele-
vant, since the concept as understood by philosophers, while indeed
it does not agree with the concept as it is used in everyday speech,
still is an important and interesting one, created by a sublimation

at the world without blinkers” (1970, 182). The picture drawn here is quite problemat-
ic. Austin, I am tempted to say, is at his strongest when he practices his skill of taking
note of specific verbal nuances and distinctions, not when he is giving an account of
the kind of activity philosophy is or might be.
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from the ordinary, rather uninteresting one. But the philosophical
concept was derived from the ordinary one through all sorts of mis-
understandings, and it strengthens these misunderstandings. It is
in no way interesting, except as a warning. (RPP, I, § 289)

We may think that the philosopher’s ‘subliming’ of the use of the word
‘knowledge’ somehow has the power of deepening our understand-
ing of what knowledge is. But there is no basis for such a belief. (One
might ponder why philosophers should consider their own - actually
made up - conceptions about our words more ‘interesting’ than the
customary ones.)

3 Bringing Words Back

Presumably, it is this form of reasoning that Wittgenstein is rejecting
in PI, § 116. This brings us to the third point I wish to make about this
remark. I think readers of Wittgenstein have frequently overlooked
the fact that the first sentence of PI, § 116 has the form of a question,
not a prescription. Wittgenstein means to remind us of something, not
to prohibit certain forms of expression. To say that words like those
he mentions must never be employed (must never appear) in any way
that deviates from that in which they are used “in the language in
which [they are] at home” (PI, § 116) (even apart from the point made
about the word ‘use’ above) would be pointless. It would of course
be futile to try to prohibit people from deciding to use words in any
way they like (though they may have to explain their use if they wish
to make themselves understood).

Now, as [ was arguing above, what we are to compare here are not
really different ways of making use of the same words, but the use
we make of certain words on the one hand, and philosophers’ alleged
claims about the things talked about on the other hand. The philoso-
pher’s point is dependent on recognising that in presenting her con-
ception of knowledge, say, she means to be talking about ‘the same
thing’ that is involved in our making use of the word ‘knowledge’.
The tension arises because the philosophers’ claims are supposed to
have consequences for the use we make of those words.

Quite often, the conclusion the philosopher ends up with will have
the form of the assertion that customary uses of the word in question
are illegitimate. Thus, we are told that we cannot claim to have knowl-
edge of some fact unless the possibility of us being mistaken is exclud-
ed. Normally, I may say “I know where the caris”, without allowing for
the possibility, say, that I may misremember where I parked it, or that it
may have been towed. So the philosopher’s claim would be that I do not
really ‘know’ where the car is (he may concede, however, that the way
I was using the word ‘know’ here is all right for everyday purposes).
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‘Ordinary language philosophers’ are often accused of wishing to
make our customary ways of speaking normative for philosophical
language - but as it turns out, it is the philosophers who are trying to
make their ideas about our words normative for customary speech.

How do philosophers arrive at the claims they make, say, about
our inability to know things? Such claims are normally arrived at by
a series of steps which starts with making observations about some
customary occurrences of the word in question, and then gradual-
ly reaches a point where some quite extraordinary assertions are
made about what the word means or about the conditions for using it.

In PI, § 116 Wittgenstein seems to be urging us to look back and
take note of the long distance we have travelled from the ways the
word enters into our customary conversations to the philosopher’s
claim about the conditions for the word to have application. This ex-
ercise is liable to give us a sense of vertigo: it seems every step of the
way was incontestable, and yet we ended up in a place which seems
totally alien. We find ourselves marooned in space. As Wittgenstein
writes in PI, § 107:

The more closely we examine actual language, the greater be-
comes the conflict between it and our requirement. (For the crys-
talline purity of logic was, of course, not something I had discov-
ered: it was a requirement.) The conflict becomes intolerable; the
requirement is now in danger of becoming vacuous. - We have got
on to slippery ice where there is no friction and so, in a certain
sense, the conditions are ideal; but also, just because of that, we
are unable to walk. We want to walk: so we need friction. Back to
the rough ground!

In practice, nothing hangs on the philosopher’s claim that we cannot
know this or that which, in our customary parlance, we claim to know
without hesitation. In struggling with the question whether we real-
ly ever do know anything, being reminded of a customary use of the
word may refresh us like a cool shower on a muggy day, as in Witt-
genstein’s response to Moore’s claim to know that his hand is a hand:

Why doesn’t Moore produce as one of the things he knows, for ex-
ample, that in such-and-such a part of England there is a village
called so-and-so? In other words: why doesn’t he mention a fact
that is known to him and not to every one of us? (OC, § 462)

If Moore had wanted to remind us of some of the uses we typically
make of the word ‘know’, Wittgenstein seems to be saying, he might,
for instance, have brought up an example of someone being in a po-
sition to inform his interlocutors of some fact.
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4 Conclusion

How we respond to the discovery of the distance between the phil-
osophical claim and our customary ways of speaking will ultimately
be up to us. On the one hand we may think that the philosophers’
‘subliming’ of our use of the word ‘knowledge’ will have the power
of somehow deepening our understanding of human knowledge and
our relation to the world. Or on the other hand we may feel that some-
where along the way the philosopher lost track of where he was go-
ing. We may then be left wondering where the ‘decisive movement
in the conjuring trick’ was made (cf. PI, § 308) - though in the pre-
sent case we may feel that the philosopher has tricked himself no
less than his audience.

If we are differently minded, however, we welcome the philoso-
pher’s radical proposal, and impatiently push the everyday example
aside as irrelevant and banal. The notion that we can never know an-
ything for certain may seem to have a romantic appeal. For those on
the other side of the debate, this will seem to be an illusion. Knowl-
edge attributions and knowledge claims play a role in every type of
human interaction they will argue; rather than instil suspicion of
their meaningfulness, we should try to make ourselves aware of their
role in human conversation.**

12 [ wish to thank David Cockburn for incisive comments on this essay.
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1 Wittgenstein and Ordinary Language Philosophy

The author of the Philosophical Investigations is nowadays common-
ly presented as an ‘ordinary language philosopher’. ‘Ordinary lan-
guage philosophy’ (from now on OLP) was, and still sometimes is, a
rather pejorative label used by its enemies (Warnock 1998) and was
meant to designate a philosophical trend that reached its peak, in
the 1930’s-1960’s, mostly at Oxford University, but also in Cambridge,
where Wittgenstein held a chair. Famous figures representing this
trend were, for instance, J.L. Austin, G.E.M Anscombe, G. Ryle, N.
Malcolm, P.F. Strawson, etc. and are so numerous nowadays that they
cannot all be mentioned: A. Baz, S. Cavell, C. Diamond, J. Floyd, S.
Laugier, C. Travis, etc. Amongst these people, Avner Baz (2012) is an
important explicit advocate of OLP against its critics.

However, as Warnock (1998) and others (Mac Cumbhaill, Wiseman
2022, 168-9) rightly noted, although ordinary language philosophers
from Oxford (such as Ryle and Austin) were largely influenced by
Wittgenstein's ideas, Wittgenstein himself and the Wittgensteinians
(among which Elizabeth Anscombe) claimed to be doing something
different from OLP:

Among ‘Oxford philosophers’ [Wittgenstein] was, well before the
publication of Philosophical Investigations in 1953, the most es-
teemed and influential of contemporaries; on the other hand he
lived and worked, somewhat reclusively, in Cambridge rather than
Oxford, and also (less trivially) himself regarded Oxford as ‘a phil-
osophical desert’, the meagre fruits of which were to him utterly
distasteful. [...] Thus it came about that, while Wittgenstein was
always conspicuous among those arraigned as ‘ordinary language
philosophers’, he himself would furiously have disclaimed any kin-
ship with the other targets of that critical fire. (Warnock 1998)

It is indisputable that, in the Investigations, Wittgenstein himself ex-
tensively refers to the “ordinary” (e.g. PI, I, §§ 60, 93, 98, 132, 156, 412,
600), “ordinary language” (e.g. PI, I, §§ 19, 243, 402, 436, 494), “ordi-
nary sense” (PI, I, §§ 39, 256, 344, 418, 420, 536, 615), and so on. But
it is also indisputable that there were and still are various ways of in-
heriting Wittgenstein and that these ways have an important philo-
sophical relevance. This is somehow illustrated in the way Elizabeth
Anscombe deals with the issue of sensation (Anscombe 1981a, 11-14)
and defends Wittgensteinian “grammar” against “ordinary language
philosophy” illustrated by the work of J.L. Austin (1964). In this paper,
I explore some of the philosophical differences that characterise this
Oxbridge dispute over what it means to start doing philosophy within
ordinary language. What does it mean to take ‘ordinary language’ as
a kind of authority to address or consider philosophical issues?
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2 Clean Tools

To understand the difference between the grammarian and the or-
dinary language philosopher, let us begin with a quote by Austin on
ordinary language as a starting point. The “method” of OLP, Austin
writes, considers that to “proceed from ‘ordinary language’” is to
“examin[e] what we should say when, and so why and what we should
mean by it” (Austin 1979a, 181). Namely, it consists in imagining sit-
uations (185) and in stating “what words we should use in what situ-
ations” (182). I will turn later to the issue of “imagining situations”.
But first, let us remind a famous quote where Austin advocates why
ordinary language should be the “first word”:

First, words are our tools, and, as a minimum, we should use clean
tools: we should know what we mean and what we do not, and we
must forearm ourselves against the traps that language sets us.
Secondly, words are not (except in their own little corner) facts or
things: we need therefore to prise them off the world, to hold them
apart from and against it, so that we can realize their inadequa-
cies and arbitrariness, and can relook at the world without blink-
ers. Thirdly, and more hopefully, our common stock of words em-
bodies all the distinctions men have found worth drawing, and the
connexions they have found worth making, in the lifetimes of many
generations: these surely are likely to be more numerous, more
sound, since they have stood up to the long test of the survival of
the fittest, and more subtle, at least in all ordinary and reasona-
bly practical matters, than any that you or I are likely to think up
in our arm-chairs of an afternoon - the most favoured alternative
method. (Austin 1979a, 181-2)

According to this passage, there are three aspects of ordinary lan-
guage which legitimate the method of OLP. First, we, as competent
speakers, ought to be clear about what we mean by the words we use;
and we must fight the philosophical tendency to let ourselves fall in-
to the traps of language, for instance by an “artificially induced lin-
guistic uprooting” (Bouveresse 1971, 41). This echoes Wittgenstein:
“A philosophical problem has the form: ‘I don’t know my way about’”
(PL I, § 123). Being lost in language is the first disease of philosophy.
This is one of the reasons why philosophy requires conceptual clar-
ification. The first claim suggests that, as competent speakers, we
should know and be able to recognise proper uses from uses that are
not just improper but that should be revealed as being no uses at all.
This recognition, Austin argues, will shed light on “the realities we
use the words to talk about” (Austin 1979a, 182).

The second claim, that “words are not facts or things”, points to
the need to reconsider the way, in philosophy, we tend to articulate
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language and the world. It echoes Wittgenstein’s remarks about the
need to fight our tendency to conflate the words with the things they
stand for (P, I, § 38). OLP is needed to distinguish conceptual issues
from empirical issues. Actually, later on in his paper on excuses, Aus-
tin points to what he calls “the myth of the verb” and reminds us that
doings and actions are not ready-made entities that we simply label
(Austin 1979a, 178).

Third, and, as we shall see most importantly, this is precisely be-
cause words are not facts or things that they can evolve in time,
new uses appear, and old uses disappear. We will address this as-
pect below.

Anyone familiar with Wittgenstein’s ‘second’ philosophy will ad-
mit the close kinship between Austin’s and Wittgenstein’s approaches
to philosophy. But, as Wittgenstein himself recommends, we should
draw our attention toward the small yet somewhat crucial differenc-
es between them. These differences will reveal crucial because of
their consequences regarding the scope of OLP (understood here in
the broad sense, as a generic term for both Wittgensteinians, Aus-
tinians and others in the same trend of philosophy).

3 Actual and Fictitious Uses

Language is the starting point of philosophy. It is the starting point
for disentangling our philosophical perplexities, “to show the fly the
way out of the fly-bottle” (PI, I, § 309) or “bring words back from their
metaphysical to their everyday usage” (PI, I, § 116). It is the start-
ing point to explore how uses of language, language games exhibit
the workings of our ordinary practices, actions and categorisations.
Over this matter, there seems to be an agreement between (let us
call them respectively) the ‘grammarian’ and the ‘ordinary language
philosopher’. The purpose of philosophy is not to propose a theory of
language (Anscombe 2011), but to describe our uses of language in
order to avoid its traps. Description of meaning rather than explana-
tion is the method: “We must do away with all explanation, and de-
scription alone must take its place” (PI, I, § 109).

But if ordinary language is the object of description, we ought to
be clear about what this object is. Now, the first and most obvious
discordance between the grammarian and the ordinary language
philosopher seems to rest on their understanding of language use as
a raw material for philosophy. In the above-quoted passage, Austin
explicitly refers to “our common stock of words” as the philosopher’s
raw material. And he suggests, against the ‘armchair philosopher’
that this raw material is somewhat ‘empirical’ or at least the result
of some historical evolution of language. Whether or not this is faith-
ful to Austin’s philosophy as a whole, in this passage, he seems to be
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considering that OLP takes meanings and uses as some special sort
of historical data, which have been fixed and will evolve in history.

By contrast, the ‘grammarian’ will rather consider that, although
uses are part of our “natural history” (PL, I, § 25, 415), although re-
marks on language uses “are really remarks on the natural histo-
ry of human beings” (PI, I, § 415), grammar is transhistorical and
transcultural. Grammar does not reflect a state of language at some
time and place, it is rather a mean of comparison (PI, I, § 130) between
uses. Grammar does not account for the historicity of language, or
for the state of logic and language at a time. Grammar is meant to
grasp some aspects of language uses that bound meaning and allow
us to point and grasp transhistorical and transcultural differences
between uses and language games.

The Philosophical Investigations “are anything but a collection
of meticulous, detailed observations on how our language actually
works” (Bouveresse 1971, 31). This is the reason why it allows for the
possibility to invent and grasp new or fictitious uses.

Whenever we make up “ideal languages” it is not in order to re-
place our ordinary language by them; but just to remove some
trouble caused in someone’s mind by thinking that he has got hold
of the exact use of a common word. That is also why our method
is not merely to enumerate actual usages of words, but rather de-
liberately to invent new ones, some of them because of their ab-
surd appearance. (BB, 28)

We are not doing natural science; nor yet natural history - since
we can also invent fictitious natural history for our purposes. (PI,
11, xii)

Grammar is what gets revealed, by contrast, when we imagine new
or limit language games, rather than merely explore “what we should
say when” in actual, nevertheless imagined, contexts. In other words,
grammar concerns as much old, foreign and non-existing uses of lan-
guage, as actual uses, provided we can make sense of these uses, i.e.
imagine at least a situation or a language game in which they would
make sense. Grammar exhibits logical possibilities of meaning.

Although at no point does he wish to deny the influence of linguis-
tic change on the birth and evolution of the philosophical problem-
atic, [Wittgenstein] clearly believes that philosophy, as a therapy,
is possible and necessary independently of any history of our lan-
guage and our forms of life, because what threatens us most seri-
ously, from a philosophical point of view, is not the oblivion of this
history, of the history of our linguistic usage, but the oblivion of
current, familiar usage. (Bouveresse 1971, 58)
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This abstraction of grammar from (even present) history of language
marks a difference with Austin’s interest for realistic (and even re-
al) examples. Our ability to circulate between language games (and
possibly between languages) and to make sense of far-reaching con-
ceptual systems is reflected in grammar.

4 Countless Uses?

The job of OLP, according to Austin, is somehow more modest. It is
to describe (some uses among) a finite, however numerous, number
of admitted uses:

I think we should not despair too easily and talk, as people are apt
to do, about the infinite uses of language. Philosophers will do this
when they have listed as many, let us say, as seventeen; but even
if there were something like ten thousand uses of language, sure-
ly we could list them all in time. (Austin 1979b, 234)

These considerations may suggest one way of reading the modali-
ty of “should” in Austin’s “what we should say when” (Austin 1979a,
181) - rather than e.g. ‘what we could say when’ - as a rather strong
philosophical stance toward the method of OLP: actual possible us-
es supposedly draw the bounds of sense. There is a normative as-
pect in this “should” that would bound the domain of what we can
do with words.

On the contrary the grammarian allows for indefinitely many us-
es, which can be the expression of the possibility of indefinitely many
forms of life, whether actual or fictional, to the extent that “to imag-
ine a language is to imagine a form of life” (PI, I, § 19):

There are countless kinds; countless different kinds of use of all
the things we call “signs”, “words”, “sentences”. And this diversi-
ty is not something fixed, given once for all; but new types of lan-
guage, new language-games, as we may say, come into existence,

and others become obsolete and get forgotten. (PI, I, § 23)

The “diversity of the tools of language” is infinite for Wittgenstein.
Philosophy’s job is not to make an inventory of existing uses. Philoso-
phy ought to work with this diversity, to create and explore language
games until it bumps against the limits of language (PI, I, § 119).
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5 Ordinary as Opposed to What?

Consequently, there appears to be a difference regarding the ways
the grammarian and the ordinary language philosopher understand
the idea that “ordinary language is all right” (BB, 28) as it stands and
can therefore work as a starting point or be the “first word” (Aus-
tin 1979a, 185) to provide an understanding of meaning and of hu-
man interests and practices. This difference can be exhibited by ask-
ing: what is the ‘ordinary’ (use) both Wittgenstein and Austin appeal
to and as opposed to what (to what ‘standard’ or ‘norm’) is it ‘ordi-
nary’? As opposed to ‘extra-ordinary’? ‘Abnormal’? ‘Non-standard’?
‘Stretched uses’?

Austin does not invite philosophers to create or imagine new lan-
guage games or unnatural situations. He seems rather suspicious
about this. However, he invites philosophers to imagine actual (real-
istic) situations where our words are or would be at play and confront
these nmormal’ and ‘ordinary’ situations to the misuses of philosophy
which are often symptomatic of the philosopher’s tendency to focus
on abnormal cases and take them as central to the understanding of
a concept. This is what happens, for instance, when sense-data phi-
losophers (see Ayer 1940) jump from the possibility of using ‘see’ in
an abnormal situation, say of illusion, to the idea that what we do di-
rectly perceive in any case is not what is there to be seen but mere
sense-data (Austin 1964). From this perspective, Austin enquires cen-
tral, mormal’, ‘ordinary uses’ of words as opposed to ‘parasitic uses’
(Austin 1962, 104) or ‘stretched uses’ (Austin 1964, 15, 91).

The grammatical philosopher, on the other hand, takes any use as
a use in its own right, provided “language has not gone on holidays”
(PI1, § 38), i.e. provided it is actually a determined use we can account
for. For Wittgenstein, language is, first of all, a logical space where
we can explore and invent language uses. For Austin, language is a
finite set of uses that evolves through history and circumstances.

This difference sheds light on the reason why Austin prefers the
phrase “linguistic phenomenology” rather than “analysis of lan-
guage” (Austin 1979a, 182) to characterise his own method. Aus-
tin takes ordinary language as some special sort of data for philoso-
phers to investigate the possibilities of meaning. This is the reason
why he considers OLP not to be another kind of armchair philoso-
phy but a genuine “field work”. Ordinary language, Austin says, is “a
good site for field work in philosophy” (183). The ordinary language
philosopher does not invent new concepts that he thinks would best
fit reality without even going outside and looking at the world. The
ordinary language philosopher takes a certain state of language as
its raw matter and enquires into its uses, tries to disentangle them,
thus shedding light on reality. Therefore, Austin does not hesitate to
start his enquiry with the dictionary (186-7). According to Austin’s
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conception of OLP, the current state of language is indeed a result
of its evolution through history. Language is good as it stands be-
cause it rests on “the inherited experience and acumen of many gen-
erations of men” (185).

Of course, to a great extent the grammarian and the ordinary lan-
guage philosopher are very close. They agree that philosophy should
abandon the quest for essences “and get down to the dainty and the
dumpy” (183), and “bring words back from their metaphysical to their
everyday use”, “in the language where it is at home” (PI, I, § 116),
“back to the rough ground” (PL, I, § 107). But for the one the ordinary
is embodied in a “historical situation”, whereas for the other the or-
dinary goes beyond historicity to characterise a certain ‘form of life’.

If one proceeds with the assumption that some substantial differ-
ence can be identified between Wittgenstein and Austin in their un-
derstanding of the ordinary, one can conclude from this section that,
from Austin’s perspective, the ‘ordinary’ is akin to ‘normal uses’ and
their instantiation in virtually possible situations. Whereas the ‘ordi-
nary’, from Wittgenstein’s perspective, can take various aspects. It
can amount to the description of rather familiar and central uses of
language. But extended or marginal uses are no less part of the gram-
mar (meaning) of our concepts. This is the reason why, according to
Wittgenstein, we can imagine improbable or ‘abnormal’ or ‘extraor-
dinary’ situations within grammar. The default of philosophy, when
it bumps its head against the limits of language, is not to invent ec-
centric uses of language, but to lose track of uses tout court and get
lost in its own language.

6 Historical Situations and Natural History

Now that I have sketched these differences, I would like to briefly
explore their consequences for my initial question concerning the
relevance and scope of ordinary language philosophy (in the broad
sense).

Whereas OLP excludes some uses of language, for Wittgenstein
any possible use (even one that has never been actualised or that in-
stantiate an alternative ‘natural history’) is a use, whether it is an ac-
tual, past or invented use, as long as we can make sense of it, i.e. as
long as we can imagine a situation (even an unlikely situation) where
it would make sense.

On the other hand, for Austin, non-actual or unlikely situations
have limited authority in OLP. Austin is confident that, at least to
some extent, we would say similar things in similar historical situ-
ations (i.e. whether actual or not but which instantiate some exist-
ing use of a phrase), granted that the situation has been described
fully enough:
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The more we imagine the situation in detail, with a background of
story [...] the less we find we disagree about what we should say.
(Austin 1979a, 184)

And disagreement over ‘what we should say when’ does not consti-
tute a counterexample but a further opportunity to clarify our uses:

A disagreement as to what we should say is not to be shied off, but
to be pounced upon: for the explanation of it can hardly fail to be
illuminating. (Austin 1979a, 184)

We may sum up this difference by saying that the starting point of OLP
according to Austin are actual (or virtually actual) uses of language,
considered in a historical situation, whereas for Wittgenstein it is the
“form of life”, understood as the point wherefrom a logical space is
shaped. This logical space is bounded by local language games. To
understand a use of language, we need to picture the world or reality
where this use makes sense. This is obvious in the following remark:

I am not saying: if such-and-such facts of nature were different,
people would have different concepts (in the sense of a hypothesis).
Rather: if anyone believes that certain concepts are absolutely the
correct ones, and that having different ones would mean not real-
izing something that we realize then let him imagine certain very
general facts of nature to be different from what we are used to,
and the formation of concepts different from the usual ones will
become intelligible to him. (PI, II, xii, § 366)

Elizabeth Anscombe (1981b) has commented extensively on this
quote in her paper on linguistic idealism. There is a parallel mistake
against which both Austin and Wittgenstein are fighting. The mis-
take consists in thinking that we are bound to chose between saying
that either words are (or ought to tend to be) faithful representations
of reality, or reality is shaped by words (which would somehow mag-
ically create what they are meant to represent). But words are nei-
ther things we pick up or discover in our environment, nor are they
arbitrary productions of our imagination.

This dubious companionship between an ethereal extra-linguistic
reality, presumed to be stable, and an inconstant linguistic associ-
ate, which has its own life and avatars, is in a sense responsible
for all philosophical perplexities. (Bouveresse 1971, 58)

Reality exercises empirical constraints on language, but still con-
cepts are made by us for our practical purposes. Of course, we could
claim that describing colours properly would imply to provide an
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infinite range of words for shades of colours (or even an infinite range
of words for shades of red, of blue, etc.), until we reach a virtually un-
reachable adequate description of the spectrum of colours. But such
a fantasy proves to be forgetful of the fact that our descriptions have
contextual and practical purposes: sometimes we need to distinguish
some varieties of red, sometimes ‘red’ is enough. “We can introduce
as many new distinctions as we like, but we cannot set ourselves the
goal of introducing them all” (Bouveresse 1971, 59). That “essence
is expressed in grammar” (PI, § 371) only means that “grammar im-
poses certain forms of description on us, but we cannot, despite our
best efforts, exhibit any ‘reality’ that would justify them and make
all others impossible” (Bouveresse 1971, 48).

Austin and Wittgenstein seem to have distinct understandings of
the role of “historical situations” (Austin 1979a, 186) and “natural
history” (PI, I, § 25): a “historical situation” being rather a virtual-
ly actual situation given the state of our present uses of language
and “natural history” being rather an anthropological variable that
helps us realise the contingent articulation between our form(s)
of life and our linguistic practices. However, both understandings
converge toward some sort of what Cora Diamond calls a “realistic
spirit” (Diamond 1995), i.e. the idea that the contingency of ordi-
nary uses has nothing to do with plain arbitrariness, but is rather
constrained by our form(s) of life and our environment.

7 Practices

This distinction between historical situations and imagined situa-
tions or logical spaces, between actual uses and forms of life, reveals
several difficulties OLP (in the broad sense) may face.

First, a difficulty with Austin’s insistence on normal’ versus ‘par-
asitic’ uses within some actual state of language, is that it may lead
to undermine or hierarchise the variety of uses instead of enlight-
ening their intertwinements (Anscombe 1981a). Is not there a kind
of arbitrariness, in our philosophical remarks, at least to the extent
that they are necessarily localised in history and even in a certain
social class and language register?

On the other hand, if we consider the a-historical perspective of
the grammarian, we may wonder whether she will not fall in the trap
that OLP is made to avoid, namely, forget where it speaks from and
essentialise grammar and raise philosophical remarks to a transcen-
dental level. In other words, the risk is to fall down the parallel mis-
take, which would be to overestimate the scope of what we can say in
philosophy. Too much localisation of our starting point threatens to
lead to triviality, whereas too few localisations of our starting point
threatens to lead to exaggerated generality.
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I do not think these difficulties are overwhelming or insurmount-
able, as many advocates of OLP have shown.* Although there is no
room here to do them justice, let me conclude by suggesting that
the key to these difficulties is to be found in a philosophy of action
(Aucouturier, forthcoming): something both Wittgenstein and Aus-
tin clearly saw.

Indeed, Austin and Wittgenstein both agree that considering or-
dinary language to be “the first word” soon leads to question the
traditional view of language as mainly aiming at truly representing
states of affairs. One of the great ideas they have in common is the
idea that philosophers should focus more on the various things we
do with words, the various functions words can have, rather than be-
ing obsessed with the question of truth.

Certainly [...] ordinary language is not the last word: in principle
it can everywhere be supplemented and improved upon and super-
seded. Only remember it is the first word. [footnote: And forget,
for once and for a while, that other curious question ‘Is it true?’
May we?] (Austin 1979a, 185)

If the main function of language is not to adequately represent the
world, but rather to serve our indefinitely various practical purposes
in given circumstances, we should not think of the evolutions of lan-
guage as a succession of attempts to best represent states of affairs.

For Austin, as well as Wittgenstein, language serve our interests
and must be understood in relation to what interests us. “Concepts
are the expression of our interest and direct our interest” (PI, I,
§ 570). Therefore, the evolution of language can be understood on
the ground of the evolution of practical human interests in accord-
ance with a given situation. If ordinary language is indeed the ‘first
word’, Austin reminds us, it certainly is not the last word:

If a distinction works well for practical purposes in ordinary life
[...], then there is sure to be something in it, it will not mark noth-
ing: yet this is likely enough to be not the best way of arranging
things if our interests are more extensive or intellectual than the
ordinary. (Austin 1979a, 185)

Indeed, the set of situations we may imagine is not given or closed.
For Austin, being confronted to new situations and/or interests, for
Wittgenstein, imagining radically new, yet unimagined situations,
opens and extends the logical space. Now the mere difference seems
to be that, for Austin, it is when confronted to an unheard-of situation

1 Seee.g. Diamond 1995; Cavell 2000; Baz 2012; Laugier 2013.
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that language - understood as some sort of historical data - gets
modified; for Wittgenstein, we can still imagine unheard-of situa-
tions and new language game. This does not entail these new lan-
guage game will become actual ones. This just reveals the current
workings of language. Historical situations may call for the need of
new language games, but philosophy itself is not primarily interested
in these language games, simply in what makes them logically pos-
sible (and meaningful).

So, although Austin focuses on the actuality of language-uses when
Wittgenstein insists on the potentialities of language to draw the
bounds of sense from within ordinary language, both philosophers
agree on the necessity of thinking language in continuity with what
we do. Language is part of our practices, and this is the reason why
philosophy needs to focus on what we do with word.

This does not call for a theory of language (Anscombe 2011), but
for a special attention to the question: how did we come to ‘learn’ the
use of this word or concept? What sort of form of life do we need to
share in order to be able to use a word or phrase - i.e. with a shared
meaning? And the answer is not to be found in the objectivity of a
phenomenal world, but in the regularity of what we do with words in
a given context and environment.
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1 Introduction

While Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations [PI] had an enor-
mous influence on analytic philosophy generally, particularly in the
third quarter of the twentieth century, the book also had a large in-
fluence on twentieth century philosophy of religion. Its role in Witt-
gensteinian philosophy of religion was especially substantial as the
text was one of the earliest and most authoritative sources availa-
ble to philosophers of religion who did not know Wittgenstein per-
sonally. This is perhaps somewhat ironic since Wittgenstein barely
makes reference to religiosities within the book. As Genia Schoen-
baumsfeld remarks,

Wittgenstein published next to nothing on the philosophy of reli-
gion and yet his conception of religious belief has been immense-
ly influential. While the concluding, ‘mystical’ remarks in his ear-
ly work, the Tractatus, are notorious, we find only a single allusion
to theology in his magnum opus, the Philosophical Investigations.
(Schoenbaumsfeld 2014, 162)

Schoenbaumsfeld rightly directs her readers’ attention to other Witt-
genstein sources since published, such as the Lectures and Conver-
sations on Religious Belief (1967), the “Remarks on Frazer’s Golden
Bough” (1993), and the miscellaneous collection of remarks known
as Culture and Value [1977] (1998). Yet, as the first and most polished
work in Wittgenstein’s corpus dating from his later period of philo-
sophical activity, the PI has long been seen as the most authoritative
source for Wittgenstein’s mature philosophy. Furthermore, as the
earliest publication from Wittgenstein’s more mature period - pub-
lished now seventy years ago - the text has had a long time in which
to make its impact felt across the subfields of philosophy, including
philosophy of religion (Carroll 2014, 31).

As one of the most important texts of mid-century analytic phi-
losophy, the PI was bound to influence many fields across the disci-
pline, from philosophy of language and mind to aesthetics and even
to some extent political philosophy. The text has continued to stimu-
late topics in philosophy of religion steadily over time, meaning that
philosophers have drawn lessons from the book now across multi-
ple generations. Naturally enough, the lessons drawn from the book
have been shaped by the philosophical situations of respective eras
of philosophers - from the lingering threat of verificationism to the
meaningfulness of ‘religious language’ to the prospects for inter-re-
ligious and inter-cultural dialogue.

In this article, I explore the influence of the PI in philosophy of
religion in three ways. First, I explore the reception of certain key
ideas from the text, such as ‘language-games’, ‘forms of life’, and

44

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 43-70



Thomas Carroll
The Philosophical Investigations in Philosophy of Religion

‘family resemblances’ by philosophers of religion. Second, I exam-
ine the trace references to religiosity in the PI and how these pas-
sages are relevant to philosophy of religion. Third, I conclude with
some observations on recent developments of philosophy of religion
that are influenced by the PI, especially concerning globally engaged
philosophy of religion.

2 Themes in the Reception of the Pl in Philosophy
of Religion

21 Language-Games

This notion of a ‘language-game’ (Sprachspiel) could well be the most
discussed topic in secondary literature on the PI. Thus, it is not sur-
prising that it would be a major focus of work in philosophy of reli-
gion. The idea of a language-game is introduced very early in the PI
(I, § 2). In that passage, just following the well-known opening re-
mark on Augustine and his theory of language-learning, Wittgen-
stein introduces the simple or ‘primitive’ instance of the language
use of a pair of builders and their routinised use of expressions
by builder A to order builder B to produce a ‘block’, ‘pillar’, etc.,
in the joint activity of building a structure. In PI, I, § 7, Wittgen-
stein refers back to this localised instance of language activity as
a “language-game”.

A key reason for the appeal of this social picture of language in
use is how it reframed what it is for language to have meaning. The
lingering problem of verificationism persisted in some corners of
philosophy well into the second half of the twentieth century. Re-
ductive naturalistic metaphysics continued to prevail when it came
to the consideration of language with supernatural and other sorts
of unverifiable components: references to gods, spirits, and souls.
From A.J. Ayer (1935) to Anthony Flew (1955, 98), scepticism about
so-called ‘religious’ or ‘theological’ language because of the imper-
ceptibility of its putative referents led many naturalists to suppose
that such language was meaningless. The development of Wittgen-
stein’s later philosophy along with ordinary language philosophy al-
lowed for possibilities of understanding meaning in language that
went beyond reference. This is not to say that Wittgenstein thought
reference was unimportant. It is just that, as Wittgenstein devel-
ops through his remarks on Augustine, ostension is not how most
language is learned or functions; language instead has a seeming-
ly endless variety of possible uses. While other avenues, such as
Alvin Plantinga’s burden-shifting common-sense realism about the-
istic claims (cf. Plantinga 1967), would appear in the next decade,
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the evident usefulness of the paired notions of language-games and
forms of life in the PI would open new avenues for the interpretation
of religions (Malcolm 1960, 56).

Following on the verificationist critique of theological expressions,
Wittgenstein’s idea of language-games inspired philosophers of re-
ligion to consider the roles of ‘religious language’ within religious
practice. An early example relevant to philosophy of religion comes
from Peter Winch in The Idea of a Social Science:

A religious mystic, for instance, who says that his aim is union
with God, can be understood only by someone who is acquaint-
ed with the religious tradition in the context of which this end is
sought; a scientist who says that his aim is to split the atom can
be understood only by someone who is familiar with modern phys-
ics. (Winch 1990, 55)

Appearing a mere five years after the publication of the PI, Winch'’s
book helped inaugurate some core themes of Wittgensteinian phi-
losophy of religion. In conveying the importance of deep attention
to social context for the understanding and interpretation of reli-
gious language, Winch also highlights the importance of paying at-
tention to the end of the social activity in question. The idea here,
eventually commonplace in Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion,
is that ‘religious language’ must be interpreted with an eye to the
religious activities in which the language is meaningful. P.F. Bloe-
mendaal observes that Winch’s emphasis on the seemingly endless
variety of human “modes of social life” and the necessity of inter-
preting them according to their own criteria set the stage for accu-
sations of the epistemic isolation of instances of social life from one
another (Bloemendaal 2006, 112). While Winch’s work is most clear-
ly relevant to anthropology of religion, it has also been highly im-
portant to the development of Wittgenstein philosophy of religion in
general. Indeed, due to the practice-oriented approach of Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy - and the eventual publication of Wittgenstein’s
“Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough” ([1967] 1993) - links between
anthropology and Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion have fre-
quently been made.

Bloemendaal also identifies Norman Malcolm’s early contribu-
tion to Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion as underlining simi-
lar themes drawing on ideas from the PI for philosophy of religion:
first, through reference to ‘religious language’ and second, through
conceiving of religions as language-games (Bloemendaal 2006, 199).
While ‘religious language-games’ have often been the focus of Witt-
gensteinian philosophy of religion, subsequent philosophers - such as
Rush Rhees and D.Z. Phillips - have added more nuanced or focused
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analyses of the significance of conceiving of aspects of religions in
light of the notion of a language-game (cf. Von Der Ruhr 2009, 223).

Wittgenstein’s student, friend, and literary executor, Rush Rhees,
is another centrally important figure in the early development of
Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion. Because Rhees knew Witt-
genstein personally, his reception of Wittgenstein’s ideas and philo-
sophical methods goes far beyond the PI; however, since Rhees co-
edited the book with G.E.M. Anscombe, it is not surprising that one
can see themes from the book appear in Rhees’s writings. While many
of Rhees’s writings were not published until much later when they
were edited by his former student and colleague D.Z. Phillips (and
later literary executor), Rhees had a large influence along with other
members of the Swansea School - including Winch and Phillips - on
what Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion would become during the
early decades after Wittgenstein’s death. Notably, Rhees was a sym-
pathetic critic of Wittgenstein’s, especially when it came to the in-
terpretation and use of the notion of a language-game (Rhees 1960).
Rhees argued that Wittgenstein’s remarks in PI lent themselves to
the idea that language-games were autonomous smaller instances
of language, rather than useful abstractions of actual language use.
For this reason, Rhees preferred the notion of “conversation” to lan-
guage-game when describing the use of language in the flow of life
(Von Der Ruhr 2009).

Rhees’s student and colleague D.Z. Phillips was also an early inter-
preter of Wittgenstein with respect to philosophy of religion. In his
1970 essay, “Religious Beliefs and Language-Games”, Phillips seeks
to defend his interpretation of Wittgenstein’s bearing on philosophy
of religion from numerous criticisms of an isolationist understand-
ing of language-games (Phillips 1993). A key feature of criticism of
isolationist readings of language-games is that they remove the role
for religious argumentation (e.g., foundationalist versions of theis-
tic arguments). To some philosophers of religion and Christian apol-
ogists, this renders the isolationist language-game view of religion
to be absurd. Phillips counters that a language-game reading of re-
ligion should not be understood as isolating such language-games
from other parts of life. In this respect, he echoes themes argued for
by Rhees. In order for religious beliefs to have the importance they
clearly have for those who hold them, they would need to be relat-
ed to many aspects of a person’s life. Yet, according to Phillips, a dif-
ference in the grammar of religion and those areas of language in-
volved in giving proofs should be observed.

This Phillips essay offers an early example of a particular genre
of writing on Wittgenstein and philosophy of religion, the correc-
tion of exaggerated or otherwise perceived inaccuracies in interpre-
tation. It is of a piece with the critique of scientism one finds else-
where in Wittgenstein’s writings. Three years before the publication
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of Phillips’s essay, Kai Nielsen had published his highly influential
article, “Wittgensteinian Fideism” (1967), which called into ques-
tion what Nielsen saw as the isolationist, self-protective - or “fide-
istic” - character of Wittgensteinian approaches to understanding
religious language. ‘Fideism’ is a term that has been used by philoso-
phers and theologians to refer to a variety of viewpoints on the epis-
temic standing of religious beliefs. Most, but not all, uses are pejo-
rative, signalling an epistemically defective approach downplaying
the role of reason or enquiry in grounding faith (Carroll 2008, 19).
In this way, Nielsen’s understanding of ‘fideism’ was in line with that
of many secular critics of theistic religious discourses, particularly
Christianity; interestingly, this criticism was mirrored by tradition-
al Protestant and Catholic philosophers who sought to maintain the
viability of natural theology. The idea is that Wittgensteinian phi-
losophy of religion presented a picture of religious discourse where
its intelligibility rested on a commitment that could only be under-
stood by those who held it. To the extent that it provided an accu-
rate depiction of Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion or not, Niels-
en’s article identified features of an excessively relativistic picture
of ‘religious language-games’, something that both came to frame
the philosophical lore about Wittgenstein and philosophy of reli-
gion and to provide an example of deficient interpretation of Witt-
genstein vis-a-vis religion.

Brian Clack offers a helpful overview of the early history of the de-
velopment of Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion, from Malcolm
to Nielsen in his An Introduction to Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Re-
ligion (1999). Clack observes that any tendency to think of religions
as language-games misunderstands how Wittgenstein introduced
and developed the notion:

Though Wittgenstein never attempted a definition of a ‘language-
game’, the examples he provides of these linguistic phenomena do
not suggest that he had in mind anything as large as science or re-
ligion, or indeed any practice or institution whatsoever. Language-
games seem, rather, to be quite small-scale units of language-us-
age which occur in various human contexts. (Clack 1999, 87)

This note of interpretive caution reflects the sorts of contributions
Wittgenstein scholars would make by way of correction of early ex-
travagances when it comes to the interpretation of religion.

48

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 43-70



Thomas Carroll
The Philosophical Investigations in Philosophy of Religion

2.2 Forms of Life

The expression “form of life” (“Lebensform”) appears just a handful
of times in Wittgenstein’s corpus, and just five times in the PI; yet,
the notion has had a quite significant influence in philosophy of reli-
gion. While the expression predates Wittgenstein’s writings, it was
the PI that brought the concept to the attention of a broad audience.
While the narrow idea of a language-game conveys the uses of lan-
guage in a specific social activity, the broad notion of a form of life
suggests the comprehensiveness of the social life of a community of
people that grounds or puts into motion the meaningfulness of lan-
guage, including particular instances of language. It is notable that
Wittgenstein uses the two expressions to inform each other. Yet, from
the context of a few remarks in PI, it is not entirely clear what is to
be understood by the expression:

It is easy to imagine a language consisting only of orders and re-
ports in battle. — Or a language consisting only of questions and
expressions for answering Yes and No — and countless other
things. — And to imagine a language means to imagine a form
of life. (PI, 1, § 19)

Here, we have a relation between the local instances of language
use - language-games - and a form of life: “[T]o imagine a language
means to imagine a form of life”. Juliet Floyd argues that this notion
replaced Wittgenstein’s earlier embrace of “culture” (“Kultur”) as
capturing what lay behind and informed the use of language (Floyd
2020). What one imagines in imagining language is all of the func-
tions that language performs within the lives of people.

Winch'’s analysis of interpretation draws on the notion of a form
of life to identify distinct discursive practices and traditions. Winch
writes:

[Wlhereas the philosophies of science, of art, of history, etc., will
have the task of elucidating the peculiar natures of those forms
of life called ‘science’, ‘art’, etc., epistemology will try to eluci-
date what is involved in the notion of a form of life as such. (Winch
1990, 41)

That is, in order to interpret what it is to know something in a par-
ticular area, one must first attend to the social practices of conceiv-
ing and gathering knowledge in that area. Thus, Winch takes so-
ciology and epistemology to be much more closely linked than is
commonly thought.

As with language-games, Malcolm links religions with forms of
life very closely, and likewise holds that understanding of a form of
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life will be closely associated with participation within that form of
life. Malcolm writes about Anselm and the ontological argument:

At a deeper level, I suspect that the argument can be thoroughly
understood only by one who has a view of that human ‘form of life’
that gives rise to the idea of an infinitely great being, who views it
from the inside not just from the outside and who has, therefore,
at least some inclination to partake in that religious form of life.
(Malcolm 1960, 62)

While Winch allows that one well acquainted but as yet outside of
the way of life being studied could still understand it, Malcolm’s view
seems to have been that participation is necessary to understand-
ing. As mentioned above, the tendency towards aversion to theistic
argumentation can be seen in Rhees’s critique of natural theology
(cf. Rhees 1969). While Malcolm defends a minimal role for ontolog-
ical arguments - “it may help to remove some philosophical scruples
that stand in the way of faith” - nevertheless, such arguments gain
their force within the context of a religious form of life.

In an essay of Rhees'’s titled “Religion and Language”, published
in 1969 but written earlier as a philosophical letter, one sees the ex-
pression of numerous themes that would appear frequently in philo-
sophical works on Wittgenstein and religion. First, there is the asser-
tion that religious language and religious life are “internally related”
(Rhees 1969, 120). In this vein, Rhees compares “religious language”
with the “language of love”. Rhees writes:

And people who have tried to understand love - or explain it - by
approaching it from biology have got nowhere; and they generally
end by ignoring it. If men come to love women, and if men come to
love God, this has to do with the life which they lead and in which
they take part. (122)

Second, there is the focus on religion in the singular, which can be
presented as abstract (potentially applying to all religions) or specifi-
cally, which is always synonymous with forms of Christianity. In this
respect, Rhees is no different from most of his contemporary peers in
philosophy of religion. Third, there is the idea that religious language
is different in grammar than other forms of discourse. Rhees writes:

“God exists” is not a statement of fact. You might say that it is not in
the indicative mood. It is a confession - or expression of faith. (131)

This does not mean that “God” does not refer to something, but the
reference will be different from ordinary physical objects because the
grammar of the two is different. In saying that “God exists” is not in
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the indicative mood, Rhees is opening the door to pragmatics in the
analysis of religious language. Furthermore, Rhees lays the ground-
work for an anti-scientistic argument. Fourth, there is the idea that
language about God, spoken by religious people, is more confession-
al than referential. That is, religious language (understood prototypi-
cally as Christian) functions within liturgical contexts as well as mo-
ments of exhortation, prayer, and fellowship.

Some critics of Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion have claimed
that the emphasis on understanding local contexts of language use
amounts to or potentially leads to “protective strategies” (Proudfoot
1987), “fideism” (Nielsen 1967), or “relativism” (Trigg 1983). The met-
aphor of combat in the first charge is notable, as it evokes the po-
tentially competitive relationship between religious and philosophi-
cal forms of language. Admittedly, commentators such as Malcolm,
Rhees, Winch, and Phillips emphasise a stark difference between
scientific and religious modes of discourse. It is not surprising that
these views were interpreted as conveying the incommensurability
of religious and scientific discourses (even as a careful reading of
the sources reveals more nuance than critics generally register). As
Clack would remind us, embracing contextualism in interpretation
need not lead to protective strategies; it can lead to atheism:

This is not an atheism based on denying the existence of super-em-
pirical realities (religion never was about that), nor is it the rebellious
atheism of an Ivan Karamazov, nor yet is it the positivistic atheism
of denying sense to religious propositions. It is, rather, a despair-
ing, apocalyptic atheism that arises from Wittgenstein’s philosophy
of religion, the frustrated and bitter recognition that the passionate
beauty of the religious life is no longer open to us. (Clack 1999, 129)

The decline in the plausibility of a mode of expression or form of life
can happen as one comes to see religions as rooted in instinctual feel-
ings (as Clack interprets the “Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough”)
and not in a really existing God.

Patrick Sherry and Richard Bell are relatively cautious about the
application of ideas such as language-games and forms of life to reli-
gions. This is because they both view these ideas as being highly lo-
cal descriptions of the social activities with language, and the forms
of agreement necessary for the social activities to work. Thus, it does
not make sense to think of a whole religion - or, indeed, “religion”
itself - being a language-game or form of life. Instead, these ideas,
if they are to be applied to the interpretation of religions, should be
applied to highly specific social aspects of religious activity (e.g.,
this form of worship in this tradition). Reminding his readers to turn
again to Wittgenstein’s texts, Sherry cautions against the enthusi-
asms of important and influential figures like Malcolm.
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2.3 Family Resemblances

Wittgenstein introduces the notion of “family resemblances” (“Fami-
liendhnlichkeiten”) a little bit later in the PI, just following his argu-
ment against language having an essential feature. The forms of lan-
guage are varied, as Wittgenstein remarks in § 65:

Instead of pointing out something common to all that we call lan-
guage, I'm saying that these phenomena have no one thing in com-
mon in virtue of which we use the same word for all — but there
are many different kinds of affinity between them. And on account
of this affinity, or these affinities, we call them all “languages”.
(PL, I, § 65)

Wittgenstein then lists in § 66 many examples of things that we call
games and their lack of a single uniting feature. Concerning ‘family
resemblances’, Wittgenstein writes in § 67:

The various resemblances between members of a family — build,
features, colour of eyes, gait, temperament, and so on and so
forth — overlap and criss-cross in the same way. — And I shall
say: ‘games’ form a family. (PI, I, § 67)

Wittgenstein uses the notion of family resemblance to convey the idea
that there are similarities across the many uses of language without
there being a single common essence across uses.

Where this notion has had its biggest influence in philosophy of
religion is with understanding the concept of religion itself. John
Hick endorses a family resemblance conception of ‘religion’ in his
An Interpretation of Religion (1989). Hick writes of the family resem-
blance analogy:

[T1t is, I think, illuminating to see the different traditions, move-
ments and ideologies whose religious character is either general-
ly agreed or responsibly debated, not as exemplifying a common
essence, but as forming a complex continuum of resemblances and
differences analogous to those found within a family. (Hick 1989, 4)

For Hick and others, ‘religion’ is thus an open interpretive concept,
where its boundaries are contestable and where borderline cases
are somewhat common.

Ninian Smart also advanced an approach to thinking about re-
ligion drawing on a family resemblance conception (1996). Instead
of seeing any one feature of a religion as being a necessary con-
dition (e.g., belief in a supernatural agent), of something being re-
ligious, Smart’s approach explores a growing number of different
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‘dimensions’ as together tending to express religiosity. And it is not
that these dimensions jointly determine the religiosity of something.
Rather, in Smart’s view, religious worldviews (we might imagine he
has something like ‘form of life’ in mind) generally manifest along
these diverse dimensions; keeping these dimensions in mind helps
the scholar not to overlook otherwise salient features of religious
worldviews. Thus, noting the diversity of forms religions take is a
help to noticing their features, to interpreting them.

Timothy Fitzgerald has argued against Wittgensteinian approach-
es to thinking about ‘religion’ as a family resemblance concept.
Fitzgerald sees in these approaches either a back-door way of entry
for a universalised Protestant conception of religiosity as private
faith or an unclear and therefore academically inept analytical con-
cept. Fitzgerald writes,

The idea that English-speaking academics can be free to describe
selected practices and institutions of other cultures as ‘religions’
or as ‘religious’ if they so choose, as though this can be simply a
decision made for convenience of Western academics, seems dan-
gerous when placed in the contemporary context of Anglo-Ameri-
can imperialism. (Fitzgerald 2003, 218)

Due to the danger of reifying designations imposed by powerful agents
such as imperial states, Fitzgerald subsequently argues against the
family resemblance use of the term in scholarly discourse.

Fitzgerald presents significant problems for proponents of family
resemblance approaches to understanding the concept of religion.
The danger of imposing from the outside a distorting category on lo-
cal traditions and practices is real and is moreover a concern very
much in line with some of Wittgenstein’s philosophical sensibilities
(“don’t think but look!” (Wittgenstein 2009, 35)). How could a family
resemblance conception of something be distorting? While the non-
essentialist conception may give the impression of local sensitivity,
in drawing connections of putative resemblance, to prototypical re-
ligions, cultures in which religions are conventional institutions or
ways of life are privileged. Thus, Fitzgerald worries family resem-
blance approaches could crowd out local vocabulary for making sense
of social life. So, if global use of a family resemblance conception of
religion to describe ways of life of a certain sort is thus problematic,
it should be avoided above all for Wittgensteinian reasons.

Yet, the concept, variously understood, is used in contexts around
the world and there is, arguably, a family resemblance among these
uses (Carroll 2019). There is very good reason to proceed carefully
here and to avoid broad generalisations. When local discourses tend
to agree that something is or is not religious, this should provide a
strong reason to agree. However, histories are rarely so simple, as
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the history of classification of Confucianism shows (Yang 2008; Sun
2013); disputation over religion-status may be motivated by a varie-
ty of factors, from the local cultural assimilation of Catholicism into
Chinese culture (The Rites Controversy) to Marxist critique of Confu-
cian revival following the Cultural Revolution. Furthermore, in some
social contexts, ascribing religion-status to Confucianism enables mi-
nority groups in particular societies, e.g., Indonesia, to satisfy gov-
ernment requirements that all citizens have a religion.

Notably, this avenue of influence of Wittgenstein in philosophy of
religion cuts against the religion-as-form-of-life influence. While the
latter tends to reify religions as distinct from non-religions, as dis-
tinct from each other, and as ahistorical entities, the former allows
for the social construction of what are labelled as religions and builds
in internal diversity within the category. Because of concerns raised
by Fitzgerald, [ agree there is good reason to proceed carefully when
using the term in contexts culturally distant from the modern Euro-
pean contexts in which it first formed.

2.4 Grammar

Through the PI and in other works from this period, Wittgenstein uses
the term “grammar” (“Grammatik”) frequently in a specialised sense
to refer to the possibilities of meaning for a piece of language. This
is a philosophical or metaphorical extension of the term from its or-
dinary use. For Wittgenstein, clarifying grammar thus becomes the
focal point of philosophical clarification. In § 90, he writes:

We feel as if we had to see right into phenomena: yet our investiga-
tion is directed not towards phenomena, but rather, as one might
say, towards the ‘possibilities’ of phenomena. What that means is
that we call to mind the kinds of statement that we make about
phenomena [...] Our inquiry is therefore a grammatical one. And
this inquiry sheds light on our problem by clearing misunderstand-
ings away. (PI, I, § 90)

Grasping the grammar of an expression enables one to understand
it, while confusion about the nature or application of grammar is a
key source of philosophical problems. In § 122, Wittgenstein writes:

A main source of our failure to understand is that we don’t have
an overview of the use of our words. — Our grammar is deficient
in surveyability. (PL, I, § 122)

In Wittgenstein’s view, there is no ideal metalanguage in which
grammar may be definitively expressed. Instead, descriptions of the
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possibilities of use of language take place within language. So, clar-
ifications are local rather than global, as Wittgenstein writes in § 97:

We are under the illusion that what is peculiar, profound and es-
sential to us in our investigation resides in its trying to grasp the
incomparable essence of language... Whereas, in fact, if the words
“language”, “experience”, “world” have a use, it must be as hum-

ble a one as that of the words “table”, “lamp”, “door”. (PI, I, § 97)

In this way, grammar is sometimes thought of as having a kind of in-
effability; the actual possibilities of use may extend beyond what is
described in any particular concrete description.

From the conception of grammar in the PI and the related modes
of philosophical enquiry that Wittgenstein demonstrates and advis-
es stems a model for philosophical enquiry into religions: grammat-
ical investigations into the possibilities of concepts and practices
such as prayer, faith, God, and liturgy. From D.Z. Phillips’s contem-
plation of the possibilities of sense when it comes to prayer (Phillips
1965) to George Lindbeck’s comparative study of Christian denomi-
nations and their doctrines (Lindbeck 1984), the Wittgensteinian no-
tion of grammar has figured prominently in twentieth century phi-
losophy of religion.

A well-known remark on grammar in the PI (§ 373) links it with
theology. Wittgenstein writes:

Grammar tells what kind of object anything is. (Theology as gram-
mar.) (PI, I, § 373)

If grammar is what established the possibilities of sense within lan-
guage, then theology would seem to establish the possibilities of
sense within a theistic religion (and here especially, Christianity). We
might wish Wittgenstein had written more about the topic in the PI
(orindeed elsewhere). How is theological clarification similar to phil-
osophical clarification? How much can this idea be generalised be-
yond Christianity (and Protestantism, at that) to diverse religious tra-
ditions? As we saw in connection with the notion of grammar above,
the idea that religious beliefs (especially of a foundational or central
focus) could play a regulatory role with respect to religious ways of
life and their accompanying language has had a considerable influ-
ence in philosophy of religion.

Perhaps because Wittgenstein refers at one point in the PI to con-
ceiving of “theology as grammar”, Wittgensteinian philosophers
of religion of frequently focused their attention on the grammar of
“God”. William Brenner writes:
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This perspective highlights the fact that many of us first learned
a theology in the course of learning the practices of a religion,
much as all of us first learned a language in the course of learning
how to speak... But ‘theology as grammar’ (PI, sec. 373): doesn't
this comparison trivialize theology? Not if we understand that the
grammar in question is for teaching and celebrating a new form
of life. (Brenner 1999, 140)

While the remark of Wittgenstein is exceedingly brief, in concert with
other remarks elsewhere in the corpus, a developed viewpoint can be
reconstructed.

An approach known as Grammatical Thomism also takes inspiration
from these remarks, seeing a hybrid Wittgensteinian-Thomist point of
view as being intelligible and helpful for elaborating Christian theo-
logical commitments using contemporary philosophical parlance. Im-
portantly, while Grammatical Thomists find Wittgensteinian therapy
helpful for some unfruitful philosophical questions, they do not refuse
metaphysical claims entirely; they are not thoroughgoing non-cognitiv-
ists about God-talk. Simon Hewitt writes about Grammatical Thomism:

The grammatical thomist invites us to consider a way-in to the use
of the word ‘God’ which both secures the sense-making nature of
the word and, under very minimal assumptions (the existence of
anything whatsoever), the truth of canonical sentences containing
it, whilst also placing severe constraints on what we are entitled
to assert about God. In Wittgensteinian terms, they supply a way
of understanding the grammar of the word ‘God’, which provides
a basis for subsequent philosophical and theological enquiry and
which does duty, in a fashion relatively uncommon in the analytic
philosophy of religion, to the stress on divine ineffability so often
found in living religion. (Hewitt 2021, 35)

In Hewitt’s analysis of Grammatical Thomism, the ineffability of
grammar meets divine ineffability in a variation on apophatic the-
ology. “God” thus plays a grounding and determinative role within
Christian practice while not being an object among objects.

2.5 Aspect Perception

In the second part of the PI - now called by some “Philosophy of
Psychology. A Fragment” - another highly influential idea appears.
In connection with the famous duck-rabbit diagram, Wittgenstein
entertains what it is to see or notice an aspect of a thing. When it
comes to the perception of ambiguous objects, the perceiver must
introduce a framework to disambiguate the object. In a way, the
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framework one applies to the interpretation of the perceptual ob-
ject is similar to what the language user brings by way of grammat-
ical understanding to a linguistic occasion in order to grasp possi-
bilities of meaning.

While this idea has entered into philosophy of religion in more
than one way,* an influential approach comes from John Hick. Hick
explores the relevance of this idea to religious experience through
his related notion of “experiencing-as”. Hick refers to the role that
faith plays in interpreting the world. The idea is that religious knowl-
edge is a product of experience which is itself framed by a pre-exist-
ing interpretation, which according to Hick is what people common-
ly call “faith”. Hick writes,

To reach the religious case, however, we must expand the notion
of “seeing as” into that of “experiencing as”, not only visually but
through all the modes of perception functioning together. We ex-
perience situations as having different kinds of significance and
so as rendering appropriate different kinds of practical response.
The Old Testament prophets, for example, experienced their his-
torical situation as one in which they were living under the sover-
eign claim of God. (Hick 1966, 142)

While Wittgenstein was concerned in the PI with a narrow feature of
the phenomenology of perception, Hick is interested in the broader pic-
ture of religious experience, which can itself be cashed out in a variety
of ways. The shifting perspective that frames experience of the world
is fundamental to narratives of conversion or spiritual transformation.
Indeed, Wittgenstein himself uses similar narratives elsewhere when
accounting for the existential character of religious faith (cf. PPO).

Aspect perception also appears periodically in work on Wittgen-
stein and ethics, especially when it comes to seeing the humanity in
another person. In The Claim of Reason, Stanley Cavell considers the
moral consequences of the failure to see another person as human;
he terms this phenomenon, “soul-blindness”. Cavell considers the
topic of “soul-blindness” in connection with the moral psychological
capacity for enslaving others. While this notion perhaps pertains to
more directly to ethics than to philosophy of religion, it is relevant to
work in religious ethics (an area overlapping with or otherwise adja-
cent to philosophy of religion) considering the spiritual dynamics in-
volved in the identifying and overcoming racist bias to come to see
the humanity in another.

1 For example, Espen Dahl explores the relevance of these passages from the PI for
the perception of purported miracles. See Dahl 2018, 106f.
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2.6 Metaphilosophy

Another influential theme in the PI concerns Wittgenstein distinguish-
ing his approach to philosophy from more historically influential ap-
proaches. The PI contains numerous remarks on the nature of philo-
sophical problems and clarificatory philosophical practices. To some,
the PI presents a revolutionary approach to philosophy - recasting
the nature of philosophical problems in a way that sets the stage for a
completely new way of doing philosophy. In § 123, Wittgenstein writes:

A philosophical problem has the form: “I don’t know my way
about”. (PL, I, § 123)

When we think about the philosophical problems of philosophy of re-
ligion, we may come to see a wide open field rather than a closed set
of ‘classic’ problems in the field (e.g., theistic arguments, the prob-
lem of evil, the logic of divine attributes). We may see that philosoph-
ical problems concerning religions can appear anywhere the gram-
mar of language having to do with religions has become confused.
(cf. Carroll 2014, 2021).

In conceiving of philosophical method as grammatical investiga-
tion, it might seem to some readers that the aim would be complete
and final clarification. Wittgenstein writes in § 91:

But now it may come to look as if there were something like a final
analysis of our linguistic expressions, and so a single completely
analysed form of every expression. (PI, I, § 91)

Yet, some have interpreted this to mean that grammar is ineffable,
while others call into question this very idea of any limitation on ex-
pression (Floyd 2007). The issue of the expressibility of grammar
is pertinent to philosophy of religion insofar as ineffability (broadly
construed) is a phenomenon in some traditions of religious philoso-
phy - such as negative or apophatic theology in the Abrahamic tradi-
tions, emptiness in Mahayana Buddhism, and the instability of de-
scriptions of the dao in the Daodejing. The question of the possibility of
language expressing all meanings is directly related to the viability of
these ineffable traditions of religious philosophy. What I take from this
is the idea that clarifications are made in local contexts (i.e., actual)
instances of language and not in some meta-language. Wittgenstein
continues in § 122 describing his view of philosophical clarification:

A main source of our failure to understand is that we don’t have
an overview of the use of our words. — Our grammar is deficient
in surveyability. A surveyable representation produces precisely
that kind of understanding which consists in “seeing connections”.
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Hence the importance of finding and inventing intermediate links.
(P, 1,§122)

Wittgenstein’s picture of clarification does not offer a perspective
claiming to be a theory (i.e., a final, factual picture of the grammar)
but instead a description, a description using local vocabulary and
potential linguistic moves.

Local clarifications find and provide those intermediate links,
since grammar is difficult to survey. Moreover, Wittgenstein recog-
nises something in human beings that makes them prone to make
blunders. There is a tendency to reach beyond what is available and
to offer a theory. Thus philosophy (in Wittgenstein’s sense) is a mode
of resistance to both human tendencies to go beyond what can be
said and philosophical tendencies to develop theories. As Wittgen-
stein puts it in § 109, achieving clarify requires striving:

Philosophy is a struggle against the bewitchment of our under-
standing by the resources of our language. (PI, I, § 109)

Where perhaps the metaphilosophical remarks have had the most
significant impact is in dialogue between Wittgenstein’s philosophy
and Buddhism. Chris Gudmansen write:

For Wittgenstein, getting people to understand is much more than
presenting them with the facts. He is prepared to use any means
in accordance with what works best. There are no irreducible acts
of understanding and therefore no “ultimate explanations” [...] An
explanation need not be the “presentation of facts” at all — it could
be a gesture or pricking someone with a pin. In different cases,
different measures are called for, if liberation is to be achieved.
(Gudmunsen 1977, 71f)

In Buddhist philosophy, one often sees that practices aimed at en-
lightenment are not so much theoretically framed as practically
structured. There is not a theory of non-thinking that a Buddhist
adept should work towards; for example, in Zen it is through prac-
tising enlightenment that one may come to encounter it. Moreover,
from the point of view of a teacher, liberatory explanations will be tai-
lored to the particular person (a gesture, a pricking of a pin). In this
way, Rupert Read’s recent liberatory reading of Wittgenstein - and
its implications for overcoming blocks in addressing our climate cri-
sis - draws connections with Buddhist practice and values, especial-
ly concerning Mayahana Buddhism’s emphasis on interdependence
among people, as well as between humanity and nature (Read 2021).
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3 References to Aspects of Religions in the PI

While concepts developed in the PI have been influential by way of
interpretation in philosophy of religion, matters directly relating to
religion are almost entirely absent from the text. Yet, if one looks
closely, there are a handful of scattered remarks that seem to show
how Wittgenstein would apply the central ideas in the PI to think-
ing about religiosities. So, these passages are relevant to philoso-
phy of religion inspired by Wittgenstein and have at times been the
focus of philosophical commentary. It is my objective in this section
to describe them and account for their relevance to future philoso-
phy of religion.

3.1 Prayer

When explaining what a language-game is in remark § 23, Witt-
genstein includes as an example of prayer, perhaps to indicate just
how varied the interpretive use of “language-games” can be when it
comes to human life with language. Wittgenstein writes:

The word “language-game” is used here to emphasise the fact that
the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life.

Consider the variety of language-games in the following examples,
and in others:

Giving orders, and acting on them [J[]
[...] Requesting, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying. (PI, I, § 23)

Wittgenstein describes language as existing within a form of life, as
part of an activity. Here, prayer is as much an instance of a human
form of life as cracking a joke or forming and testing an hypothesis.
Wittgenstein presents prayer here as being on a par with any other
instance of language. This inclusion anticipates Wittgenstein’s gen-
eral humanistic attitude towards the wide variety of forms of lan-
guage use and ways of life human beings may sincerely undertake.

For the philosophers of religion, it is unfortunate that Wittgen-
stein did not elaborate. Wittgenstein clearly thought much about re-
ligious matters, but the PIis a source that is nearly entirely missing
explicit reference to religiosities. One more remark involving prayer
occurs in the second part of PI. Wittgenstein writes:

When it is said in a funeral oration “We mourn our...”, this is sure-
ly supposed to be an expression of mourning; not to communicate
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anything to those who are present. But in a prayer at the grave,
these words would be a kind of communication. (PI, II, § 81)

In this passage, Wittgenstein contemplates the different meanings
that the same expression can have, as one imagines shifting contexts.
Different audiences reframe an expression so that it can be used in
quite different speech acts.

Prayer can be thought of as an established form of using language
to address God. One might think here of the Lord’s Prayer or even
the Serenity Prayer. Established forms of prayer may be communal
orindividual. Some are prescribed and/or liturgical, while others are
spontaneous. And many forms of prayer do not only address a divine
being but also secondarily address the speakers themselves and al-
so fellow congregants (consider here the ways that prayers can func-
tion as instances of spiritual teaching, to form and reform modes of
engaging God, other people, or oneself). Whether there are many
language-games of prayer or if there is something that unites all in-
stances of prayer, or whether forms of prayer will always be indexed
to particular religious traditions is up to the analysis of philosophers
of religion working in a Wittgensteinian mode. A comparative study
of prayer activities both within and across religious traditions could
be helpful explored by means of central ideas from the PI.

3.2 God

“God” appears rarely in the PI, and when it does, the word is invoked
obliquely. In remark 342, Wittgenstein contends with William James
and the idea that thought could be possible without speech. James re-
counts the story of a Mr. Ballard, a person who only learned to speak
as an adult, reported having thoughts about God. Wittgenstein mar-
vels at the notion but arrives at a sort of agnosticism about what it
could mean to have such views:

Are you sure — one would like to ask — that this is the correct
translation of your wordless thoughts into words? And why does
this question — which otherwise seems not to exist — arise here?
Do I want to say that the writer’s memory deceives him? — I don’t
even know if I'd say that. These recollections are a strange memo-
ry phenomenon — and I don’t know what conclusions one can draw
from them about the narrator’s past! (PI, I, § 342)

Wittgenstein’s respectful agnosticism does not mean that he rejects
Mr. Ballard’s testimony, only that he cannot imagine what it would
mean to say such a thing. Thus, experiences and ideas of God are de-
pendent on language and its use. In this way, this remark mirrors the
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respectful agnosticism also on display in the “Lectures on Religious
Belief”. Wittgenstein cannot participate in the framework used by the
religious person, but he maintains throughout his life and corpus a
respect for the sincerity of expressions of religious faith.

Wittgenstein also invokes the idea of God again a few remarks lat-
er in the text when considering the law of the excluded middle. The
specific scenario being entertained is whether in the expansion of
the number 1, the group of numbers “7777” should appear. Either it
does or it does not, whether or not any human being is able to calcu-
late that far: “That is to say: God sees — but we don’t know”. (PI, I,
§ 352). Here, Wittgenstein immediately launches into contemplation
of the possibilities of meaning:

But what does that mean? — We use a picture: the picture of a vis-
ible series, the whole of which one person can survey and anoth-
er can’t. Here the law of excluded middle says: it must look either
like this or like that. So really — and this is surely obvious — it
says nothing at all, but gives us a picture. And the problem is now
supposed to be: does reality accord with the picture or not? And
this picture seems to determine what we have to do, what to look
for, and how — but it does not, precisely because we do not know
how it is to be applied. (PI, I, § 352)

In this example, the reference to God is roughly similar to a philo-
sophical concept of God (i.e., a concept used when necessary to make
sense of some phenomenon that is otherwise the focus of the philo-
sophical activity). Perhaps such a conception of God is metaphysically
useful for stipulating the existence of an answer unknowable to hu-
man beings. The question is about the truth or utility of the logical
principle rather than God. While the idea is invoked in this example
one does not get the sense from Wittgenstein’s later writings that he
in any way thought of God as philosophically necessary; the only sali-
ent concept of God one finds in Wittgenstein’s later writings is of God
as a devotional focus for existentially engaged forms of religiosity,
a concept of God that is quite distant from the “God of philosophy”.

3.3 Soul

The word “soul” appears in a handful of remarks. Sometimes, Wittgen-
stein uses the idea as a commonplace notion indicating personhood
rather than as a nonnatural reality to which Wittgenstein is commit-
ting himself. Consider this short remark from part two of the PI:

My attitude towards him is an attitude towards a soul. I am not of
the opinion that he has a soul. (PI, II, § 22)
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We can see immediately how this remark dovetails with the earlier
examination of the aspect perception section. This is a matter of per-
ception of another person, as would be relevant to ethics and as may
or may not be influenced by religious ideas. Yet elsewhere, a differ-
ent use appears. Wittgenstein continues:

Religion teaches that the soul can exist when the body has disin-
tegrated. Now do I understand what it teaches? — Of course I un-
derstand it — I can imagine various things in connection with it.
After all, pictures of these things have even been painted. And why
should such a picture be only an imperfect rendering of the idea
expressed? Why should it not do the same service as the spoken
doctrine? And it is the service that counts. (PI, II, § 23)

The picture here of a religious teaching concerning bodies and souls
and personal identity after death does not present a propositional de-
scription of the doctrine as being most fundamental. Wittgenstein
presents here the artistic as not being derivative or an “imperfect”
duplication of the doctrinal. Wittgenstein instead challenges the idea
that a pictorial representation would be inferior to a spoken teach-
ing. In addition to acknowledging any one dimension to religiosity,
this remark coheres with Wittgenstein’s tendency to downplay any
particular description of a grammatical feature of language as be-
ing definitive. What is crucial is that which enables people to learn
how to play the game.

4 Globally Engaged Philosophy of Religion

In the opening chapter of D.Z. Phillips’s The Concept of Prayer (1965),
Phillips remarks on the diversity within the field of philosophy of re-
ligion, comparing it to the Biblical Tower of Babel. Phillips writes:

To work in the field of philosophy of religion is like working on the
Tower of Babel: one cannot take for granted that one’s colleagues
understand what one is saying. The position, if anything, is worse
for the philosophers, since the builders at least were engaged on
a common task, they were trying to do the same thing. No such
agreement exists among philosophers of religion: the nature and
purpose of their subject is itself a philosophical controversy. It be-
comes essential, therefore, to try to give some indication of what I
think philosophy can say about religion. (Phillips 1965, 1)

An interesting thing about this metaphor is that Phillips imagines phi-
losophers of religion continuing to work on the Tower of Babel after,
one supposes, God has confused the people’s language and scattered
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them. In this circumstance, any builders remaining would have a diffi-
cult time communicating with each other. It is not clear from Genesis,
at least, how extensive the linguistic confusion is among the people,
but if one reads the passage as a polemic against Babylonia, then per-
haps the point is not so much that God confuses the languages as that
God disperses the univocal Babylonian tower builders. Perhaps Phil-
lips’s passage and the myth it invokes simply registers the idea of hu-
man beings having diverse projects, languages, and societies (and, of
course, worldviews). Yet, however varied the approaches to philosophy
of religion were in 1965, they are vastly more varied in today’s universi-
ties and interconnected world. This is also arguably true for approach-
es to Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion, where scholars take quite
different lessons from the text in addressing philosophical problems.

From the preceding overview of the influence of the PI in philoso-
phy of religion, there is no one definitive way in which philosophers
of religion have contended with the text. The PI has tended to in-
spire, in one way or another, hermeneutically rich interpretations of
religiosities; some emphasise the meaningfulness of “religious lan-
guage” within its social context, others argue for the lack of a com-
mon core to all things that are called religions, some readers see in
Wittgenstein’s remarks resources for understanding differential cog-
nitive responses to the same objects or world, and still others consid-
er the relevance of Wittgenstein’s metaphilosophical remarks to phi-
losophy of religion. While there are scant remarks on religiosities in
the PI, those that do appear cohere with themes found elsewhere in
the PI or in Wittgenstein’s corpus (e.g., respect from a distance for
sincere belief, a tendency to downplay the importance of intellectu-
al aspects of religions, seeing religious belief as being related to the
framework, or grammar, to which one is philosophically committed).
Perhaps because of the near absence of religious topics in the PI, the
text has inspired a wide variety of approaches in philosophy of reli-
gion. Thus, the dialectical features of the text stand out, questions
and provocations that get to the heart of the assumptions that read-
ers may bring to the text and to their philosophical projects.

The use of Wittgenstein in work aimed at hermeneutically rich en-
counters between people identifying with different religious and/or
cultural traditions also exemplifies recent work on Wittgenstein and
the PI. For example, Wittgenstein has been used by scholars interested
in interreligious dialogue for many decades (e.g., Lindbeck 1984), but
recent years have seen a new generation of scholars develop these re-
sources. In more recent times, Gorazd Andrejc (2016) has explored the
resources in Wittgenstein for making sense of religious differences in
religiously diverse social contexts. While Andrej¢ makes use of notions
like “grammar” in appraising religious differences, he also draws on
Wittgenstein’s shifting focus across various works from grammar to
instinct to existential concerns as he contemplated religions.
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In recent years, there has been a push to diversify philosophy of
religion beyond its historical preoccupation with Christianity. Often
paired with comparative philosophy, this strand of philosophy of re-
ligion seeks to open the field to address philosophical problems con-
cerning a wide diversity of religious and nonreligious philosophical
traditions. To some extent, this thread has a long history with work
done by Gudmunsen in the 1970s and Hick and Smart in the 1970s,
80s, and 90s. John Clayton beginning in a series of articles published
in the 1980s and 90s and culminating in his posthumous book Reli-
gions, Reasons, and Gods (2006) intentionally drew on Wittgenstein-
ian themes such as family resemblances and forms of life in his con-
textually-sensitive approach to cross-cultural philosophy of religion
(Clayton 2006, 83). Brian Clack has written on atheism in connection
with Wittgenstein’s philosophy. In more recent times, Mikel Burley has
written numerous articles and books on Wittgensteinian philosophy of
religion and religious pluralism. His primary focus has been on under-
standing South Asian religions, but he has also written on indigenous
American and African religions. Burley describes his project thusly:

[T]t aspires to do conceptual justice to the radically plural charac-
ter of religious phenomena themselves, aiming to deepen under-
standing of the variegated nature of religious - and indeed nonre-
ligious - forms of life without rushing to evaluate them in terms of
some supposedly universal standard of truth or rationality. (Bur-
ley 2020, 2)

Even as Burley is looking forward to diversifying the field, we can see
readily how this approach is linked with themes we have encountered
while surveying the history of Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion.

5 Conclusion

Having been published seventy years ago, the PI is no longer a con-
temporary work of philosophy. It is through the work of multiple gen-
erations of scholars that audiences now encounter the text and/or the
ideas within it. While the first wave of influence of the PI happened
in the 1960s, since then scholars have had access to so much more
of Wittgenstein’s corpus, which is especially important for philoso-
phy of religion given the relevance of sources such as the “Remarks
on Frazer’s Golden Bough”, the “Lectures on Religious Belief”, the
“Lecture on Ethics” (2014), and the miscellaneous remarks includ-
ed in Culture and Value, as well as personal writings and memories
of conversations. Yet, the PI looms large over all these other sourc-
es when it comes to constructing a philosophy of religion inspired
by Wittgenstein.
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Despite the seventy years of philosophical encounters with the P,
the book will likely continue to exert a significant influence on twen-
ty-first century philosophy of religion - even as On Certainty (1969) is
having an extended moment (e.g., hinge epistemology and religion).
The PI's emphasis on the micro-level of social context for understand-
ing uses of language linked with these things we call religions has not
yet really been plumbed to the extent that is needed to understand
our culturally and religiously diverse societies and world. With the
expansion of many areas of philosophy to approaches and traditions
that have been marginalised or otherwise overlooked, this work re-
tains great potential for dialectical engagement as philosophers ask
metalevel questions about the nature and boundaries of philosophies,
religions, and ways of life.

While there is no one way to do Wittgensteinian philosophy of re-
ligion after the PI, several lessons recur that provoke the present au-
thor to consider a more sustained integration of different elements
from the text into a particular philosophical response. Wittgenstein
directs his reader’s attention to the uses of language over against
pictures of language use that rely entirely on ostention and refer-
ence for anchoring meanings of expressions. The text reminds read-
ers that linguistic activity takes place within a form of life. The book
problematises attempts to boil it down into simple analyses by intro-
ducing, for example, anti-essentialist ideas like family resemblances.
The text considers the role of cognitive framing to the interpretation
of ambiguous objects and redefines philosophical problems in such
a way that the focus of philosophy could radically shift to instances
of conceptual confusion rather than some notion of “classic” prob-
lems. A synoptic reading of the PI might be out of keeping with the
spirit of Wittgenstein’s philosophy; he was much more of a reactive
philosopher than a system-builder. In that spirit, letting oneself be
provoked by Wittgenstein’s varied philosophical lessons enables one
to develop a hermeneutically rich approach to philosophising about
religions that answers to a wide variety of philosophical problems.
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An honest religious thinker is like a tightrope walk-
er. He almost looks as though he were walking on
nothing but air. His support is the slenderest im-
aginable. And yet it really is possible to walk on it.
(cv, 73)

If someone tells me he has bought the outfit of a tight-
rope walker I am not impressed until I see what is
done with it.

(Drury 1984, 88)

1 Sraffa, Wittgenstein and Religion

In October 1941, Wittgenstein gave a copy of the Blue Book to Sraf-
fa, who wrote some comments. One of them concerns the following
passage in the Blue Book:

When we talk of language as a symbolism used in an exact cal-
culus, that which is in our mind can be found in the sciences and
in mathematics. Our ordinary use of language conforms to this
standard of exactness only in rare cases. Why then do we in phi-
losophizing constantly compare our use of words with one follow-
ing exact rules? The answer is that the puzzles which we try to re-
move always spring from just this attitude towards language. (BB,
25-6; emphasis added)

In this passage, Wittgenstein is criticising philosophers who take
language (or thought) as structured by a kind of calculus. Of course,
although he does not say so, he was himself one of them in the past:
he had a “calculus attitude to language” in the Tractatus and in the
Big Typescript (see Engelmann 2013, ch. 3). Contrary to his philoso-
phy in the Tractatus and in the Big Typescript, the point of the Blue
Book is to uncover the calculus conception as the source of philo-
sophical troubles.

Among Sraffa’s comments one finds the question “Metaphysics,
Why Not Theology?” referring to the quoted passage of the Blue Book.
He explains his point to Wittgenstein in the following way:

Also, why do you deal always with metaphysics and never with
theology? Are not their puzzles very similar (e.g., omniscience in
god and freewill in man)? But could it be said that theol[ogical]
puzzles only arise when people take the calculus’ attitude to lan-
guage? (N.B. I am not suggesting that this is the reason you leave
theology alone). (Venturinha 2012, 184)

Sraffa’s criticism is expressed in the first and third questions, the lat-
ter being ironical. The ground for it is the second question. Indeed,
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metaphysical and theological puzzles, as Sraffa points out, if not iden-
tical, are at least very similar, for theologians and metaphysicians
ask, for example, whether God’s omniscience is compatible with the
existence of freewill in human beings. However, if they are similar,
how can Wittgenstein say that the puzzles he tries to remove always
spring from the calculus attitude? Giving the similarity between the-
ological and metaphysical puzzles, it seems very strange indeed to
say that puzzles always arise from a calculus attitude towards lan-
guage, for no theologian seems to deal with such conception at all.
Thus, one obvious point of Sraffa’s critique is Wittgenstein’s dogmat-
ic statement that something is always the case.

However, Sraffa’s critique is interesting because he is obviously
teasing Wittgenstein when he says that Wittgenstein wants to leave
theology alone. Wittgenstein does not seem to investigate in the Blue
Book, or in any other work, how theological problems/puzzles arise,
or which are their sources. Rather, he uses his genetic method in a
restricted way by examining only the genesis of puzzles in philoso-
phy (and perhaps in science, depending on how one sees it).*

Of course, there is the question of how exactly his criticisms of
metaphysics should apply to religion, but one might think the fol-
lowing about his various philosophies.? If there are no sentences of
ethics or metaphysics, as argued in the Tractatus, there are no sen-
tences concerning God either. Pseudo-sentences concerning God
must be merely nonsense. If metaphysical claims are unverifiable
nonsense, “wheels turning idly”, as Wittgenstein argues in Philo-
sophical Remarks (1930), then theological claims are also unveri-
fiable nonsense, i.e., simply nonsense. If philosophy is full of mis-
leading analogies, as argued in the Blue Book and in Philosophical
Investigations, apparently the same or worse takes place in theolo-
gy. In this case, one would need to investigate how puzzles in reli-
gion arise and how they dissolve with Wittgenstein’s method. Thus,
all of Wittgenstein’s philosophies seem to imply a harsh critique of
theological/religious claims.

Therefore, Sraffa’s questioning challenges the compatibility of
Wittgenstein’s understanding of logic, ‘grammar’, and method in his
philosophy with his views on religion (but also, it seems, his views on
culture in general). In Sraffa’s view, Wittgenstein suspiciously decid-
ed to leave theology/religion alone.

1 On the origins of the genetic method see chapter 2 of Engelmann 2013 and Engel-
mann 2012.

2 The plural (philosophies) means his central views throughout his career in unfin-
ished works where one finds a systematic treatment of philosophical problems: Philo-
sophical Remarks, the Big Typescript, the Blue Book, and the Brown Book. I focus on two
of Wittgenstein’s works in this paper, although I think that understanding those in-be-
tween philosophies in themselves is a very serious and urgent matter.
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However, has Wittgenstein really left theology alone? Can he, or
should he, do it? Some responses to these difficulties should be avoid-
ed. I have in mind jargon-answers like “Propositions in religion are
nonsense, but they manage to show something lying beyond facts in
a mystical way” or “There are no religious truths, but only rules of a
religious grammar”. How could such a jargon satisfy us? On the one
hand, the ‘showing’ metaphor is precisely what is strange and what
we need to leave alone or explain away in these contexts, for it pro-
vides no explanation. The word ‘mystic’ has the same problem, but it
is a little worse, for it reminds one of superstitious obscurity. On the
other hand, when dealing with the later Wittgenstein, ‘grammar’ be-
comes a suspicious word. Saying something like “religious discourse
is part of the language game of religion and follows its own rules of
sense; therefore, religious discourse makes sense”, is very fishy.?
Why should we accept those rules of ‘grammar’ or even the talk about
‘grammar’ in theology? What is the meaning of ‘grammar’ here and
elsewhere? If mathematical equations are ‘rules of grammar’, for in-
stance, should we think that theology and mathematics are part of a
comprehensive ‘grammar’? Are Tules of theology’ somehow neces-
sary’? Are rules of mathematics and theology the same sort of rules?
The word ‘grammar’ is jargon that has invited jargon abuse.

We need to take a different road. We know that Wittgenstein was
interested in religion and respected religious writers such as Wein-
inger, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and Kierkegaard. Let us begin with the ob-
vious fact that he was a kind of religious person or, as he preferred to
say it, “I am not a religious man, but I cannot help seeing every prob-
lem from a religious point of view” (see Malcolm 2002, 24). In the fol-
lowing sections I argue, tentatively, for the compatibility of his per-
sonal views with his early and later philosophies.

2 On Wittgenstein’s Early (Christian) Religious Values

It is a widespread belief that Wittgenstein was a sort of ‘mystic’ at the
time of the Tractatus. What sort? In a letter from 1919, Russell told
Ottoline Morrell, who was herself a sort of ‘mystic’, that Wittgenstein
“has become a complete mystic” who was reading Silesius and Ki-
erkegaard, but that “all started with William James’s Varieties of Reli-
gious Experience”, Tolstoy, and Dostoevsky (Russell 2002, 198-9). How-
ever, as already mentioned, the label ‘mystic’ is not helpful at all. The
word suggests a mystery, perhaps something superstitious. For Tol-
stoy, for instance, the mysterious and mystical was just the opposite

3 Although such a rough view is not explicitly defended in the literature, it fueled, for
instance, the classical debate between Philips (2005) and Nielsen (2005).
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of the simple, clear, and reasonable teachings of Christ (Tolstoy 1922,
113). Moreover, as observes Tolstoy when criticising traditional reli-
gion, “the recommendation to obey the moral law was put in the most
obscure, vague, and mystical terms” (81). Indeed, the mystical, the
vague, and the obscure are very close. Thus, the word ‘mystic’ does
not give us anything useful and concrete as a Wittgensteinian view.

Fortunately, there are facts that allow us to get concrete here, for
Wittgenstein’s friend Ludwig Hansel is a good source. He provides
valuable information about the issue in his diaries from the time that
he met Wittgenstein in 1919 in the Prison Camp of Monte Casino. He
notices that for Wittgenstein the “gospel faith” is “astonishingly cer-
tain” (Hansel 2012, 47). This means that “the gospel is sacrosanct,
untouchable, above all talking” (44-5). At the time of the Tractatus at
least, this relates to his conviction that Tolstoy’s presentation of the
gospels - “heretic” according to Hansel - was accurate:

Wittgenstein has unshakable faith in the accuracy (Genauigkeit) of
Tolstoy’s textual work - he prefers to believe in variants unknown
to us rather than in arbitrariness. (55)

Considering that Tolstoy might not be the most precise scholar re-
garding the bible, Wittgenstein’s view is astonishing. The motivation
behind such faith in Tolstoy’s interpretation, however, is as astonish-
ing as interesting: Wittgenstein was really touched by the message
of Tolstoy’s Gospel. Hansel was impressed by his seriousness, a seri-
ousness that went to the point of conversion:

The depth and seriousness with which Wittgenstein thinks of his
conversion, with which he suffers from procrastination. (56)

In which way the conversion could take place, and to what exactly
Wittgenstein would convert, we might never know. However, we know
through Hansel that quite apart from the conversion plan, Wittgen-
stein indeed accepted essential traits of a Tolstoian Weltanschauung.
In Hansel’s words, Wittgenstein saw the Tolstoian/Christian Gospel
in the following way:

Relationship to God and to the Gospels strengthened by Tolstoy’s
godless religiosity. Jesus is God because he is the man in whom
there is nothing ethically deficient, because he is good without
overcoming. He does not want to accept that God means something
else, namely Creator, Lord of Being, and that the angels are not
God despite their unswerving ethical purity. (51; emphasis added)

This shows that Wittgenstein agreed with the essence of Tolstoy’s
“heretical” views, particularly with the belief that God is among us
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(one finds God in other human beings), that Christ is the example of
what is moral, and that an external God is a non-needed fiction (see
Tolstoy 1922, 420-1, Recapitulation III). As we will see in what fol-
lows, there is also agreement in some relevant details between the
Tractatus and Tolstoian Christianity.

However, is such an agreement compatible with the Tractatus? I
think it is, if we do not transform the book into a metaphysical doc-
trine of nonsensicality about God and ethics. Wittgenstein’s non-com-
mitment to certain doctrines, as italicised in the quote above, is
crucial. First, as Hansel makes clear, Tolstoy’s Gospel is in a sense
godless. I.e., what is really fundamental is the ethical perfection ex-
pressed in Christ, whereas God the Creator is dispensable. There-
fore, we need to investigate the dispensability of a creator and the
viability of ethics, for there are no sentences of ethics (TLP, 6.42).

We must be quite careful when we interpret sentences like “God
does not reveal himselfin the world” (TLP, 6.432) or when we want to
grasp what it means that what makes the world non-accidental “must
lie outside the world” (TLP, 6.41). This cannot mean that a Lord of Be-
ing created the world with ethical “necessity” and that such Lord and
his ethical imperatives are outside the world in the realm of value.
This would not agree with Wittgenstein’s non-acceptance of a Lord
of Being (godless Tolstoianism). Moreover, and this is essential, the
philosophy of logic of the Tractatus would not allow for such a con-
clusion anyway. It is crucial that we stick to what the Tractatus re-
ally demonstrates (its limits) and to what the arguments in the book
can answer for honestly.

The point of the mentioned passages really concerns what takes
place in the world. That God does not reveal himself in the world
means that there is nothing like a miracle of God, for all facts (all are
contingent, of course) are dealt with by science. Of course, if God’s
existence is erroneously supposed to be a necessity (obviously, it is
not a tautology), then it cannot be derived from the contingency of
the world anyway. As Wittgenstein points out in his Lecture on Eth-
ics, when we look at the world scientifically, i.e., by considering all
true propositions that we know (TLP, 4.11), “everything miraculous
has disappeared” (LE, 43). It is despite that that God-Christ and eth-
ics are fundamental. Evidently, Wittgenstein (and Tolstoy) did not be-
lieve in miracles (Tolstoy 1922, 284).

One might see the world differently, considering that the very ex-
istence of the world might bring us to a mystical feeling. The point
here is that there is no logical compulsion for any of the alternatives:
the scientific or the religious. Logic itself, and all that we know a
priori, does not imply a specific worldview (see Engelmann 2016).
How one feels about or sees the world might vary, but none of such
views is a priori excluded or derivable from what we really know a
priori. This is the result of the Tractatus and its logical point of view.
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While Wittgenstein was a sort of Tolstoian concerning religious
ethics, he was also a critic of religion as Tolstoy himself, who did not
spare offering well-argued critiques of the whole Christendom (see
Tolstoj 1922, Gospel, preface, and My Religion). It is interesting to
note that Hansel immediately understood that this critical aspect of
Wittgenstein’s views was a result of the Tractatus, and that it threat-
ened his own Catholic views. In his diaries, Hansel writes that his
own “metaphysical belief” (Hansel 2012, 72) was made weaker by
Wittgenstein and asks if he himself should “remain silent”, which
meant, according to him, “disengagement from the church” (45). He
admits, however, that he cannot get rid of the “intellectual search
for God, of the metaphysics” (45).

Second, the Tractatus is arguing against the idea that one can
ground ethics (as at some point Moore and Russell wanted to do) - see
chapter 4 of Engelmann 2021a. Note, however, that the fact that eth-
ics or value is ungrounded does not imply that one should not live
an ethical (or religious) life and have values. That would be like not
playing or listening to Beethoven because his musical principles of
harmony are not grounded philosophically. The point is rather: if
one wants to live an ethical (or religious) life, one does it because
one accepts it (in spite of everything), and not because one makes a
philosophically grounded choice, a sort of derivation from more fun-
damental principles or a priori truths. The “philosophically ground-
ed” in all fundamental philosophical questions is an illusion that the
symbolism of the Tractatus dissolves (see Engelmann 2021a, ch. 4).

Therefore, in a Dostoevskyan mood, one could say that the accept-
ance of the ethical might take place despite everything. Later, in a
meeting with the Vienna Circle, Wittgenstein says, against Schlick,
that the deepest view on ethics is not the philosophical one that says
“p is right and, therefore, God wants p”, but the religious one that
says “God wants p, therefore p is right” (WVC, 115). The latter view
is deeper, for Wittgenstein, not because he is an ‘irrationalist’ who
asks us to accept absurdities. Quite the opposite. It is deeper be-
cause it makes clear that there is no grounding for p. One can eluci-
date ethics, but one cannot ground it logically/philosophically. With-
out grounding, all one can do is accept p along with God, or not. “God
wants p ...” is just another way to say, “I cannot go further than this,
I simply acknowledge the limit of justification”, for obviously God it-
self is no explanation or grounding at all.

In the Tractatus Wittgenstein makes the point by saying that the
“ancients” were at least right for not trying to make it appear as if eve-
rything was explained, as supposedly “moderns” do (see Engelmann
2016). The ancients “have a clear and acknowledged terminus” (TLP,
6.372). So, from a logical point of view, they were clearer than the mod-
erns. Note that for Tolstoy there is no grounding for the teachings of
Christ either. He understands Christ as saying: “My teaching is not
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proved in any way, except that men give themselves up to it, because
it alone has the promise of life for men” (Tolostoj 1922, 433).

The acceptance of ethical-religious values might depend on ex-
amples that one sees, hears, and reads about. Supposedly, for Chris-
tians, Christ is an example to be followed. He is certainly so ac-
cording to Wittgenstein’s Tolstoian view. Personally, for Tolstoy, the
Russian peasants that he met had an important role in his conver-
sion. They helped him to change his life and accept the teachings of
Christ (Tolstoj 1922, 40-1). The change in Tolstoy’s life occurred when
he stopped looking for the solution of the problem of life and looked
at those who live without that problem (Tolstoj 1922, 48-9). He tells
us that he looked at two wrong places before solving his problem.
First, he thought that science would teach him. That was not true,
for science does not deal with that problem (it deals with the prob-
lem of describing the world outside the perspective of the individual
who asks such questions). Second, he thought that philosophy could
help him, especially Schopenhauer. That quest resulted in a big dis-
appointment. Schopenhauer said that life had no meaning, therefore
he certainly did not understand the meaning if there is one. So, if
there is a meaning of life, he thought, the best would be to try to find
it among those who think that there is a meaning (in his case, the
peasants). However, once one grasps the meaning of life, one knows
nothing more except that the problem vanishes, and cannot therefore
instruct someone else, but only say: “Formerly I did not see the mean-
ing of life; now I see. I know no more” (Tolstoj 1922, 433). Of course,
TLP, 6.521 is a quite interesting rephrasing of this point.

There is another important result for the lack of grounding for
what has value. If one accepts that one needs to live an ethical life,
one will not go on and impose dogmas on other people. If the Trac-
tatus is right, dogmatism does not work logically, given the lack of
ground for ethics and value (note that this is also true for a ground-
ing of a “scientific worldview” (Engelmann 2016)). A dogmatic person
concerning ethics and religion, one might say, is a person that does
not understand the logic of our language and thought, which cannot
ground a priori ‘principles’. One might say, therefore, that the Trac-
tatus is quite compatible with Tolstoy’s attack on dogmas of Chris-
tendom (see preface to Tolstoy’s Gospel).

What the lack of grounding of ethics also shows, logically, is the
need for tolerance concerning other forms of religion (those that one
does not accept as his own). Indeed, a Tolstoian Christian might ad-
mire other kinds of religious lives, as Tolstoy’s Hadji Murat, a Mus-
lim, makes clear. As we know, Wittgenstein read this book in 1912,
right after its posthumous publication and thought that it was “won-
derful” (Wittgenstein 2005a, 35).

There is also the question of how one might express one’s ethical
life. Presumably, one will rather express it in actions. If successful,
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one’s actions might show what the ethical life is. One might not even
need to talk. However, actions might include non-dogmatic talking.
This means talking in a personal way, in the first person, as Wittgen-
stein supposedly did in his Lecture on Ethics (see LE, 41). He tells us
that that was indeed his intention (WVC, 118). Presumably, a confes-
sion telling one’s story could work properly here.

Thus, it might be no accident that Tolstoy told us his life story in
his Confession. Moreover, one cannot underestimate the value of a
confession in Wittgenstein’s own life. Already in 1919, he talks about
it with Hansel (2012, 52), but apparently does it only in 1936-37. The
fundamental value of an honest confession also expresses the view
of Dostoevsky, as is made clear in Brothers Karamazov (1, I, 5), where
the significance of a confession is elaborated in Zosima’s teachings
and its difficulties presented in the life inside the monastery. Besides,
first person report and confessions are the Jamesian doors into re-
ligion in Varieties of Religious Experience (see Engelmann, Floyd,
forthcoming). Thus, confession in a context of honest testimony and
willingness to act in life appears as a central aspect of an honest view
of religion for Wittgenstein, and this agrees with his favourite reli-
gious authors. In what follows, we will see that this is in the back-
ground of the Philosophical Investigations. Later in section 6 I return
to the significance of confessions for Wittgenstein, particularly of his
‘hidden’ confession in the Investigations.

3 Later Views: A Tightrope Walker

Independently of the radical changes that his early philosophy went
through after the recognition of “grave mistakes” (PI, preface), Witt-
genstein always kept the fundamentals of his early ethical/religious
views. This is by itself a quite significant fact. What changes is the
way that he presents his views by considering some complications
derived from them. He adapted his views to new challenges and,
arguably, developed quite interesting views on the subject. One of
those complications is the variety of religions, the fact that religion
comes in very different dressings and cultural backgrounds, as is dis-
cussed in his Remarks on Frazer (see Engelmann, Floyd, forthcom-
ing; Engelmann 2016).

In what follows, I will not be able to show that his religious views
are indeed compatible with his later philosophy. This would be a com-
plex and long task that I cannot fulfil here. Instead, I will suggest that
for Wittgenstein himself his philosophy is compatible with his views
on religion (and perhaps other views) as long as the religious views
are completely honest regarding their lack of grounding. I do not in-
tend to show him right or wrong about this. I begin by showing how
the early and later views come together.
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It is to Drury that Wittgenstein explains in a nutshell, probably in
1930, how his old Tolstoian view is supposed to work. The following
passage links the early and the later views:

But remember that Christianity is not a matter of saying a lot of
prayers, in fact we are told not to do that. If you and I are to live
religious lives, it mustn’t be that we talk a lot about religion, but
that our manner of life is different. It is my belief that only if you
try to be helpful to other people will you in the end find your way
to God. (Drury 1984, 114)

The most important thing in religion is (or should be) living accord-
ing to it, and not praying and talking. For the early and late Wittgen-
stein, the real issue is the “ethical relation” with Christ, a human
being “who is God” (PPO, 223; MS, 183, 215). As he had already told
Hansel in 1919, Christ is “the perfect one” (see PPO, 221, 223, 227,
241, 243; from 1937). Early and later Wittgenstein, in his tentative
Christianity, refuses doctrines or dogmas as part of serious religion.
It is the non-theoretical character of religion and its significance for
a change in life that really matters:

I believe that one of the things that Christianity says is that sound
doctrines are all useless. That you have to change your life. (Or the
direction of your life.) (CV, 53; from 1946)

However, the later Wittgenstein is more open to some complicating
facts concerning how religion is practised; for instance, the fact that
strange/miraculous doctrines may be believed (life after death, final
judgment, and so on). Evidently, not all Christian thinkers are op-
posed to such views, like Tolstoy was. Dostoevsky, for instance, had
firm belief in immortality and put all his hopes in life after death (see
Frank 1988, 296-309).

In 1930-31, Wittgenstein still thought according to a purely Tolstoi-
an perspective when he argued with Schlick that talking was not es-
sential to religion, and that he could imagine a religion in which there
is no doctrine, “no talking” (WVC, 117). However, such a claim is sus-
picious, for how do we determine the ‘essential’ here? Moreover, it is
a fact that the most traditional religions on earth have a lot of doc-
trinal talking and one might say that it indeed appears to be the case
that talking is fundamental considering that people talk all the time
about doctrines or presuppose them in their religious practices, in
their reports about it, and so on. Is one not even asked to convert oth-
er people? How is such an activity to take place if not in talking about
religion? One might show how to live religiously in acts, but this will
not be enough, for one lives in accordance with one specific religion
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and its ‘beliefs’ (a belief, presumably, might be a statement about
God, life, etc., or an attitude towards life, the neighbour, god, etc.).

This is one of the reasons why Wittgenstein tries to get clear-
er about how he stands in relation to beliefs in doctrines around
1936-37. Another reason is an urge to get clearer about what he him-
self can believe honestly concerning Christianity:

Not the letter, only conscience can command me - to believe in
resurrection, judgment, etc. To believe not as something proba-
ble but in a different sense. (PPO, 157).*

The different sense of belief is, of course, faith. The trouble is, as
I have argued, that “the Christian solution of the problem of life”
seems to require “salvation, resurrection, judgment, heaven, hell”
(PPO, 169). Besides, apparently many people honestly believed those
things (Dostoevsky, for instance). However, the real issue underly-
ing this is that if the example of Christ implies a change of life, as
Wittgenstein often emphasises, what happens is that “if one lives dif-
ferently, one speaks differently”, “one learns new language games”
(PPO, 169). Thus, one might imagine religion with “no talking”, but
religious people do talk a lot.

Since one must mean what one says, it may seem that the concepts,
‘salvation’, ‘final judgment’, ‘resurrection’, and so on, are needed in
Christian “language games” after all, and that one must have a faith
grounded in them. However, Wittgenstein did not take this extra
step into ordinary religion. Whereas the Christian ethical demand
always appeared to him as the correct demand on how one must live
one’s life, some concepts used in Christianity were difficult to swal-
low. This, again, is very Tolstoian, for his Gospel does not contain the
story about Christ’s resurrection and other passages that are diffi-
cult to swallow for us, modern human beings (miracles, for instance).
There is a thin line between living a religious life, accepting certain
concepts, and living dishonestly. In fact, this was a problem for Tol-
stoy after his conversion, for he had to struggle against all supersti-
tious thinking of the Orthodox Russian peasants who were the inspi-
ration that brought him back to Christianity. He tells us that when he
was ready for conversion, he thought the following:

I was now ready to accept any faith that did not require of me a
direct denial of reason, for that would be a lie... (Tolstoj 1922, 47)

This meant getting rid of superstitions, for “much that was supersti-
tious was mingled with the truths of Christianity” (Tolstoj 1922, 49).

4 On resurrection see also CV, 33.
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For Wittgenstein, this conflict takes place in a way that is a little dif-
ferent, perhaps because of his admiration for Dostoevsky. On the one
hand, one might get the impression that only at a higher stage inside
a religious life strange concepts like ‘resurrection’ can play a real
role (see PPO, 155, 181). One needs a very strong faith to go as far as
believing in resurrection (Dostoevsky had it). On the other, one can
only accept such concepts in religion honestly, of course, otherwise
religion is a lie. This is why Wittgenstein writes:

I think I should tell myself: “Don’t be servile in your religion!” or
try not to be! For that is in the direction of superstition. (MS 183,
198; PPO, 207)

This means the following:

I believe that I should not be superstitious, that is, that I should
not perform magic on myself with words I may be reading, that is,
that I should and must not talk myself into a sort of faith, of un-
reason. (PPO, 203)

Wittgenstein, as an honest religious thinker, therefore, expresses his
opposition to the uncritical acceptance of strange religious concepts:

I don’t have a belief in a salvation through the death of Christ; or
at least not yet. I also don’t feel that I am on the way to such a be-
lief, but I consider it possible that one day [ will understand some-
thing here of which I understand nothing now; which means noth-
ing to me now & that I will then have a belief that I don’t have now.
(PPO, 201-3)

In order to make compatible his reasoning concerning his beliefs
and his abhorrence of superstition, Wittgenstein points out that it is
a misunderstanding to consider that ‘belief’ means the same in ordi-
nary beliefs and in religious beliefs. The latter involves a whole world-
view and, thus, is not like a specific belief that we give up if it is an
error, a false opinion. If we give up a religious belief it is not because
it was a wrong opinion that we simply change in light of new facts,
but rather because we now see it as a wrong way to look at things
(see PPO, 231; LC, 53-9).

One might also say that the later Wittgenstein is more conscious
of the difficulties involved in being a religious person in the modern
world. The honesty of the religious thinker, thus, comes to the fore-
front when he is confronted with a so-to-speak unfavourable reali-
ty. Wittgenstein’s fundamental later view, I take it, is that “an hon-
est religious thinker is like a tightrope walker”, for he has no real
grounding for his certainty or beliefs, yet he can keep his positions
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with a great effort (CV, 73). One cannot pretend that one is moving
in a ground where there is a foundational argument to sustain one’s
position when one talks about religion. One grasps religious and eth-
ical views - arguably, for Wittgenstein the only deep/real ethics is re-
ligious - without any support, despite everything.

This kind of honesty was already the issue in his early thought, as
seen above, although at that time Wittgenstein did not seem to wor-
ry much about the lack of sustainability of such views when they are
brought in contact with the real world. One can say, thus, that the
later Wittgenstein is more realistic concerning his own religiosity.
Simultaneously, he seems more inclined to go deeper into religious
concepts that play an important role in certain religious thinkers (for
instance, Dostoevsky). However, he does not give in to doctrines af-
ter all (one might say that he remains Tolstoian).

4 Backdoor Metaphysics? Religion and the Inevitability
of a Weltanschauung

It is not only religion that Wittgenstein leaves alone in his works.
Religion is part of what one might call Weltanschauung, i.e., a world
view, a general way to look at things, so that one sees facts as ex-
pressing certain rules or tendencies. This kind of metaphysical view
is not criticised by Wittgenstein except when it is used dogmatical-
ly or dishonestly. This kind of metaphysics, if you call it nonsense or
not, is simply inevitable.

One interesting example is how one takes history. On reflection,
one might see history as the accumulation of knowledge and eco-
nomical power (capitalistically or socialistically), directed towards
a better future of progress. However, someone like Spengler or Witt-
genstein might see things differently. For them, development “comes
everywhere to an end” so that developing is seen as “a self-contain-
ing whole which at some point will be completely present & not a sau-
sage that can run indefinitely” (MS 183, 21; PPO, 29).

The very general traits of a Weltanschauung are relevant because
they show how one sees our human form of life. Interestingly, per-
haps one of the most insightful remarks on Wittgenstein’s religious
Weltanschauung comes from Carnap, who disagreed with him (argu-
ably all members of the Vienna Circle did). In his Intellectual Autobi-
ography, Carnap writes:

Once when Wittgenstein talked about religion, the contrast be-
tween his and Schlick’s position became strikingly apparent. Both
agreed of course in the view that the doctrines of religion in their
various forms had no theoretical content. But Wittgenstein reject-
ed Schlick’s view that religion belonged to the childhood phase
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of humanity and would slowly disappear in the course of cultural
development. When Schlick, on another occasion, made a critical
remark about a metaphysical statement by a classical philosopher
(I think it was Schopenhauer), Wittgenstein surprisingly turned
against Schlick and defended the philosopher and his work. (Car-
nap 1991, 26-7)

We cannot know who the mentioned metaphysical philosopher was
and the content of the discussion. However, it might well be the case
that Wittgenstein “defended” the philosopher because the issue in
question was, perhaps, a Weltanschauung. In all of Wittgenstein’s re-
ligious views there is an obvious dislike of and opposition to the fun-
damental views of our times, the views behind capitalism and so-
cialism, and of utilitarianism: the ideas of progress and calculus of
utility (see CV, 6-8).° Note that Schlick, and apparently all the anti-
metaphysical members of the Circle held the opposite “metaphysical”
worldview regarding history. One of the aspects of this idea is, as
Schlick assumed, the disappearance of religion as part of “the child-
hood phase of humanity”. In Wittgenstein's Weltanschauung, however,
religion is a fundamental aspect of what makes us humans. Perhaps
only art could have a similar status for him among all the important
things that characterise us, human beings. Those are traits of Spen-
gler’s views on history, culture, and religion - see Engelmann 2016;
2021b. When Wittgenstein read him in 1930, he wrote that most of
the thoughts in Spengler “are completely in touch with what I have
often thought myself” (MS 183, 16; PPO, 25).

Wittgenstein’s Weltanschauung in the Philosophical Investigations
appears directly at the beginning of the book. The incompatibility of
his personal views and our time evidently applies to his philosophy
as well, as is suggested by the motto and expressed in the preface
with the expression “darkness of our times”. He told Drury that “my
type of thinking is not wanted in the present age” (Drury 1984, 160).

Possibly, however, Wittgenstein’s religious worldview expresses
itself in his philosophy as a whole. This possibility needs to be elu-
cidated, but space prevents me from doing this here. Instead, I dis-
cuss the sole two occurrences of religion in the text of the Investiga-
tions in the next section, and then in section 6 I uncover a religious
point of view expressed in a confession in the book.

5 On this issue, see Engelmann 2016; 2021b.
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5 Investigations: Two Remarks on Religion

In Wittgenstein’s works after the Tractatus, God and religion are not
topics of discussion, except for his Lecture on Ethics, which is argu-
ably still written in the spirit of the Tractatus. Nonetheless, there are
two references in the Investigations. The first is a parenthetical re-
mark in PI, I, § 373:

Grammar tells what kind of object anything is. (Theology as
grammar.)

As T suggested previously (Engelmann 2013, 262-4), this remark
points to the deflation of the notion of ‘grammar’ rather than to an
inflation of the notion of ‘theology’. That is, one should see that the
notion of ‘grammar’ does not have the weight of a discipline of the
bounds of sense/nonsense, a discipline that tells us about “combina-
torial possibilities”, for nothing of the sort could find a home in the-
ology. ‘Grammar’ is not a discipline of sense and nonsense grounded
in necessary rules concerning possibilities. In most cases, ‘grammar’
can be replaced with “use in language” or “descriptions of language
use” in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy (Engelmann 2013, chs. 3-5).

One might well think that the talk about ‘grammar’ in religion
does not even get to the heart of the matter: it remains at the su-
perficial level. This can be gathered from the context where Witt-
genstein indeed discusses this remark from 1937 in MS, 183 (PPO,
211). One learns “the grammar of the word ‘God’” by knowing sim-
ply what is said about God, for instance, “one kneels & looks up &
folds one’s hands & speaks, & says one is speaking with God” (PPO,
221). This ‘grammar’ merely gives us habits of behaviour in certain
practices and at best it can be used to teach children how to behave
in religious contexts in certain traditions. However, right after talk-
ing about the grammar of the word ‘God’, Wittgenstein writes about
what really matters in a coded remark: “A religious question is either
a question of life or it is (empty) chatter. This language game - one
could say - gets played only with questions of life” (MS, 183, 203;
PPO, 211). All those rules of ‘grammar’ are obviously not a “question
of life”, but minor matters when compared to what really matters.

There is a second appearance of religion in “Part II” of the
Investigations:

Religion teaches that the soul can exist when the body has disin-
tegrated. Now do I understand what it teaches? Of course I under-
stand it - I can imagine various things in connection with it. Af-
ter all, pictures of these things have even been painted. And why
should such a picture be only an imperfect rendering of the idea
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expressed? Why should it not do the same service as the spoken
doctrine? And it is the service that counts. (PI, II, iv § 23)

The remark appears in the context of a discussion concerning autom-
ata in which Wittgenstein claims that it is nonsense to say, in ordinary
circumstances, “I believe that he is suffering, but am certain that he
is not an automaton” (PI, II, iv, § 19). The nonsensicality consists in
presenting the sentence as if it was an opinion similar to other cer-
tainties and uncertainties. However, not taking other human beings
as automata is not an opinion, but an attitude. Usually, we do have
an “attitude towards a soul” in relation to other human beings, which
makes such pseudo-certainty misleading, for such an attitude is not
an opinion that can be seen as an error at all (PI, II, iv § 22). So, § 23
elaborates on the notion of ‘soul’ with religion and painted pictures.

If we take into account what has been said above concerning Witt-
genstein’s explicit opposition to doctrines in religion, and if we re-
member that this was already a fundamental point very early in his
career, we understand that what he is really saying here is that if we
consider that the pictures/paintings of a soul as distinct from a body
do as much service as a doctrine, what he means is that both do very
little or no service at all. If we consider religion seriously, those as-
pects, pictures and doctrines, should not be determining factors.
Moreover, as Wittgenstein makes clear in several places, imagining
something does not mean understanding (see, for instance, PI, I, §§
393-8). The fact that “I can imagine many things” does not mean that
I understand a thing about what is in question.

However, there is a deeper use of religion in the Investigations,
precisely in a context where ‘religion’ or ‘God’ does not appear at all.

6 A Religious Point of View Expressed in a Confession

Although in the Investigations nothing is said about the motivation
for the systematic critique of the Tractatus presented there, the mo-
tives behind it are religious in a Wittgensteinian sense. The critique
is a confession of sins of a sort, i.e., an admission of errors in order
to maintain integrity, honesty, and seriousness. Religion is in the
background of Wittgenstein’s examined life, in the confession or ad-
mission of errors present at the core of his “edifice of pride”, name-
ly, the Tractatus.

In Engelmann (2013) I argued that Wittgenstein’s later philosophy
is characterised by traits that were incorporated gradually: what I
call the “genetic method” takes centre stage only in the Blue Book
(Engelmann 2013, chs. 3-4), the anthropological view appears first
systematically in the two versions of the Brown Book (chapter 4),
and finally the systematic critique of the Tractatus by means of the
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application of the genetic method appears for the first time in the Phil-
osophical Investigations (chapters 4 and 5). [ suggested in a footnote
that there was “an interesting connection of the application of the
method to the T[ractatus] and Wittgenstein’s private life”, the most
striking example of “how his life and philosophy are closely related”
(Engelmann 2013, 299 fn. 22). I had in mind the contemporaneity of
his later critique of the Tractatus and his confession of weaknesses
and errors (or sins, if one prefers) to several of his friends and family
in 1936-37, as is described for instance by Pascal (1984) and attest-
ed in Wittgenstein’s letters (see, for instance, PPO, 281-91). Wittgen-
stein’s first step in 1936 was to confess to his old friend Hansel, to
whom he first said something about confession already in 1919 (see
section 2), that he had lied to him about his family origins when they
first met. He then extended his confession(s) to family and friends.

As I argued in chapter 4 of Engelmann (2013), Wittgenstein ap-
plies the genetic method to his own early philosophy in the Investi-
gations, i.e., he uncovers the false pictures, analogies, and trains of
thoughts that led him to the central views and the “grave mistakes”
of the Tractatus (PI, preface). He does so to exemplify his own meth-
od with his own case in many remarks between PI, I, § 1 and § 136.
However, this gesture is a lot more than that. For if we see the con-
text in which many of the remarks criticising the Tractatus in the In-
vestigations were originally written, we can determine that the cri-
tique expresses a religious attitude. MS, 157a and MS, 157b, where
the most important aspects of the genetic critique of the Tractatus
(PI, I, §§8 89-136) first appear, follow a time of intense religious/ethi-
cal reckoning when Wittgenstein wrote an enormous quantity of re-
marks on religion, Christ, death, and personal beliefs in MS 183. In
fact, the first critical evaluation of the Tractatus appears in MS, 183,
152 (PPO, 161), 27 January 1937. On 9 February then, after he had
written some remarks about the source of the “sublime” conception
of logic in the Tractatus in MS 183 (see PPO, 161, 167, 173), Wittgen-
stein writes extensively about it in MS, 157a.

Part of those remarks on religion were presented in section 3,
where we saw how Wittgenstein had to examine his old convictions
about religion, for he was certain of one thing: “Let me not shy away
from any conclusion, but absolutely also not be superstitious! I do not
want to think uncleanly!” (MS, 183, 173; PPO, 181). What character-
ises a (Christian) religious struggle against the unclean is trying to
get rid of vanity and pride. This struggle is documented in his note-
books. What happens at the time of his confession in 1936-37 is that
his most important object of pride needed to be addressed:

The edifice of your pride has to be dismantled. And that is terri-
ble hard work. (CV, 26; MS, 157a, 57r)
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The edifice of his pride was the Tractatus, whose fundamental moves
are ethically and philosophically examined in 1936-37. In the men-
tioned MSs Wittgenstein searches for the source of his errors in the
Tractatus as a religious person searches for the source of her sins in
order to plainly confess the deed and what motivated it. One of the
sources was the misunderstanding of the ideal of the sublimity of log-
ic, which was taken as the a priori essence of language, thought and
world. This led Wittgenstein to grave errors.

Evidently, sometimes one needs to confess that what looked like
a good action was in fact motivated by something bad (for instance,
one helps a friend out of pride and not out of love). From the religious
point of view, as the quote makes clear, the source of the errors of
the Tractatus was the pride of showing in a sublime logical symbol-
ism nothing less than the essence of everything.

7 ‘Religious Puzzles’ and the Critique of Religion

One of Sraffa’s points in his comments on the Blue Book was that
there is a similarity between metaphysical and religious puzzles (see
section 1). He had in mind issues of free-will and the existence of
God (presumably their compatibility). Thus, Wittgenstein should not
leave religion alone. When religion is puzzling in this way, its desti-
ny should be the same as metaphysics.

We have seen that Wittgenstein himself was critical of religion in
several instances. Often in discussions of Wittgenstein on religion
one forgets how critical he was, particularly when one intends to use
his philosophy to defend or ‘understand’ religion. However, indeed he
did not use his philosophy directly in the Investigations or in other
later works as a critique of religion. There are a few reasons for this,
I think. First, the fact that he discussed aspects of religion ground-
ed in his philosophy in his Lectures on Religious Belief in 1938-39.
In these lectures, arguably, he uses his philosophy to show how to
avoid misunderstandings concerning religion. I think that this aspect
of his philosophy of religion might be understood as a tentative elu-
cidation of the possibility of walking the tightrope. The strategy of
avoiding misunderstandings is obviously an important characteris-
tic of the philosophy of the Investigations where he aims at “clearing
misunderstandings away” (PI, I, § 90). Second, it is also important to
notice that in 1941, the year that Sraffa commented on the Blue Book
and mentioned the free-will puzzle (see section 1), Wittgenstein dis-
cussed the problem in his Lectures on Freedom of the Will (see Witt-
genstein 2017). Third, he might have preferred to avoid a critique of
religion in his works because religion is arguably under scientific
and philosophical scrutiny or attack very often. Fourth, perhaps he
never felt clear enough about his own religiosity from the emotional
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and from the intellectual point of view. Lack of clarity might lie in
the heart of the matter. The tightrope walker might avoid misunder-
standings concerning religion, particularly what appears paradoxi-
cal, and get rid of “the irritation of the intellect”, but the result then
must be taken for what it is: “Nothing at all is intelligible, it is just
not unintelligible” (PPO, 247).

Of course, the fact that Wittgenstein thought critically about re-
ligion is not incompatible with his profound admiration for it. In it
he saw the ultimate source of ethics and the most extraordinary hu-
man passion.
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Yes, young lady. I cannot give you any rule.
One must have a feeling for it, and well,
that’s it. But in order to have it, one must
study, study, and then study some more.
Eugeéne Ionesco, The Lesson*

So does the word ‘Beethoven’ have a
Beethoven-feeling?

Ludwig Wittgenstein,

Last Writings on the Philosophy

of Psychology IT*

1 Introduction

While Wittgenstein was introducing and discussing - especially, but
not exclusively, in the Philosophical Investigations - his well-known
idea that there is some kind of link between meaning and use, a ques-
tion gradually arose which led him to new questions and problems.
The question can be formulated as follows: Is there something more
to meaning than its use - something that escapes ‘use’ and that ‘use’
fails to account for? In this paper, I aim to illustrate what might be
considered the stages in the gradual emergence of this question and
Wittgenstein’s treatment of it, and my focus will be on how to inter-
pret the topic which Wittgenstein arrived at: the experience of mean-
ing. Specifically, the point at issue is whether we should regard this
reference to the experience of meaning as a kind of re-evaluation of
psychologism and, together, a questioning (and downgrading) of the
notion of use, or whether it is consistent with his anti-psychologism
and his appeal to use. In order to provide some answers, I will first
outline how and for what purpose Wittgenstein introduces the notion
of use; then, I will examine the context in which the notion of expe-
rience of meaning occurs; and finally, I will make an interpretative
proposal for how to understand the relationship between (meaning
as) use and the experience of meaning.

2 Meaning and Use

Readers of the Philosophical Investigations will be well aware of Witt-
genstein’s constant reference, when he speaks of the meaning of a
word, an expression or a sentence, to use (Gebrauch, Verwendung),
employment (Verwendung, Beniitzung) and application (Anwendung),?

1 Ionesco 1958, 68-9.
2 LWII, 3.

3 Here I use the 2009 edition of Philosophical Investigations, edited by Peter M.S.
Hacker and Joachim Schulte, who in their editorial preface state that they “have
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and of the central role these notions play in his investigation of mean-
ing.” The key section is, of course, section 43, the first paragraph of
which reads:

For a large class of cases of the employment (Bentitzung) of the
word ‘meaning’ - though not for all - this word can be explained
in this way: the meaning of a word is its use (Gebrauch) in the lan-
guage. (PI, § 43; italics in the original, here and in what follows)

The fundamental question presented to interpreters by this para-
graph is whether or not it contains a definition of what for Wittgen-
stein is (what he takes to be) meaning. That is, whether (a) Witt-
genstein undertakes to argue that meaning is (coincides with or is
identified with) linguistic use, or (b) his aim is different and, perhaps,
entirely different. This is also tantamount to asking whether or not
there exists in the ‘later’ Wittgenstein a theory of meaning as use (a
use-theory of meaning) that is to be regarded as primarily different
from (or even opposite and antithetical to) that of the ‘early’ Wittgen-
stein (the author of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus).®

The affirmative or negative answer to this question defines two
opposite readings and two corresponding approaches: (1) the read-
ing and approach of those who believe that in Wittgenstein there is,
like it or not, a theory which, in competition and opposition with other

translated Gebrauch by ‘use’, Verwendung by ‘use’ or ‘employment’, and Anwendung
by ‘application’. ‘Use’ also does service for beniitzen”; “[iln general, however, [they]
have not allowed [them]selves to be hidebound by the multiple occurrence of the same
German word or phrase in different contexts” (Hacker, Schulte 2009, xiv; italics in the
original).

4 The central role of use is certainly evident in the case of the Philosophical Investiga-
tions and the texts coeval with their composition. I would point out, however, that the
centrality which this notion assumes in Wittgenstein’s later texts is anticipated by its
significant presence in the Tractatus. Indeed, in the Tractatus, meaning is connected
to the usefulness (or uselessness) of the sign (cf. TLP, 3.328), and ‘usefulness’ means
that the sign can “determine a logical form” only if “taken together with its logico-syn-
tactical employment” (TLP, 3.327); as we also read, one can “recognize a symbol by its
sign” only by observing “how it is used with a sense” (TLP, 3.326). Although Wittgen-
stein speaks of “logico-syntactical employment” (TLP, 3.327), there is already a tension
here between a notion of use linked to logic and a broader notion of use, which antici-
pates a certain view of use, found in the Blue Book and the Philosophical Investigations,
as that which ‘gives life’ to signs, which would otherwise be ‘dead’ and ‘inert”: as Witt-
genstein suggests, “if we had to name anything which is the life of the sign, we should
have to say that it was its use” (BB, 4). Consider also this remark: “Every sign by itself
seems dead. What gives it life? - In use it lives. Is it there that it has living breath with-
in it? - Or is the use its breath?” (PI, § 432). For a more detailed discussion of the rela-
tionship between sign and use in Wittgenstein, see Perissinotto 2009.

5 Of course, this presupposes something that is neither obvious nor taken for grant-
ed, namely that there is such a thing as a theory of meaning in the early Wittgenstein.
See, for example, the position of the Neowittgensteinians (Crary, Read 2000), who rad-
ically deny that there is any theory of meaning in the Tractatus.
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and different theories (e.g. in competition and opposition with the pic-
ture-theory of the Tractatus, or with referentialist or ideational the-
ories), leads back (reduces) meaning to use,® and (2) the reading and
approach of those who recognise, on the contrary, that the emphasis
on use is nothing but a step - perhaps the most important and deci-
sive step - in the Wittgensteinian philosophical method. According to
the latter reading and approach, in section 43 (and similar sections)
Wittgenstein is suggesting that looking at use is a way “to cure you
of the temptation”, so widespread in philosophising, “to look about
you for some object which you might call ‘the meaning’” (BB, 1) and
of the “mental cramp” (BB, 1) that this temptation produces.” In the
view of (2), what is contained in section 43 of the Philosophical In-
vestigations would not be, as in the view of (1), a theoretical defini-
tion of meaning, as if use were something definable that accompa-
nies words, expressions and sentences, but rather a methodological
indication that invites one to follow such a maxim: “Don’t look for
the meaning of a word (an expression, a sentence), look for its use”.®

Even if one accepts and adheres to this methodological read-
ing - and I think there are good reasons for doing so? - one is left
with a question that Wittgenstein himself poses more than once:
Where should I look if it is the use which I am looking for? That is,
what is the use for which I am supposed to look? Such a question aris-
es precisely because ‘use’ (as well as ‘employment’ and ‘application’)
is a rather vague term, far from unambiguous. Even with ‘use’, as it
were, we need to ask (and know) how it is used. Moreover, not only
does the emphasis on use seem to be ‘operationally’ unhelpful (where
should I look? What do I say, when I am asked about meaning?), but
also, as Paul Snowdon (2018, 29) observes, the fact “that the term
‘use’ is very indefinite” is itself the reason why “[ilt is very difficult
to assess” Wittgenstein’s proposal. In short, whether we read it as a

nou

theoretical definition, i.e. as “meaning is use”, “meaning = use”, or

6 The problem with this reading and approach, which evaluates Wittgenstein’s pro-
posal as a theoretical hypothesis (which can then be said to be correct or not), is ex-
pressed by Paul Horwich in the following way: “Moreover, no matter how these matters
are decided, his proposal surely isn’t going to be obviously correct; but in propound-
ing a controversial hypothesis, is he not guilty of contravening his own anti-theoreti-
cal meta-philosophy?” (Horwich 2008, 134).

7 In particular, questions such as “What is meaning?” produce this impasse: “We
feel that we can’t point to anything in reply to them and yet ought to point to some-
thing” (BB, 1).

8 In alate note from January 1948, Wittgenstein makes this point as follows: “Nicht
nach der Begleitung des Wortes ist zu suchen, sondern nach dem Gebrauch” (It is not
the accompaniment of the word that is to be sought, but its use) (MS 136, 64b).

9 It should be noted that the expression “For a large class of cases” (PI, § 43) already
shows that Wittgenstein had no theoretical intention, since generality or universality
is unanimously a hallmark of the theoretical.

96

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 93-112



Elena Valeri
Wittgenstein on Use, Meaning and the Experience of Meaning

methodologically as “Don’t look for the meaning, look for the use”,
we need to know what use is and where, so to speak, it is to be found.
In order to attempt some sort of answer, we can begin by taking the
negative route, that is, by pointing out what use is certainly is not,
and how its relation to meaning is not to be understood.

2.1 What (Linguistic) Use Is Not

First of all, (1) there is a sense of ‘use’ which obviously leads us to ex-
clude that ‘use’ could have the meaning we are looking for: there is a
clear difference between a very generally understood use and a use
which has to do with linguistic meaning. ‘Use’ does not always convey
the linguistic meaning, since there are clearly uses which have noth-
ing to do with this kind of meaning (I mean linguistic meaning), ei-
ther in the sense that there are words (expressions, sentences) which
have a use, but of which we would not say that they have a (linguis-
tic) meaning (e.g. a ‘lalala’ that we repeat for our own amusement, or
magic words such as ‘abracadabra’ and ‘bibbidi-bobbidi-boo’), or in
the sense that there are words (expressions, sentences) which have
meaning without any connection to the particular use we make of
them (e.g. the word ‘cat’ used as a password or as a decorative motif
on some wallpaper). In such cases, the use (of a word, an expression
or a sentence) does not seem to be that “use in the language” (PI, §
43) of which Wittgenstein speaks in section 43, but rather a use of
the language, so to speak.

(2) But ‘use’ should not be understood, even trivially, as the use I
make of a word, an expression or a sentence to mean something: what
I use a word (an expression, a sentence) to mean. For Wittgenstein,
the point is not that I can use a word (an expression, a sentence) to
mean something - assuming that it can be established “what using an
expression [a word, a sentence] to mean something actually amounts
to, or, comes down to” (Snowdon 2018, 30) - but that what I mean with
a word (an expression, a sentence) results from (or is in) the use I
make of that word (expression, sentence) in different circumstances.

(3) Even what would be the most obvious thing to do, namely, to
turn to Wittgenstein’s examples in order to find the characteristics of
use according to him, does not seem to be decisive. An examination
of the examples with which Wittgenstein begins his Philosophical In-
vestigations (such as the examples of red apples in section 1, building
stones in section 2, or numbers in section 8; see PI, §§ 1, 2, 8) - togeth-
er with the numerous others scattered throughout his later writ-
ings - suggests that all these uses refer to “something interpersonal
and social” (Snowdon 2018, 30), which can be traced back to forms
of training and acquired habits (see PI, § 199). Wittgenstein’s exam-
ples are admittedly, very simple, and probably deliberately simplified,
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but it is true that they highlight mostly, or rather exclusively, a sin-
gle aspect of use: they are imperatives, where use only “amounts to
a speaker getting a hearer to do something” (Snowdon 2018, 30). So
much so that it is easy to see that they leave out much of the mean-
ing - for instance, what we might call ‘descriptive’ uses or mean-
ings. One must then ask whether they really represent the ‘locus’ of
meaning and whether they serve to shed full light on what is meant
by ‘use’.** In short, while Wittgenstein’s examples give us some point-
ers - above all, the idea that “use in the language” (PI, § 43) is not to
be understood in an intralinguistic sense - they leave the question
of where to look for meaning open and undecided in many respects.

Hence, it seems far from easy to determine what this “use in the
language” (PI, § 43) is that is supposed to give us the meaning. After
all, it seems safe to say that Wittgenstein, who, as we shall see, tries
to give us some hints as to how to understand the notion of use, was
fully aware of these difficulties. In the pages of the Philosophical In-
vestigations, as well as in many other pages of his manuscripts and
typescripts, we find Wittgenstein often dissatisfied and constantly
struggling to come to terms with the mental cramps, confusions and
misunderstandings which his own repeated emphasis on use risks
producing; as we might also say, and as he knew well, in philoso-
phising it can sometimes happen that what is presented as the solu-
tion turns out to be the problem, or at least part of the problem. As
we have seen, it is possible to appeal to use while remaining fully
within the theoretical stance that Wittgenstein unfailingly questions.

2.2 The Rest of the Task: Gains and Losses

Clarifying what use is would only be a part of the task. Even once we
have established a non-extrinsic link between use and meaning, the
problem remains if, by looking for the meaning of a word (an expres-
sion, a sentence) in its use, we do not see many things about meaning
that we would do much better to see: assuming that there are gains
in looking for meaning in use, are we sure that they compensate for
any losses? And what, if anything, would these losses be? These are
questions that recur insistently in the writings of the ‘later’ Witt-
genstein, though not always in this form, and so explicitly. It is from
these questions, and Wittgenstein’s (almost obsessive) engagement
with them, that topics such as the experience of meaning emerge. In

10 As Snowdon puts it: if “in thinking of imperatives, interpersonal responses seem a
reasonable aspect to bring in [...] it is far harder to make this seem plausible as a mod-
el of what we might call descriptive meaning”, so that “if ‘use’ means something like
interpersonal responses there is no obvious application for the slogan [meaning is use]
to large central parts of language” (Snowdon 2018, 30).
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order to better understand the significance of this, however, it will
be necessary to say something more about the problems that Witt-
genstein’s emphasis on use, so important as to be considered a hall-
mark of his later philosophy, can give rise to.

3 Three Problems with Use

There are (at least) three aspects that, according to Wittgenstein
himself, are problematic in indicating the locus of meaning in use. It
should be noted that these are not fictitious problems to which Witt-
genstein already has, or thinks he already has, the answer; while his
questions are sometimes rhetorical, they are not always so, and not
even, I would say, in most cases. The question and answer between
two or more interlocutors in which Wittgenstein assumes multiple
roles and positions, so typical of the Philosophical Investigations, is
real and not merely a dramatized staging of already established and,
so to speak, archived results. Let us see in detail what these three
aspects are and what problems they raise.

3.1 Use and Calculus

When asked what the use in which meaning is to be sought actually
is, Wittgenstein initially (i.e. in the years of his return to philosophy,
1929-30) did not hesitate to answer that (linguistic) use is to be un-
derstood as a calculus defined, as in the paradigmatic case of arith-
metic calculus, by precise and rigorous rules. At this stage, he was
even convinced that the calculus was something more than a simi-
le: as he “deliberately” pointed out to his interlocutors in the Vienna
Circle, “there is not a mere analogy” (WVC, 168) between (linguis-
tic) use and calculus; one could even say that the concept of calcu-
lus encompasses that of (linguistic) use.** That is to say, the use of
words (expressions, sentences) is not like a calculus, but is a real cal-
culus, because:

[w]lhat I am doing with the words of a language in understanding
them is exactly the same thing I do with a sign in the calculus: I
operate with them. (WVC, 169-70)

However, the certainty with which Wittgenstein expresses this iden-
tity between (linguistic) use and calculus is gradually lost. In the

11 In Wittgenstein’s words: “I can actually construe the concept of a calculus in such
a way that the use of words will fall under it” (WVC, 168).
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Philosophical Investigations, as already in the Blue Book, Wittgen-
stein casts doubt on his previous conviction by pointing out the error
that may lie behind the fact “that in philosophy we often compare the
use of words with [...] calculi with fixed” and “definite rules” (PI, § 81;
see BB, 24): a dogmatic identification of use and calculus. Indeed, it
is one thing to treat calculus as a good analogy for illuminating lan-
guage, and quite another to claim that our language, despite its ap-
parent imperfections, is a rigorous calculus.**

Should we, then, to prefer a more attenuated, less dogmatic ver-
sion of the idea of calculus, treating it only as a term of comparison,
as a model? But why keep it and not get rid of it altogether? As is al-
most always the case with Wittgenstein, the problem is not the word
‘calculus’ as if it were in itself misleading. Indeed, having freed the
calculus from those ‘logicising’ implications we have seen, we can
preserve it and transform it methodologically into a term of compar-
ison for clarification purposes. Wittgenstein’s answer to our question
is then clear: the comparison between (linguistic) use and calculus
should be preserved because it is helpful, and it helps us precisely
insofar as it sheds light on (clarifies), by means of analogies and dif-
ferences, the confusions that can arise when ‘use’ is dogmatically
identified with ‘calculus’. After all, as epistemologists have always
emphasised, this is the function that a good model must fulfil: to high-
light analogies and differences.

Even if we give this methodological value to the notion of calcu-
lus, what we might call ‘the problem of the rule and of following (ap-
plying) a rule’, which the identification of language with a calculus
had helped to bring to the fore, does not disappear. This problem oc-
cupies a substantial part of the Philosophical Investigations, but al-
so of the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics. More pre-
cisely, Wittgenstein is led to ask himself two questions, the first of
which can be formulated as follows: apart from the fact that use can
be fully identified with a calculus, in what sense can we say that use
(like calculus) is limited by rules? The second question is: how do we
know how to follow or apply a rule? What is it that allows us to say
that someone who answers “It’s 14” to the question “What is 8 plus
6?”, or who brings a chair after being ordered “Bring me a chair!”, is
correctly applying the rule of addition, or the rule for using the word
‘chair’, unlike someone who answers “It’s 19”, or brings a hammer?

Through a series of examples and comparisons, Wittgenstein re-
peatedly invites us to see that the use of a word (an expression, a

12 Inthis claim, Wittgenstein recognises a form of that dogmatism, against which his
whole philosophy seeks to fight, which, as he very effectively explains, consists in pred-
icating “of the thing what lies in the mode of representation”, i.e. in taking “the possi-
bility of comparison, which impresses us, as the perception of a highly general state of
affairs” (PI, § 104). On Wittgenstein’s dogmatism, see Kuusela 2008.

100

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 93-112



Elena Valeri
Wittgenstein on Use, Meaning and the Experience of Meaning

sentence) is “not everywhere bounded by rules” (PI, § 68).** There
is, however, a persistent tendency in philosophy to affirm that a use
which is not entirely bounded by rules, or even without rules, is (and
remains) an ‘inexact’ use, since it is open to hesitation and doubt, and
that what one should aspire to is a use “that is everywhere bounded
by rules”, i.e. “whose rules never let a doubt creep in, but stop up all
the gaps where it might” (PI, § 84). Against this aspiration (shared by
both Descartes and Frege), Wittgenstein suggests that we compare
a rule to a signpost. Indeed, “[a] rule stands there like a signpost”,
and a signpost “sometimes leaves room for doubt, and sometimes not”
(PI, § 85). Sometimes, and usually, we follow it without even thinking
about it; sometimes, because of the way it is placed, or for other rea-
sons, we may hesitate and wonder exactly which way it is pointing.
Why should the fact that there are times when we doubt lead us to
conclude that we should always doubt? Or that we should never fol-
low the signpost without first stopping and thinking? As this simile
of the signpost shows, hesitation, doubt and uncertainty are part of
the rule, not its negation or dissolution. Certainly, ‘doubtful” or ‘in-
exact’ “does not mean ‘unusable’” (PI, § 88).**

Acknowledging all this, however, does not settle the question of
what it might mean to ‘follow (or apply) the rule’ (whatever it is or
however it works). The problem that Wittgenstein faces in some of
the most famous passages of the Philosophical Investigations is basi-
cally this: there are rules, all right, and these rules may be more or
less ‘exact’, but what does it mean exactly to follow (or apply) a rule?
Consider, for example, the rule “Add 2”. Wittgenstein asks: how can
this “rule teach me what I have to do at this point” (PI, § 198)? How
can it teach me that, having arrived at 1004, what I have to say is ex-
actly “1006”, and that any other number would be wrong?

The question posed in section 198 could be answered - in a Pla-
tonist tone - by remarking that the rule teaches me what I am to do
because it already contains its applications within itself: the rule,
as it were, “traces the lines along which it is to be followed through

13 Forinstance, the same applies to both rules of use and rules of play. Indeed, as Witt-
genstein points out using one of his favourite examples, there are certainly rules, even
codified rules, that distinguish the game of tennis from other kinds of games: “tennis
is a game [...], and has rules too”, even if there are “no [...] rules for how high one may
throw the ball in tennis, or how hard” (PI, § 68).

14 Likewise, ‘undoubtful’ or ‘exact’ does not mean ‘usable’. An order such as “Stay
roughly here!” is inexact when compared, say, to the order: “Stay right here!”. Never-
theless - Wittgenstein ask rhetorically - “[i]f I tell someone ‘Stay roughly here’ - may
this explanation not work perfectly? And may not any other one fail too?” (PI, § 88). On
the contrary, just to follow the “ideal of exactness”, should we think that the measure-
ment of the width of the table we give to a joiner must be exact “to the nearest thou-
sandth of a millimetre?” (PI, § 88) Wouldn't that get in the way of his work? Would he
really understand what we are telling him and asking him to do?
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the whole of space” (PI, § 219), like a groove or “a visible section of
rails invisibly laid to infinity” (PI, § 218). According to this Platon-
ist-sounding answer, every subsequent step is already ideally envis-
aged in the rule.** I cannot develop this point here, except to say that
Wittgenstein’s key statement (unlike that of the Platonist, who thinks
that the applications are already in the rule, and also unlike that of
the anti-Platonist, who, on the contrary, separates the rule from its
applications) is that there is not the rule and then its applications,
but that the rule is its applications. In short, following (or applying)
arule is one and the same thing as recognising it as a rule.*® Still, I
have dwelt on this for a moment because Platonism anticipates cer-
tain questions and problems - questions and problems very similar
to those which, as we shall see, Wittgenstein will address when he
introduces the notion of experience of meaning.

3.2 Sudden Understanding and Use in Time

Wittgenstein again clashes with the Platonist attitude to which, as
we have seen, he is opposed in his various remarks on rule-follow-
ing when he turns his attention to a phenomenon which seems to cast
some shadow on the idea that it is in the use that meaning is to be
sought: sudden understanding.

It is not uncommon for us to say, about a rule (an arithmetic rule
or not) or the meaning of a word (an expression, a sentence), some-
thing like: “Now I have understood how I should proceed!”; “At this
precise moment, the meaning has become clear to me”, “Suddenly
I have understood what it means”, etc. Now, how does this sudden
understanding (of the rule, the meaning of a word, etc.) fit in with
the fact that the use of a word (or the application of a rule) unfolds
over time, so to speak? When we suddenly understand or grasp the
meaning of a word, what exactly is it that we have understood or

15 The Platonist answer is not the only one Wittgenstein considers. He dwells at length
on the stance of those who assume that between the rule and its applications there must
be ‘something’ that, from time to time, establishes that ‘this’, and not ‘that’, is the step
to be taken: to the Platonist answer, one might counter, in an anti-Platonist spirit, by
asking what guarantees I have that the actual step I take is precisely what the rule ide-
ally envisages. In particular, Wittgenstein considers the answer of those who maintain
that there must always be an interpretation between the rule and its applications, and
for whom, therefore, applying a rule is always equivalent to interpreting it. As is well
known, this interpretationism gives rise to the famous ‘paradox’ of the section 201 of
the Philosophical Investigations, which shows that this reading of the relationship be-
tween a rule and its application leads to the dissolution of the rule itself (see PI, § 201).
16 This lies in the background of Wittgenstein’s statement that “‘following a rule’ is

a practice” (PI, § 202). The focus of Wittgenstein’s investigation has completely shift-
ed - to put it in a formula - from the rules of use to the use of rules.
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grasped? These questions seem complicated to answer. But one thing
seems certain, namely that “[w]hat we grasp in this way is surely
something different from the ‘use’ which is extended in time” (PI, §
138). So here ‘meaning’ seems to be something different from ‘use”
while the former can be grasped ‘suddenly’, the latter cannot, pre-
cisely because it extends ‘in time’. And then a problem arises: are
we forced to conclude that meaning is not to be found in use, since
it can be grasped ‘suddenly’, i.e. before any use? How can we es-
cape from this trap?

Wittgenstein’s way out is, once again, to invite us to change our
perspective or point of view and to look more closely at the various
circumstances in which we happen to say things like “Now (sudden-
ly) I understand what this is (or what this word means)!”. Let’s im-
agine, for example, a person who is at first puzzled by certain expla-
nations, and at some point exclaims: “Now (suddenly) I understand
what an Allen key is (or what ‘Allen key’ means)! An Allen key is...".
In the face of this exclamation, it is of little use to ask where (in the
mind?) and what this ‘thing’ is that the person has suddenly under-
stood, and which has led them to exclaim “Now I understand...”. “Now
I understand...” can mean many different things, depending on the
circumstances in which it is said (see PI, § 154). It can mean that one
no longer needs explanations, something like: “Now I can do it my-
self!”, or “That wasn’t so complicated!”, or “Try me!”. The individual
in question seems to have understood what ‘Allen key’ means if they
know how to use the word in the appropriate way and circumstanc-
es. For example, we can say that someone has understood and knows
‘Allen key’ if, when they need to loosen or tighten the screws on the
handlebars of their bicycle, they ask a neighbour or friend: “Do you
happen to have an Allen key I can borrow?”. Against the idea that
when I grasp the meaning there is ‘something’ that I grasp, Wittgen-
stein observes that “[i]f something has to stand ‘behind the utterance
of the [rule]’, it is particular circumstances”, that is to say, those cir-
cumstances that “warrant my saying that I can go on” (PI, § 154),
and that now I know e.g. how to use ‘Allen key’.*” This is why Witt-
genstein emphasises that the grammar of the words ‘understand’ is
“closely related” to the grammar of the words ‘know’, ‘can’ and ‘is
able to’, and that the family to which they all belong is that of “[t]o
have ‘mastered’ a technique” (PI, § 150).

17 As Wittgenstein also says, “[t]he use of the word in practice is its meaning” (BB, 39).
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3.3 Meaning and the Experience of Meaning

As we have seen, the phenomenon of sudden understanding can lead
us to think that meaning is ‘something’ that we grasp and under-
stand. This temptation is even stronger when our attention is drawn
to another phenomenon which Wittgenstein, with explicit reference
to William James,*® calls the ‘experience of meaning’ (Bedeutung-
serlebnis) or the ‘feeling of meaning’ (Bedeutungsgefiihl) and the re-
lated (by negation) phenomenon which he calls ‘blindness to mean-
ing’ (Bedeutungsblindheit).** What prompts Wittgenstein to carefully
consider these other two phenomena are, once again, the perplexi-
ties, uncertainties and doubts that his maxim “The meaning is (in)
the use” might raise. What Wittgenstein is wondering here, as in
the aforementioned case, but in a stronger and more obvious way,
is whether the emphasis on use (as well as on understanding as the
mastery of a technique) is somehow limiting or reductive, and, in par-
ticular, whether it risks disregarding the fact that not everything in
meaning is use, or of neglecting, by relegating it to the background,
certain experiences which seem to be fundamental to every speaker
and to the actual use of language. Such experiences include, for ex-
ample, that feeling of ‘familiarity’ which sometimes seems to accom-
pany the words we use and that feeling of ‘fusion’ between a word
and what it signifies, which gives the impression that there is a kind
of close, and not at all arbitrary or conventional, intimacy or conso-
nance between, say, our name and ourselves.?®

The experiences of meaning illustrated and discussed by Wittgen-
stein also include: (a) those connected with proper names, such as the

18 For example, James 1950, 472. But Wittgenstein also has in mind a passage by
George Moore which appears in chapter three “Propositions” of his Some Main Prob-
lems of Philosophy: “It is quite plain, I think, that when we understand the meaning of
a sentence, something else does happen in our minds besides the mere hearing of the
words of which the sentence is composed. You can easily satisfy yourselves of this by
contrasting what happens when you hear a sentence, which you do understand, from
what happens when you hear a sentence which you do not understand: for instance,
when you hear words spoken in a foreign language, which you do not understand at all.
Certainly in the first case, there occurs, beside the mere hearing of the words, anoth-
er act of consciousness—an apprehension of their meaning, which is absent in the sec-
ond case. And it is no less plain that the apprehension of the meaning of one sentence
with one meaning, differs in some respect from the apprehension of another sentence
with a different meaning” (Moore 1953, 58-9).

19 Onthe experience of meaning and its related phenomena, see also Goldstein 2004.

20 Wittgenstein describes this impression of us by saying that the words of our lan-
guage are like faces, whose particular and peculiar expressions are familiar to us:
“Meaning - a physiognomy (PI, § 569). He also writes: “The familiar face of a word, the
feeling that it has assimilated its meaning into itself, that it is a likeness of its mean-
ing - there could be human beings to whom all this was alien. (They would not have an
attachment to their words). - And how are these feelings manifested among us? - By
the way we choose and value words” (PPF, x1 § 294).
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one described in the remark “Goethe’s signature intimates something
Goethean to me” (RPP I, § 336), when we feel that a name perfectly
suits its bearer (his personality, physicality, etc.) “as if the name were
an adjective” (LW I, § 69); (b) so-called ‘synaesthetic experiences’,
such as those with coloured vowels (see LW I, § 59),%* which he links
and almost assimilates with the experiences of meaning; (c) experi-
ences that enable us to understand orders or requests such as the
following: “Pronounce the word ‘till’ and understand it as a verb, and
not as a conjunction” (see PPF, x1 § 261),%* “Repeat the word ‘March’
to yourself and understand it now as an imperative now as the name
of a month (see PPF, x1 § 271)*® or, again, “Read the word ‘rank’ as a
verb and not as an adjective” (see LPP, 342).

The fact that Wittgenstein considers all these different experi-
ences with words shows that, while insisting on use and gradually
clarifying the sense and scope of his insistent appeal, he also asks
himself, perhaps with no less insistence, whether it is indifferent to
use one word instead of another, that is, whether meaning has a di-
mension which cannot be limited or reduced to use, because it is, so
to speak, prior to use and independent from it. As Wittgenstein ac-
knowledges, there often seems to be ‘something’ in our words, a sort
of character or soul which we feel and experience, and which makes
us inclined to use a specific word because it seems to us to be the
most, or even the only, suitable and convenient word for our purpos-
es and intentions. Wittgenstein, who devotes a great deal of space to
the discussion of the phenomenon of the experience of meaning, at-
tempts to explain precisely this component which he calls, with two
pithy metaphors, the ‘aroma’ or ‘atmosphere’ of words (see, for ex-
ample, PI, §§ 594, 596, 610; PPF, vi§§ 35, 42, 50; RPP I, § 243), and at
the same time wonders whether it is not lost if we look too emphati-
cally and exclusively at use. To insist on this, considering experienc-
es such as those mentioned raises the question of whether an over-
emphatic and exclusive focus on use ultimately loses the experiential,
even aesthetic, dimension or component of meaning, or, to put it dif-
ferently, whether taking these experiences seriously also means ad-
mitting the limits and shortcomings of the appeal to use, however
methodologically circumscribed. What Wittgenstein needs to do is to

21 On this and other cases of synaesthesia in Wittgenstein, see ter Hark 2009. This
is an interest and concern that Wittgenstein shares with the phenomenological tradi-
tion, among other, and that refers back to many aesthetic-artistic experiences of great
significance. Think, for example, of nineteenth-century Symbolist poetry, in particu-
lar Rimbaud and Mallarmé.

22 The German word used by Wittgenstein in his example in PPF, x1 § 261 is ‘sondern’,
which means ‘to separate’ as a verb and ‘but’ as a conjunction.

23 Wittgenstein’s example in German is with the word ‘weiche’ which means ‘soft’ as
an adjective, ‘side’ as a noun and ‘move away’ as a verb.
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come to terms with an objection which the maxim “The meaning is
(in) the use” can easily raise, and to which he is by no means insen-
sitive: by strictly adhering to this maxim, does one not end up treat-
ing every word as indifferent and interchangeable with every other,
and thus failing to see or disregarding (what seems to be) the unde-
niable aesthetic-experiential dimension or component of meaning?

We might think that Wittgenstein’s tendency is to also apply to the
case of the experience of meaning the same critical strategy that he
uses on several occasions with regard to those (mental) images and
feelings that may accompany words and their use. As we know, al-
though Wittgenstein would never dream of denying that they exist
and that they often accompany the use of words, he does not hesi-
tate to declare that these images and feelings have nothing to do
with meaning, i.e. with our use of words and our knowledge of how
to use them (in different circumstances) words. But is this really so?
The answer is neither simple nor obvious, as evidenced by the com-
plexity of this passage of Wittgenstein’s, which shows more doubts
than certainties:

It is as if the word I understand has a specific slight aroma, which
corresponds to its being understood. It is as if two words well
known to me were distinguished not only by their sound, or their
appearance, but, even if I do not associate any representation
with them (nichts bei ihnen vorstelle), by their certain atmosphere.
(RPP I, §243)

As is quite clear, in the quoted passage, Wittgenstein distinguishes the
case of Vorstellungen (mental images or representations), from that of
the aroma or atmosphere of a word, suggesting that the former do not
serve the same function as the latter, since (1) aroma or atmosphere
does not depend on Vorstellungen and that (2) unlike the latter, aro-
ma or atmosphere has to do with understanding. In short, as we might
also say, it is one thing to recognise that words have an aroma or at-
mosphere and that to understanding them is also, so to speak, to feel
or experience this aroma or atmosphere; it is quite another to identi-
fy, as mentalists of the most varied schools do, the meaning of a word
with the mental images or representations which are associated with
it or accompany it. In this respect, Wittgenstein is an anti-mentalist.
Having ascertained this, the question remains as to whether, and
if so to what extent, the attention paid to the experience of meaning
compels Wittgenstein (or us) to reconsider or reformulate what has
always been regarded as the guiding maxim of his research, name-
ly, the maxim with which I began, which states that “the meaning of
a word is its use in the language” (PI, § 43). Here is the question in
brief: what is the ultimate relationship between ‘meaning’ and ‘use’
if, as all the phenomena mentioned and similar ones suggest, the use
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of a word is often, if not always, connected with our experience of
its meaning? Wittgenstein explicitly asks this question in a remark
on ‘reading expressively’. After observing that “[w]hen I pronounce
this word while reading expressively (ausdrucksvollen), it is complete-
ly filled with its meaning”, he asks himself (or makes himself ask), I
think not rhetorically: ““How can this be, if meaning is the use of the
word?” (PPF, x1§ 265). Indeed, if meaning is the use of the word, then
‘this’, i.e. a word completely filled with its meaning, appears to be
nonsense. Suffice it to observe that if, in the expression “This word is
completely filled with its meaning”, we replace ‘meaning’ with ‘use’,
we are faced with the nonsense of a word filled with its use; yet, the
experience of meaning is given, and then, unless we argue that it is
only an illusory appearance, we must conclude, as Wittgenstein him-
self seems to do, that meaning is not, or is not always, in the use of a
word. Phenomena such as those on which Wittgenstein dwells seem
to show that “more to meaning than the use of the word” (Zemach
1995, 490).2* We can, however, interpret this conclusion in two dif-
ferent ways. (1) On the one hand, it can be argued that in realising
that there is such a thing as the experience of meaning, Wittgenstein
finally came to recognise the serious limitations of the maxim “The
meaning is (in) the use”. (2) On the other hand, it can be argued that
this phase of his thought is only one part of the process that led him
progressively to free himself from the image of language as calculus.
This is the question that Wittgenstein then asks himself, and which
effectively leaves him without an answer:

How about this: you can set up certain rules, but only a few, which
are of such kind that the person usually learns them through expe-
rience anyway - but what if, what is left, the most important part,
is imponderable?? (LW I, § 921)**

24 Akeypassage in this regard is the following: “When I supposed the case of a ‘mean-
ing-blind’ man, this was because the experience of meaning seems to have no impor-
tance in the use of language. And so because it looks as if the meaning-blind could not
lose much. But it conflicts with this, that we sometimes say that some word in a com-
munication meant one thing to us until we saw that it meant something else. First, how-
ever, we don’t feel in this case that the experience of the meaning took place while we
were hearing the word. Secondly, here one might speak of an experience rather of the
sense of the sentence, than of the meaning of a word” (RPP I, § 202).

25 Here by ‘imponderable’ - elsewhere by ‘imponderable evidence’ (see PPF, x1§§ 358-
60) - Wittgenstein seems to refer to all those circumstances in which the choice of one
word over another makes a great difference, e.g. the difference between a good and a
bad poem, even if the difference between the two words belongs to what Wittgenstein
calls ‘subtle’ difference (see PPF, x1 § 297). On the significance of Wittgenstein’s appeal
to imponderable evidence, see Putnam 1992, 39-46; Boncompagni 2018. It should also
be emphasised here that in this context Wittgenstein recovers the value of ‘experience’
that resonates in the word ‘Erfahrung’, for example, when we say of someone (think of
the Homeric Ulysses) that they have seen many things and had many experiences, or
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Besides, we should not forget, as we are often inclined to do, that the
famous section 43 of the Philosophical Investigations excludes that
‘meaning’ and ‘use’ are always interchangeable; ‘experience of mean-
ing’ seems to apply to those cases which do not belong to the “large
class of cases” (PI, § 43) referred to in the section. For, to repeat,
while the expression ‘experience of meaning’ can give us a headache,
‘experience of use’ is utterly nonsensical.

But even if we leave aside how the specification of section 43 should
be interpreted, the question remains: ““What would someone be miss-
ing if he did not experience the meaning of a word?’” (PPF, x1 § 261).2

4 A Modest Proposal

Ideally, there are two almost antithetical ways of interpreting the re-
lationship between (meaning as) use and the experience of meaning.

According to a first interpretation (see Bouveresse 2007),>” which
focuses above all on the fact that the experience of meaning is an

when we acknowledge that “we learn certain things only through long experience (Er-
fahrung)”, not simply “from a course in school” (LW I, § 925). It’s through experience that
we “develop a feeling for the rules” (LA, 5), so to speak. It is in this way, for example,
that we form those tastes and aesthetic sensibilities that characterise the person who
is usually called a ‘connoisseur’. To form “the eye of a connoisseur” requires “[a] great
deal of experience”: one does not learn to evaluate a painting “in the same way as one
learns to calculate”, but, say, by looking at and comparing, with the help of a teacher, “a
large number of pictures by various masters again and again” (LW I, § 925). Therefore,
although “[iln most cases” the connoisseur is “able to list reasons for his judgement”
(e.g. for the judgement: “This picture could not have been painted by this master”), we
have to admit that “generally it wasn’t they that were convincing” (LW I, § 925). Indeed,
even in cases where this man is not able to give good reasons for his judgment, what
makes us accept it as evidence is, precisely, that he is a connoisseur, i.e. that he has long
and extensive experience of painting, and “this is more or less the only way of weighing
such evidence” (Monk 2005, 104).

26 Alongside the descriptions that can be found in various of Wittgenstein’s writings
(largely in RPP I), an effective description of what this person would be missing is pro-
vided by fiction; consider this excerpt from Mark Haddon’s famous novel The Curious
Incident of the Dog in Night-Time, whose young protagonist describes his ‘blindness to
meaning’ in this way: “This will not be a funny book. I cannot tell jokes because I do
not understand them. Here is a joke, as an example. It is one of Father’s. His face was
drawn but the curtains were real. I know why this is meant to be funny. I asked. It
is because drawn has three meanings, and they are 1) drawn with a pencil, 2) exhaust-
ed, and 3) pulled across a window, and meaning 1 refers to both the face and the cur-
tains, meaning 2 refers only to the face, and meaning 3 refers only to the curtains. If
I try to say the joke to myself, making the word mean the three different things at the
same time, it is like hearing three different pieces of music at the same time which is
uncomfortable and confusing and not nice like white noise. It is like three people try-
ing to talk to you at the same time about different things. And that is why there are no
jokes in this book” (Haddon 2003, 10; bold in the original).

27 Michel ter Hark (2011) seems to be going in a similar direction. See e.g. what he
writes in presenting the point of his reading: “In this chapter, I will show otherwise
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experience, Wittgenstein introduces this notion, much as Frege in-
troduced the notion of representation in Sense and Reference, in or-
der to declare it irrelevant to the question of meaning. The experi-
ence of meaning would be something like the crown on the head of
the chess king of which Wittgenstein speaks of in this passage from
the Blue Book:

— I want to play chess, and a man gives the white king a paper
crown, leaving the use of the piece unaltered, but telling me that
the crown has a meaning to him in the game, which he can't ex-
press by rules. I say: “as long as it doesn’t alter the use of the piece,
it hasn’t what I call a meaning”. (BB, 65)

Applying to this case an image that has been used in the case of
Frege, we could say that the notion of experience of meaning ends
up in Wittgenstein’s ‘wastebasket’ (see Bar-Hillel 1971). In short,
according to this first interpretation, the way in which Wittgen-
stein handles this notion would only be a confirmation of his radical
anti-psychologism.

According to a second possible interpretation,?® the introduction
of the notion of experience of meaning corresponds to Wittgenstein’s
recognition that meaning cannot be entirely or totally in the use and
that, indeed, the presence of something like an experience of meaning
(and here the emphasis is on ‘of meaning’) would entail at least a par-
tial return to the idea that meaning is something we can experience
here and now. This kind of interpretation may perhaps explain why,
as seen above, several scholars have expressed suspicion and distrust
of any attempt to give weight to the topic of the experience of mean-
ing. Wittgenstein’s rejection of the idea that meaning is ‘something’
is so strong and repeated that any attempt to revalue it seems hard-
ly in keeping with the spirit of his thinking, even in his later years.

With respect to these two almost mirror-image interpretations, I
would like to conclude by suggesting a third interpretation, which
obviously requires further development and investigation. My idea is

and establish, exegetically and argumentatively, that the discussion of the experience
of meaning is not supplementary to the earlier account of meaning and understand-
ing. It is not the case that Wittgenstein gradually came to see that the earlier account
had left something out, i.e. the familiar feel of words to which Moore and James refer.
Rather, the point of the discussion is to determine what it is that philosophers think
that is left out in an account of language which emphasizes ‘only’ the use of signs. Put
otherwise, what is under investigation here is the very concept of experience of which
not only Moore and James but also Wittgenstein’s commentators say that it has to be
included in any account of language distinctive of human beings” (ter Hark 2011, 501).
See also ter Hark 2013.

28 Probably no one has supported this interpretation in its most explicit and strongest
form, although it clearly serves as a critical lens for the first interpretation.
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that we can apply to our topic (the relationship between use and the
experience of meaning) part of what Wittgenstein says when, in the
Philosophical Investigations, he addresses the relationship between
our concepts and some “very general facts of nature” (PPF, x11 § 365).
According to Wittgenstein, it must be acknowledged that there is a
“correspondence” (PPF, xi1 § 365) between these facts and our con-
cepts. To acknowledge this, however, is not to acknowledge that our
concepts have their basis in these facts. Rather, taking up some sug-
gestions from On Certainty, we might say that these facts are “incor-
porated into” (OC, § 61) our concepts and related language games.
Something similar could also be said about the relationship between
use and the experience of meaning. Far from being the basis of use,
this experience is incorporated into use and modulates it in certain
ways. Let us take two examples. (1) Proper nouns are such because
they are used in certain ways and circumstances (to call someone,
to roll call at school, to sign a document, etc.). However, this use al-
so involves (incorporates) the experience of ‘fusion’ with one’s own
name and ‘attachment’ to it (see PPF, x1 § 294), without which proper
names would have a different place and role in our lives. Our name,
for example, could be changed without any suffering on our part. (2)
If the experience of meaning were not incorporated into the use of
words, that spasmodic attention to the choice of each individual word
which is characteristic of poetry would not be there, or would be very
different. From a certain point of view, we could say that without the
experience of meaning we would only have ‘unpoetic’ uses of words.

On closer inspection, many of Wittgenstein’s remarks about
blindness to meaning have an analogous (methodological) function
to that of “imagin[ing] certain very general facts of nature to be dif-
ferent from what we are used to” (PPF, xi1 § 366). In short, Wittgen-
stein never says that without the experience of meaning there would
be no meaning, but he does say that without the experience of mean-
ing our uses would be different, and perhaps more like the calculus
he had in mind in the intermediate phase of his thought. Some sup-
port for this reading of mine can be found in this passage from On
Certainty, at least if we assume (as it is reasonable to do) that the
facts of which Wittgenstein speaks here also include what we might
call ‘psychological facts’, such as, for instance, the fact that we cher-
ish our name and consider it part of who we are:

If we imagine the facts otherwise than as they are, certain lan-
guage-games lose some of their importance, while others become
important. And in this way there is an alteration—A gradual one—
in the use of the vocabulary of a language. (OC, § 63)

110

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 93-112



Elena Valeri
Wittgenstein on Use, Meaning and the Experience of Meaning

References

Bar-Hillel, Y. (1971). “Out of the Pragmatic Wastebasket”. Linguistic Inquiry,
2(3), 401-7.

Boncompagni, A. (2018). “/Immediacy and Experience in Wittgenstein’s Notion
of lmponderable Evidence’”. Pragmatism Today, 2(9), 94-106.

Bouveresse, J. (2007). “Wittgenstein on ‘Experiencing Meaning’”. Moyal-Shar-
rock, D. (ed.). Perspicuous Presentations: Essays on Wittgenstein’s Philoso-
phy of Psychology. Houndsmills, Basingstoke; New York: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 75-94.

Crary, A., Read, R. (2000) (eds). The New Wittgenstein. London-New York:
Routledge.

Hacker, P.M.S., Schulte, J. (2009). “Editorial Preface to the Fourth Edition”. Witt-
genstein 2009, i-xvii.

Goldstein, L. (2004). “What Does ‘Experiencing Meaning’ Mean?”. Moyal-Shar-
rock, D. (ed.). The Third Wittgenstein: The Post-Investigations Works. Alder-
shot: Ashgate, 107-23.

Haddon, M. (2003). The Curious Incident of the Dog in Night-Time. London: Jon-
athan Cape.

Hark ter, M. (2009). “Coloured Vowels: Wittgenstein on Synaesthesia and Sec-
ondary Meaning”. Philosophia, 37,589-604.

Hark ter, M. (2011). “Wittgenstein on the Experience of Meaning and Secondary
Use”. Kuusela, O.; McGinn, M. (eds). The Oxford Handbook of Wittgenstein.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 479-521.

Hark ter, M. (2013). “Wittgenstein on the Experience of Meaning: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives”. Philosophy Study, 3(10), 974-81.

Horwich, P. (2008). “Wittgenstein’s Definition of ‘Meaning’ as ‘Use
the Japan Association for Philosophy of Science, 16(1-2), 133-41.

lonesco, E. (1958). Four Play: The Bald Soprano/The Lesson/Jack or the Submis-
sion/The Chair. Translated by D.M. Allen. New York: Grove Press, Inc.

James, W. (1950). The Principles of Psychology (1890). Vol. 1. New York: Dover
Publications.

Kuusela, O. (2008). The Struggle against Dogmatism: Wittgenstein and the Con-
cept of Philosophy. Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.

Monk, R. (2005). How to Read Wittgenstein. London: Granta Books.

Moore, G.E. (1953). Some Main Problems of Philosophy. London: George Allen &
Unwin Ltd; New York: The Macmillan Company.

Perissinotto, L. (2009). “Il respiro del segno. Significato e interpretazione in
Wittgenstein”. Chiurco, C.; Sciuto I. (eds), Verita, fede, interpretazione. Pa-
dova: Il Poligrafo, 303-14.

Putnam, H. (1995). Pragmatism: An Open Question. Oxford: Blackwell.

Snowdon, P.F. (2018). “Wittgenstein and Naturalism”. Cahill, K.M.; Raleigh, T.
(eds), Wittgenstein and Naturalism. New York-Abingdon; Oxon: Routledge,
15-32.

Wittgenstein, L. (1958). The Blue and the Brown Books. Edited by R. Rhees. Ox-
ford: Blackwell. [BB]

Wittgenstein, L. (1961). Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. With an introduction by
Bertrand Russell. Translated by D.F. Pears and B.F. McGuinness. London-
New York: Routledge. [TLP]

”

. Annals of

111

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 93-112



Elena Valeri
Wittgenstein on Use, Meaning and the Experience of Meaning

Wittgenstein, L. (1966). “Lectures on Aesthetics”, in Lectures and Conversations
on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief. Edited by C. Barrett. Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1-40. [LA]

Wittgenstein, L. (1969). On Certainty. Edited by G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von
Wright; translated by D. Pauland G.E.M. Anscombe. Oxford: Blackwell. [OC]

Wittgenstein, L. (1979). Wittgenstein and the Vienna Circle. Conversations re-
corded by Friedrich Waismann. Edited by B. McGuinness; translated by
J. Schulte and B. McGuinness. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. [WVC]

Wittgenstein, L. (1980). Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology. Vol. 1. Edited
by G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright; translated by G.E.M. Anscombe.
Oxford: Basil Blackwell. [RPP 1]

Wittgenstein, L. (1982). Last Writings on the Philosophy of Psychology: Prelimi-
nary Studies for Part Il of Philosophical Investigations. Vol. 1. Edited by G.H.
von Wrightand H. Nyman; translated by C.G. Luckhardtand M.A.E. Aue. Ox-
ford: Blackwell. [LW I]

Wittgenstein, L. (1988). Lectures on Philosophical Psychology 1946-1947. Notes
by P.T. Geach, K.J. Shah, A.C. Jackson. Edited by P.T. Geach. Hemel Hemp-
stead: Harvester-Wheatsheaf. [LPP]

Wittgenstein, L. (1992). Last Writings on the Philosophy of Psychology: The In-
ner and the Outer 1949-1951. Vol. II. Edited by G.H. von Wright and H. Ny-
man; translated by C.G. Luckhardt and M.A.E. Aue. Oxford: Blackwell. [LW 1]

Wittgenstein, L. (2000). Wittgenstein’s Nachlass. The Bergen Electronic Editi-
on. [MS]

Wittgenstein, L. (2009). Philosophical Investigations. Revised 4" edition by P. M.
S.Hackerand J. Schulte; translated by G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker and
J. Schulte. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell. [PI = Philosophical Investigations,
1-181; PPF = Philosophy of Psychology - A Fragment, 182-244]

Zemach, E.M. (1995). “Meaning, the Experience of Meaning and the Meaning-
Blind in Wittgenstein’s Late Philosophy”. The Monist, 78(4), 480-95.

112

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 93-112



e-ISSN 2723-9640

JoLMA
Vol. 5 — Special issue — October 2024

‘“Following According
to a Rule Is FUNDAMENTAL
to Our Language-Game”

Rules and Meaning
in Wittgenstein

William Child
University of Oxford, United Kingdom

Abstract It is commonly thought that, according to the later Wittgenstein, the meanings of
words are determined by rules and using language involves following those rules. Against that
standard interpretation, Kathrin Gliier and Asa Wikforss have argued that, though Wittgenstein
did hold these views in his middle period, he decisively rejected them in his mature work. And,
they think, he was right to do so. The paper defends the standard interpretation on textual and
philosophical grounds: both as an account of Wittgenstein’s later views and as a philosophical
position in its own right.

Keywords Rule-Following. Wittgenstein. Meaning. Philosophical Investigations. On Certainty.

Summary 1lintroduction. -2 Some Textual Evidence for the “Received View”. - 2.1 Following
a Rule “Characterizes Description” - 2.2 Using a Word as “Following Certain Rules” - 2.3 Rules
and the Meanings of Logical Constants — 3 Glier and Wikforss’s Textual Evidence Against the
“Received View”. - 3.1 Philosophical Investigations. - 3.2 On Certainty. - 4 Following Rules and
Conforming to Rules. - 4.1 “Our Grammar is Lacking in [...] Perspicuity” (Pl, § 122). - 4.2 Crispin
Wright and Basic Rule-Following.

% Submitted  2024-02-12

Edizioni Published  2024-10-21
Ca'Foscari

Open access
©2024 Child | @® 4.0

Citation Child, William (2024). ““Following according to a rule is FUNDA-
MENTAL to our language-game.” Rules and Meaning in Wittgenstein.”. JoLMA,
5, Special issue, 113-130.

DOI 10.30687/Jolma/2723-9640/2024/03/006 113




William Child
“Following According to a Rule Is FUNDAMENTAL to Our Language-Game”

1 Introduction

What is the connection between linguistic meaning and rules? In
Philosophical Investigations, and in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy
more generally, the discussion of meaning is intertwined with the
discussion of rules and rule-following. And despite the continuing
controversy about how exactly to understand his views about rules
and rule-following, there is widespread agreement about how he sees
the relation between meaning and rules. According to that general
consensus, what a word means is a matter of the rules for its use. To
grasp the meaning of a word is to grasp the rules for its use. And us-
ing the word with that meaning is a matter of following those rules.
As Wittgenstein’s student and literary executor, Rush Rhees, puts it,
when “I have learned what [an expression] means [...] I have learned
arule” (Rhees 1954, 77); and “using [expressions] in their meanings
is what we call following a rule” (88).

Kathrin Gliier and Asa Wikforss have challenged the “received view
[...] that the later Wittgenstein subscribes to [...] the thesis [that] speak-
ing a language is a rule-guided activity” (Glier, Wikforss 2010, 148).*
They argue that the later Wittgenstein does not think that meaning is
determined by rules. Instead, he thinks that the meanings of words
are determined by use: by the practice of applying them. Though he
rejects the received view, they argue, he does hold that there is a fruit-
ful analogy between meaning and rules. For instance, following a rule
is a custom, a usage, an institution; so is using language to make a re-
port, to give an order, and so on (PI, § 199). An action is correct or in-
correct in the light of rule; similarly, an application of a word is correct
or incorrect given its meaning. And so on. The reason why the discus-
sion of rules and rule-following in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy is
so closely related to his discussion of meaning is that “he is exploring
the analogy between meaning and rules” (Gliler, Wikforss 2010, 150).
But, Glier and Wikforss insist, it is only an analogy. In Philosophical
Investigations, Wittgenstein does not conceive of speaking a language
as a matter of following meaning-determining rules.

Though they reject the ‘received view’ of Wittgenstein’s position
in Philosophical Investigations, Glier and Wikforss acknowledge - in-
deed, insist - that Wittgenstein’s middle-period writings of the ear-
ly 1930s do conceive of meaning as constituted by rules and of lan-
guage as a rule-guided activity. Thus, for instance, he wrote in 1931
that an ostensive definition of a colour word is a rule:

1 TIshall use the expression “received view” sometimes to refer to a view about Witt-
genstein’s philosophy (the view that Wittgenstein thinks of speaking a language as a
rule-governed activity) and sometimes to refer to a philosophical view (the view that
speaking a language is a rule-governed activity). The context should always make clear
which is meant.
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the ostensive explanation “That is ‘red’” [...] is one of the symbolic
rules for the use of the word ‘red’. (Ms 110, 213[7], 24 June 1931.
See also Ts-213,176r[5])*

And he held that the meaning of a word is given by the rules for its
use:

There can be no debate about whether these or other rules are the
right ones for the word ‘not’ (I mean, whether they accord with its
meaning). For without these rules, the word has as yet no mean-
ing; and if we change the rules, it now has another meaning (or
none), and in that case we may just as well change the word too.
(Ms 110, 133[3], 3 March 1931)3

Now if we are to understand language as a rule-guided activity, we
need some account of what it is for a speaker to follow or be guided
by linguistic rules, as opposed to merely acting in accordance with
them. And, according to Gliler and Wikforss, having struggled to de-
velop an account of linguistic rule-following in his middle-period writ-
ings, Wittgenstein came to see that no satisfactory account could be
given. In his later writings, therefore, he abandoned the idea that
understanding language is a matter of following rules. On their in-
terpretation, Philosophical Investigations, §§ 198-202, which is often
seen as a statement of the received view, actually argues against the
association of meaning with rules. And, they suggest, Wittgenstein’s
rejection of the received view emerges particularly clearly in his fi-
nal notebooks, published as On Certainty, which “leaves no room for
doubt” that he thinks only that there is an analogy between meaning
and rules (Glier, Wikforss 2010, 150).

The target of Gliier and Wikforss’s critique is, as we have seen, the
“received view” that “speaking a language is a rule-guided activity”.
That formulation of the view combines two elements: there is the idea
that the meaning of a word is constituted or determined by rules for
using it; and there is the idea that using a word involves following
or being guided by those rules. Gliler and Wikforss’s discussion fo-
cuses mainly on the second element. In a fuller treatment of the top-
ic, it would be worth reflecting on the relation between the two ele-
ments. For instance, would it be coherent to hold that the meanings
of words are constituted by rules for using them but that someone can

2 References in this form are to items from Wittgenstein’s Nachlass, using the ver-
sions available at Wittgenstein Source http://www.wittgensteinsource.org.
3 The translation is taken from PI, § 549. The Big Typescript version of the remark

continues: “Thus these rules are arbitrary, because it is the rules that first give mean-
ing to the sign” (BT, 234-5).
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grasp the meanings of those words, and use them with those mean-
ings, without following or being guided by those rules? For present
purposes, however, I leave those questions aside.

I shall defend the “received interpretation” of Wittgenstein’s lat-
er views on rules and meaning against Gliler and Wikforss’s inter-
pretative case against it. And I shall defend the claim that speaking
a language involves following rules against their substantive philo-
sophical attack.

2 Some Textual Evidence for the “Received View”

Before considering Gliler and Wikforss’s case for rejecting the “re-
ceived view” of Wittgenstein on rules and meaning, I will point to
some passages that strongly support the received interpretation. Of
course there may be evidence on both sides. But, at a minimum, a
defence of Gliler and Wikforss’s interpretation needs to explain how
it is consistent with the passages I shall cite.

2.1 Following a Rule “Characterizes Description”

In Remarks on Foundations of Mathematics, Wittgenstein writes
this:

Following according to the rule is FUNDAMENTAL to our lan-
guage-game. It characterizes what we call description. (RFM, VI,
§ 28 (Ms-164,81[2], 1941.01.01?-1944.12.31?))

On the face of it, that passage says that when we use words to de-
scribe something we are following a rule for the use of those words.
Someone might point out that Wittgenstein thinks that not all lan-
guage-use involves describing; so even if we agree that following a
rule characterises description, it doesn’t follow that every use of lan-
guage involves following rules. Maybe so. But many uses of language
do involve describing. And if we accept that describing involves fol-
lowing rules for the words we employ in our description, there seems
just as much reason to accept that giving an order, say, or asking a
question, involves following rules.

It is worth quoting the context in which Wittgenstein makes this
remark. He writes:

Someone asks me: What is the colour of this flower? I answer:
“red”.—Are you absolutely sure? Yes, absolutely sure! But may I
not have been deceived and called the wrong colour “red”? No.
The certainty with which I call the colour “red” is the rigidity of
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my measuring-rod, it is the rigidity from which I start. When I give
descriptions, that is not to be brought into doubt. This simply char-
acterizes what we call describing.

(I may of course even here assume a slip of the tongue, but noth-
ing else.) (RFM, VI, § 28)

Then comes the claim that following according to a rule is FUNDA-
MENTAL to our language-game. Applying the claim to the example
that precedes it, Wittgenstein seems absolutely clear that applying
the word ‘red’ to a flower involves following a rule.

2.2 Using a Word as “Following Certain Rules”

In Lectures on the Foundations of Mathematics Wittgenstein says
this:

If you have learned a technique of language, and I point to this
coat and say to you, “The tailors now call this colour ‘Boo’” then
you will buy me a coat of this colour, fetch one, etc. The point is
that one only has to point to something and say, “This is so-and-
so”, and everyone who has been through a certain preliminary
training will react in the same way. We could imagine this not
to happen. If T just say, “This is called ‘Boo’” you might not know
what I mean; but in fact you would all of you automatically fol-
low certain rules.

Ought we to say that you would follow the right rules?—that you
would know the meaning of “boo”? No, clearly not. For which
meaning? Are there not 10,000 meanings which “boo” might now
have? [...] To know its meaning is to use it in the same way as other
people do. “In the right way” means nothing. (LFM, 182-3)

In that passage, Wittgenstein takes it for granted that using the word
‘Boo’ with a given meaning involves following certain rules for the
use of ‘Boo’. His view is not that there is an analogy between using
a word and following rules. He is saying that using a word is follow-
ing rules.

The passage comes from lectures Wittgenstein gave in 1939. So
someone might suggest that the views expressed belong to his mid-
dle period, when he did think of language as a rule-guided activity,
and do not threaten Gliler and Wikforss’s account of his position in
Philosophical Investigations and beyond. But they themselves sug-
gest that Wittgenstein’s mature views about rules and meaning are
already starting to be visible in the Brown Book, which was dictated
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in 1934-35.% So it would be surprising for them to argue that the views
expressed in the 1939 lectures belong with his middle period rather
than his later view of rules and meaning.

2.3 Rules and the Meanings of Logical Constants

In the Introduction, I quoted a passage from Ms110, which was com-
posed in March 1931:

There can be no debate about whether these or other rules are the
right ones for the word ‘not’ (I mean, whether they accord with its
meaning). For without these rules, the word has as yet no mean-
ing; and if we change the rules, it now has another meaning (or
none), and in that case we may just as well change the word too.

That remark, which dates from Wittgenstein’s middle period, is an ex-
plicit statement of the view that the meaning of a word is a matter of
the rules for its use. But the passage does not just appear in Ms110;
it also occurs in Philosophical Investigations, as paragraph (b) in the
boxed comment following § 549. Of course its appearance in that con-
text does not show that Wittgenstein still endorsed this view at the
point when he attached this comment to the typescript of Philosoph-
ical Investigations. Hacker and Schulte say that the boxed comments
in Philosophical Investigations were “probably meant to be taken in-
to account in future revisions of the text” (PI, xxi). But who can say
what such a revision would have involved? Maybe Wittgenstein would
have used this remark as an example of a view that is tempting but
should ultimately be rejected.

However, there is good reason to think that Wittgenstein did not
come to reject that view, and that when he attached this remark to
the typescript of Philosophical Investigations he still held the view
it expresses. For a passage from RFM, composed in March 1944, of-
fers essentially the same account of the connection between mean-
ing and rules as the Ms110 remark from 1931:

Is logical inference correct when it has been made according to
rules; or when it is made according to correct rules? Would it be
wrong, for example, if it were said that p should always be inferred
from —p? But why should one not rather say: such a rule would not
give the signs ‘-p’ and ‘p’ their usual meaning?

4 “Inthe Brown Book”, they write, “Wittgenstein suggests that rules cannot play the
fundamental role in our linguistic practices that they had earlier been ascribed” (Gliier,
Wikforss 2010, 155).
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We can conceive the rules of inference—I want to say—as giv-
ing the signs their meaning, because they are rules for the use of
these signs. So that the rules of inference are involved in the de-
termination of the meaning of the signs. In this sense rules of in-
ference cannot be right or wrong. (RFM, VII, § 30, Ms 124,113[2],
9th March 1944)

All the indications are that Wittgenstein wrote that remark in 1944
as an expression of what he thought at the time. There is no reason to
treat it simply as a record of a view he had held more than ten years
earlier and had now given up.

3 Gliier and Wikforss’s Textual Evidence Against the
“Received View”

3.1 Philosophical Investigations

Glier and Wikforss argue that the text of Philosophical Investiga-
tions - and specifically the key discussion of rule-following leading
up to §§ 201-2 - supports their contention that Wittgenstein came to
reject the received view. They write:

For a rule to guide a speaker, Wittgenstein holds, an expression
of the rule has to be involved in the speaker’s use of terms. How-
ever, any expression can be variously interpreted; consequently,
the idea that meaning is determined by rules leads to a regress
of interpretations: “‘But how can the rule show me what I have to
do at this point? Whatever I do is, on some interpretation, in ac-
cord with the rule’. - That is not what we ought to say, but rather:
any interpretation still hangs in the air along with what it inter-
prets, and cannot give [it] any support. Interpretations by them-
selves do not determine meaning” (PI, § 198). Thus, Wittgenstein
is here rejecting his own earlier idea that meaning is determined
by rules that guide our use - instead, he suggests, meaning is de-
termined by this use itself, by the practice of applying the sign.
(Gliier, Wikforss 2010, 155)

But Glier and Wikforss’s reading seems to me to mistake the signif-
icance of § 198.

In the first place, the topic of § 198 is not specifically how a linguis-
tic rule can show me what I have to do at a particular point; the dis-
cussion concerns rules in general. Indeed, the only example of a rule
that Wittgenstein gives in this section involves a signpost. A signpost,
he says, is an expression of a rule: as we might say, an expression of
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the rule go this way. His question is, how can the signpost show me
that I have to go this way? And the lesson of Wittgenstein’s discus-
sion is a general one: the rule does determine what I have to do at
this point; but its determining what I have to do does not depend on
its being supplemented by an interpretation. That is the message of
§ 198 and of the closely-related § 201: “[T]here is a way of grasping
a rule which is not an interpretation”.

Glier and Wikforss argue that § 198 rules out the “idea that mean-
ing is determined by rules”. If the idea that meaning is determined by
rules depended on the idea that meaning is determined by interpre-
tations, it would indeed be a non-starter. That is the point of § 198:
if a rule cannot determine anything unless it is supplemented by an
interpretation then, by the same token, an interpretation cannot de-
termine anything unless it is supplemented by another interpreta-
tion, and so on; if we go down that path, the whole idea of anything
being determined by a rule collapses. But there is no reason to think
that the idea that meaning is determined by rules does depend on
the idea that meaning is determined by interpretations. And as far
as I can see, § 198 says nothing at all against the idea that the mean-
ing of a word is a matter of rules for its use.

Gliler and Wikforss make a further interpretative point against the
received view. They remind us that, for the later Wittgenstein, mean-
ing is determined by use. But that view, they suggest, is inconsistent
with the idea that meaning is rule-determined; the earlier idea that
meaning is determined by rules, they think, is replaced in Wittgen-
stein’s later work by the idea that meaning is determined by use.”

Contrary to what Glier and Wikforss say, however, there is no
tension between the idea that the meaning of a word depends on the
rules for its use and the idea that the meaning of a word is deter-
mined by use. Consider the analogy between language and games.
Chess is the game it is in virtue of having the rules it does. But chess,
with the rules that define it, did not appear in the world by magic. We
might have used the same pieces to play a different game, or none at
all. The game of Chess exists, and has the rules it does, because we
play it according to those rules: because we ‘use’ the pieces in the
way we do. Similarly for linguistic meaning. Wittgenstein says that
the meaning of the word ‘not’, say, is determined by the rules for its
use. But what determines that those are the rules for the use of that
word is the way that we use it: specifically, our using the word not’
according to those rules. Had we used the word not’ in a different
way, observing different rules, it would have had a different mean-
ing. In short, the idea that the meaning of a word is determined by
our use of the word is not in competition with the idea that meaning

5 For this argument, see Gliler, Wikforss (2010, 156).
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is determined by rules. On the contrary, it is an essential accompa-
niment to it.

3.2 On Certainty

According to Gliler and Wikforss, it is in Wittgenstein’s latest writ-
ings - the notebooks published as On Certainty - that we see the
clearest and most explicit rejection of the idea that using words is a
matter of following rules. They highlight two passages in particular.
But neither passage, I shall argue, gives compelling support to their
reading of Wittgenstein.

The first passage is On Certainty, § 46. In German:

Das Wichtigste aber ist: Es braucht die Regel nicht. Es geht uns
nicht ab.

And in the published translation:

But the most important thing is: The rule is not needed. Nothing
is lacking.

Taken in isolation, that remark might be thought to imply that lan-
guage has no need for rules and that speaking a language is not a
matter of following rules. But when we look at the context in which it
occurs, we can see that that is not what Wittgenstein is saying at all.

A preliminary point is this. The passage that Gliier and Wikforss
quote from OC, § 46 continues like this:

We do calculate according to a rule, and that is enough.

So Wittgenstein is talking not about language-use in general but
about a case of calculating according to a rule. He says, of that case,
that our calculating according to a rule “is enough”. Whatever he
means when he says that “the rule is not needed”, then, he is not de-
nying that calculation is a rule-governed activity or that, when we
calculate, we are acting according to a rule.

What is the point of the passage? OC, § 46 is part of Wittgenstein’s
discussion of a question that is raised some twenty remarks earlier:

One may be wrong even about “there being a hand here”. Only
in particular circumstances is it impossible.—“Even in a calcula-
tion one can be wrong—only in certain circumstances one can’t.”

But can it be seen from a rule what circumstances logically exclude
a mistake in the employment of rules of calculation?
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What use is a rule to us here? Mightn't we (in turn) go wrong
in applying it?

If, however, one wanted to give something like a rule here, then it
would contain the expression “in normal circumstances”. And we
recognize normal circumstances but cannot precisely describe
them. At most, we can describe a range of abnormal ones. (OC,
§§ 25-7)

Wittgenstein is interested in the kind of certainty that attaches to such
Moorean propositions as “there is a hand here” or “I have two hands”.
In some circumstances, he thinks, I could be wrong in thinking that
I have two hands; consider how things might be after an accident or
a medical procedure, say. But in normal circumstances, according to
Wittgenstein, the proposition “I have two hands” is a basic certainty:
I cannot give grounds for believing it; I couldn’t be making a mistake
about it; and so on. Similarly for mathematical calculations. In some
circumstances, he thinks, it makes good sense to suppose that we
have made a mistake when we perform some calculation: when I cal-
culate the product of two ten-digit numbers, for instance, it is easy to
see that my answer could be mistaken. In other circumstances, howev-
er, one cannot be wrong in a calculation: he insists, for instance, that
we couldn’t all be making a mistake in thinking that 12 x 12 = 144; in
such a case, a mistake is “logically excluded”. Now the question Witt-
genstein presses in the quoted passage from OC, §§ 25-7 is this: what
distinguishes the case where a mistake in applying the rules of cal-
culation is logically excluded from the case where such a mistake is
perfectly possible? He suggests that there is no general rule for dis-
tinguishing between the two kinds of case; we can recognise the dif-
ference, case by case, but we cannot give a precise rule for doing so.

Wittgenstein returns to this question in the sections leading up
to OC, § 46:

What sort of proposition is this: “We cannot have miscalculated
in 12 x 12 = 144”? It must surely be a proposition of logic.—But
now, is it not the same, or doesn’t it come to the same, as the state-
ment 12 x 12 = 144?

If you demand a rule from which it follows that there can’t have
been a miscalculation here, the answer is that we did not learn
this through a rule, but by learning to calculate.

We got to know the nature of calculating by learning to calculate.

But then can't it be described how we satisfy ourselves of the re-
liability of a calculation? O yes! Yet no rule emerges when we do
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so.—But the most important thing is: The rule is not needed. Noth-
ing is lacking. We do calculate according to a rule, and that is
enough. (OC, §§ 43-6)°

The message of that discussion is this. When we calculate according
to a rule, we do not need another rule to tell us whether we could be
making a mistake in our application of the first rule. We learn the
difference between cases where miscalculation is possible and cas-
es where it is not by learning to calculate, not by learning a rule for
distinguishing the two cases. But none of that takes away from the
fact that learning to calculate is learning to follow rules: “We do cal-
culate according to a rule”.

Understood in the context in which it appears, then, Wittgenstein’s
remark “Es braucht die Regel nicht” does nothing to challenge the
idea that grasping the meaning of a term involves grasping rules, or
that applying the term is a matter of following rules.

The second passage that Gluer and Wikforss quote from On Cer-
tainty is OC, §§ 61-2, which, they say, “leaves no room for doubt” that
Wittgenstein’s view is simply that there is an analogy between mean-
ing and rules:

A meaning of a word is a kind of employment of it.
For it is what we learn when the word is incorporated into our

language.

That is why there is an analogy between the concepts “meaning”
and “rule”. (OC, §§ 61-2)

The final sentence of that passage is given in Glier and Wikforss’s
own translation. The printed translation is different:

That is why there exists a correspondence between the concepts
‘rule’ and ‘meaning’.

And Wittgenstein’s German is this:

Darum besteht eine Entsprechung zwischen den Begriffen ‘Bedeu-
tung’ und ‘Regel’.

Gliler and Wikforss are plainly right to correct the published transla-
tion by putting the words “meaning” and “rule” in the same order as

6 Ihave quoted the published translation. But the sense of the last paragraph would
in my view be better captured by translating “Es braucht die Regel nicht” as “A rule is
not needed”, rather than “The rule is not needed”.
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their German equivalents. But are they right to translate “eine Ent-
sprechung” as “an analogy” rather than “a correspondence”? The sug-
gestion that the concepts “meaning” and rule are analogous seems to
rule out the idea that what you grasp when you grasp the meaning of
aword is arule or a set of rules. By contrast, that idea is not ruled out
by the suggestion that there is a correspondence between the con-
cepts “meaning” and “rule”. I am in no position to pass judgement
on this question of translation. That said, it does seem plausible that
the English “analogy” is a narrower or more specific notion than the
German “Entsprechung”; after all, German has the word “Analogie”
to express the narrower notion. At the very least, it is not clear that
the passage that Glier and Wikforss quote from OC, § 62 bears the
weight that they put on it, as establishing that Wittgenstein came to
think that using a word with a given meaning is definitely not a mat-
ter of following rules for its use.”

4 Following Rules and Conforming to Rules

So far, I have focused on the textual grounds for accepting or reject-
ing Glier and Wikforss’s contention that, in Philosophical Investiga-
tions and his later work, Wittgenstein rejected the “received view”
that speaking a language is a rule-guided activity. But Glier and
Wikforss also argue that the “received view” is unacceptable in its
own right. They write:

The received view stands [or] falls with its ability to supply us
with a plausible account of what it is to follow, or be guided by,
a rule - in contradistinction to merely acting in accordance with
one. (Glier, Wikforss 2010, 156)

And if we try to conceive of using a word as being a matter of fol-
lowing a rule, they argue, we face a choice between three unaccep-
table options. The first is to accept commitments that Wittgenstein
explicitly rejects.® The second is to collapse the distinction between
following a rule and acting in accord with a rule, so that every sort
of regular behaviour is construed as an instance of rule-following.
The third is to endorse a kind of quietism or anti-reductionism that
helps itself to the distinction between following a rule and merely

7 Inafuller treatment, it would be interesting to examine Wittgenstein’s use of “Ent-
sprechung” and its cognates in other contexts for the light they cast on this question of
translation. My sense is that that would not provide support for translating “Entspre-
chung” as "analogy”.

8 That will only be unacceptable, of course, if we are aiming to give an account of
Wittgenstein’s views; it might be an acceptable view in its own right.
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acting in accord with a rule without giving any informative account
of that distinction.

For reasons of space, I cannot consider all the details of Glier
and Wikforss’s case for their view. But I shall argue that Wittgen-
stein shows us a way to understand language-use as a form of rule-
following behaviour that is consistent with his other commitments
and maintains the distinction between following a rule and merely
acting in accord with a rule. His account of that distinction is an an-
ti-reductionist one; there is no prospect of giving an account of what
it is to follow a rule that is entirely non-circular. But there is nothing
philosophically unsatisfactory about that.

Wittgenstein writes:

Are the propositions of mathematics anthropological propositions
saying how we men infer and calculate?—Is a statute book a work
of anthropology telling how the people of this nation deal with a
thief etc.?—Could it be said: “The judge looks up a book about an-
thropology and thereupon sentences the thief to a term of impris-
onment?” Well, the judge does not USE the statute book as a man-
ual of anthropology. (RFM, III, § 65)

As Wittgenstein says, there is a difference between an anthropologi-
cal work that records regularities in people’s behaviour and a statue
book that sets down rules they follow. But how should we character-
ise the difference? Central to Wittgenstein’s account of the distinc-
tion is the idea of using something as a rule. The judge uses the stat-
utes in the statute book as rules for sentencing criminals. And more
generally, following a rule involves recognising or using it as a rule.
But we should not over-intellectualise what that requires.

Here is an example. English has the saying: “Cometh the hour,
cometh the man”. That saying is sometimes adapted to fit other con-
texts. I once came across this instance: “Cometh the hour, cometh the
caring people of Chicago”. My immediate reaction was that that was
wrong; you cannot say “cometh the caring people Chicago”. I could
not articulate exactly why it was wrong; but [ knew that it was. Later,
I worked out why it is wrong. “Cometh” is the (archaic) third-person
singular of “come”: I come, thou comest, he/she/it cometh. The third-
person plural is “come”. So you can say “Cometh the hour, come the
caring people of Chicago”; you can not say “Cometh the hour, cometh
the caring people of Chicago”. But even before I could explicitly ar-
ticulate the rule for “cometh”, I had grasped that rule and was fol-
lowing it. I was not just acting in a regular way. On the contrary; I
treated “cometh” as grammatically correct in the third-person sin-
gular and incorrect in the third-person plural.

Similarly, when someone plays chess, she follows the rules of
chess. She may not be able to state the rules accurately - or even at
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all. But she must be able to make judgements like these: you can’t
move the bishop like that; you're only allowed to move it like this;
you have to move the pawn to the last square before you can have
a Queen; if you move your pawn like that, I'm allowed to take it like
this. Such a player is not merely moving the pieces on the board in
a regular way: a way that accords with the rules. She treats or us-
es the rules as rules. And, on Wittgenstein’s view, that is enough for
her to be following those rules.

4.1 “Our Grammar is Lacking in [...] Perspicuity” (PI, § 122)

On the view just sketched, following a rule involves treating it as a
rule. But you can only treat something as a rule if you know that it is
arule. So following rules, as opposed to merely conforming to them,
requires knowing the rules you are following. Glier and Wikforss
object that such a view of linguistic rules is incompatible with Witt-
genstein’s other commitments. Their reasoning is this. If using a lan-
guage involves treating its rules as rules, we must know the rules of
our language; otherwise we could not treat them as rules. But Witt-
genstein says repeatedly that the grammar of our language is not
perspicuous. And to say that is to say that we do not know the gram-
matical rules that govern our language. So the current view of rule-
following conflicts with Wittgenstein’s insistence that we often mis-
understand the grammar of our own language.®

However, there is no tension here - provided we avoid over-intel-
lectualising what it takes to be following linguistic rules. A central in-
sight in Wittgenstein’s later work is that even though we have a prac-
tical grasp of the use of our language, we often have no reflective
understanding of that use. For instance, we have a practical grasp of
our language for talking about time and of the procedures for measur-
ing time. But we lack a reflective, philosophical understanding of the
grammar of that language: that is why we are easily puzzled by the
question, “‘What is time?’; and it is why we can get into the position of
wondering how it is so much as possible to measure time.** Now what
does it take to have a practical grasp of our language? It is not enough
that we merely apply words in regular ways: ways that conform to the
grammatical rules of our language. Having a practical grasp of our
language also includes being able to recognise what does and does
not make sense; to identify this use as right and that as wrong; to rec-
ognise that you can say this and cannot say that. Someone who can do

9 For this argument, see Glier, Wikforss (2010, 157-9).

10 See Wittgenstein’s comments about time at PI, §§ 89-90 and about the measure-
ment of time at BB, 26.
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all that is not just conforming to the rules that govern their language;
they are following the rules. But following the rules, understood in
that way, is perfectly compatible with being unable to give a reflec-
tive account of those rules. That is Wittgenstein’s point.

4.2 Crispin Wright and Basic Rule-Following

Finally, we should consider Gluer and Wikforss’s discussion of the
account of rule-following developed in Crispin Wright'’s later work
on that topic. Gliler and Wikforss think that Wright’s account oblite-
rates the distinction between following a rule and merely conform-
ing to a rule. But Wright highlights a feature of rule-following that
is clearly important in Wittgenstein’s treatment. Is there a problem,
here, for the “received view”?
Wright draws attention to passages like PI, § 219:

When I follow the rule, I do not choose. I follow the rule blindly.

At the basic level, as Wright puts it, we can give no reason for follow-
ing a rule in the way we do. And the message of Wittgenstein’s dis-
cussion of rule-following, he thinks, is that

All rule-following involves basic rule-following. And ba-
sic - ‘blind’ - rule-following, properly understood, is rule-follow-
ing without reason. (Wright 2007, 497)

Gliler and Wikforss argue that, if we accept that account of rule-fol-
lowing, we lose the distinction between following a rule and merely
conforming to the rule. Intuitively, they think (and I agree), following
a rule involves treating the rule as a reason for acting as one does.
But on Wright’s account, we have no reason at the basic level for fol-
lowing any rule in the way we do. Applying that to the case of lan-
guage gives the view that we use words in regular ways but, at the
basic level, have no reason for using them as we do. So, Glier and
Wikforss conclude, if we accept the view of rules that Wright derives
from Wittgenstein, we must give up the idea that using language in-
volves following rules.

As before, I do not think this is a telling criticism of the “received
view” that using language involves following rules. The point about
basic rule-following that Wright takes from Wittgenstein needs han-
dling with care. Properly understood, I shall argue, there is no con-
flict between Wittgenstein’s observation that the application of a fa-
miliar rule is “blind” and the idea that, when someone is following a
rule as opposed to merely acting in accord with the rule, the rule is
involved in her reasons for acting as she does.
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We have already quoted PI, § 219. Here are two other relevant pas-
sages from Philosophical Investigations:

“No matter how you instruct him in continuing the ornamental pat-
tern, how can he know how he is to continue it by himself?” - Well,
how do I know?—If that means “Have I reasons?”, the answer is:
my reasons will soon give out. And then I shall act, without rea-
sons. (PI, § 211)

“How am I able to follow a rule?” — If this is not a question about
causes, then it is about the justification for my acting in this way
in complying with the rule.

Once I have exhausted the justifications, I have reached bed-
rock, and my spade is turned. Then I am inclined to say: “This is
simply what I do”. (PI, § 217)

Now consider a familiar case. I am writing down a series of numbers,
following the rule ‘add 2 each time’. I write down “996, 998, 1000,
1002”. A conversation ensues:

Q: What reason do you have for writing “1002” after “1000”?

A: I'm following the ‘add 2’ rule and the rule requires me to put
“1002” at this point.

Q: But what reason do you have for thinking that “1002” is what
the ‘add 2’ rule requires you to put at this point?

A: Well, following the ‘add 2’ rule requires you to put “2, 4, 6, 8,
10...” and to go on doing the same thing at each successive step. Put-
ting “1002” after “1000” is doing the same thing as that.

Q: But what reason do you have for thinking that putting “1002”
after “1000” is doing the same thing as that?

A: It just is. Putting “1002” after “1000” just is what counts as do-
ing the same thing as before.

What should we say about my reasons in this case? The position is
this. In the first place, I did have a reason for continuing the series
in the way I did: my reason was that the ‘add 2’ rule requires put-
ting “1002” after “1000”. Furthermore, I could give some reasons for
thinking that that is what the ‘add 2’ rule requires. Those reasons
‘soon gave out’. At that point, I wrote “1002” without having any fur-
ther reasons for thinking that that’s what the add 2 rule requires at
that point. In that sense, I acted “without reasons”. But that does not
mean that, in writing “1002”, I had no reasons for doing what I did.
On the contrary, I did have a reason for writing “1002”; namely, that
“1002” was what the ‘add 2’ rule requires one to put after “1000”.

Gliier and Wikforss worry that, if we accept that basic rule-follow-
ing is “blind”, we lose the distinction between following a rule and
merely acting in accord with a rule. But the points just made give
us an answer to that worry. We can imagine a parrot or a machine
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making noises that conform to the rule ‘add 2’ without understand-
ing what it is doing. It makes the sounds “2, 4, 6, 8.... 996, 998, 1000,
1002” and so on. But it has no sense that “1002” is the right way to
continue the series and that “1004” would be wrong: it has no reason
for putting “1002” after “1000”; it is not trying to follow the rule ‘add
2’; indeed, it has no idea that there is such a thing as the rule ‘add 2’,
or that there are such things as rules at all. In short, the parrot or
the machine is making sounds that conform to the rule ‘add 2’; but it
is not following the rule. Contrast the parrot or the machine with me.
When I write “1002” after “1000”, I am trying to follow the rule ‘add
2’ and, as we have seen, I do have a reason for putting “1002”: namely,
that that is what the rule requires at this point. That is the difference
between me and the parrot or the machine. And it is entirely consist-
ent with Wittgenstein’s point that my reasons for thinking that the
‘add 2’ rule requires acting in this way at this point ‘soon give out’.
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Something in itself not perceptible by sense, the
thought, is presented to the reader - and I must
be content with that - wrapped up in a perceptible
linguistic form.

(Frege 1997, 334 fn. D)

Sense is not the soul of a proposition. So far as
we are interested in it, it must be completely
measurable, must disclose itself completely in
signs.

(BT, 210)

I am compelled to occupy myself with language,
although it is not my proper concern here.
(Frege 1997, 334 fn. D)

Everything is carried out in language.
(BT, 283, 286)

1 Introduction: Wittgenstein and Frege’s “Thought’"

It is hard to escape a sense of dialogue in these paired remarks.
Wittgenstein appears, at least in part, to be responding to ideas ex-
pressed by Frege. Wittgenstein famously lists Frege as one of the
thinkers who influenced him (CV, 16), although it is clearly a matter
of interpretation how this influence is to be understood. Interpret-
ers have tended to focus on the relation between Frege and the ear-
ly Wittgenstein, but the appearance of dialogue above suggests that
Frege posed problems that also stimulated the thought of the later
Wittgenstein.

In her paper on the Frege-Wittgenstein correspondence, Juliet
Floyd records an anecdote related by P.T. Geach concerning Witt-
genstein’s estimate of “Der Gedanke” (“Thought”), a copy of which
he received from Frege when he returned to Vienna at the end of the
war, in 1919. Wittgenstein, Geach reported, considered the paper an
inferior work - the attack on idealism a particular focus for his crit-
icism - and he persuaded Geach and Max Black not to include it in
their collection of translations of Frege’s works. However, Geach went
on to say that “in spite of Wittgenstein’s unfavourable view of ‘Der
Gedanke’, his later thought may have been influenced by it” (Floyd
2011, 99). Floyd quotes Geach'’s description of one of the influences
he believes Frege’s paper had:

Frege affirms (1) that any thought is by its nature communicable,
(2) that thoughts about private sensations and sense-qualities and

1 Iwould like to thank Oskari Kuusela, Jen Hornsby and Mark Rowe for very helpful
comments on an earlier draft of this paper.
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about the Cartesian I are by their nature incommunicable. It is
an immediate consequence that there can be no such thoughts.
Frege never drew this conclusion, of course [...] Wittgenstein was
to draw it. (Floyd 2011, 102)

Here Geach sees Frege as posing a problem for Wittgenstein: to clar-
ify how our psychological concepts, and the first-person thoughts in
general, function, in such a way that the following pictures no long-
er tempt us:

[I]t [is] necessary to recognise an inner world distinct from the out-
er world, a world of sense impressions, of creations of his imagin-
ation, of sensations, of feelings and moods, a world of inclinations,
wishes and decisions. (Frege 1997, 334)

Now everyone is presented to himself in a special and primitive
way, in which he is presented to no one else... And only [he] him-
self can grasp thoughts specified in this way. (Frege 1997, 333)

The question is whether other elements in Frege’s way of thinking
about thought and language had to shift before Wittgenstein could
arrive at the destination Geach identifies for him. And if so, what is
the nature of the shift that takes place? Is it, as Peter Hacker sug-
gests, that Wittgenstein’s later philosophy “is propounded to a very
large extent in opposition to Frege’s. They can no more be mixed than
oil and water” (Hacker 2001, 219)? Or should the dialogue between
the two philosophers be understood in a less oppositional, more con-
structive way? In Wittgenstein on Logic as the Method of Philosophy,
Oskari Kuusela argues for a much more positive view of the relation-
ship between Frege and the later Wittgenstein. These are the ques-
tions I want to look at in this paper.

2 Kuusela on the Continuities between Later
Wittgenstein and Russell and Frege: Language-Games
as a Method of Logic

According to Kuusela, the break with his early philosophy begins
with Wittgenstein’s disappointment with the limited capacity for cal-
culus-based approaches to the task of logical clarification to capture
the complex and fluctuating uses of the expressions of natural lan-
guage. He came to see that the major obstacle to progress in phi-
losophy is the assumption, shared by Frege, Russell and the early
Wittgenstein, that behind the messy, surface phenomena of natural
language there is an ideal, abstract system of propositions. It is this
conception that allows philosophers to conceive of logic as the laws
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of thought, as what is common, or essential, to everything that can
be called thought or language. The idea of logic as a precise calculus
or system of rules and the conception of propositions as ideal enti-
ties of which linguistic expressions are only the impure manifestation
go together. This is the picture Frege expresses in “Thought”; it is
how Kuusela understands Wittgenstein’s shift away from it that we
are interested in.

The root of the problem, according to Kuusela, lies in the idea
that logic requires us to speak of language in a purified or idealised
sense. We are driven to this by the conflict between logic’s aspiration
for exactness and the actual vagueness of everyday language: every-
day language is not, on its surface, a calculus operated according to
precise rules. Since everyday language does not appear to meet the
ideal, it must be met at an underlying level: we are led to reify the
ideal. This constitutes a fundamental misunderstanding of the role
of the ideal. And for Kuusela it follows that to understand the shift
Wittgenstein makes means understanding how the role of the ideal
is reconceptualised.

The shift, as Kuusela understands it, is fundamentally a methodo-
logical one. The ideal calculi which logicians construct with the aim
of clarifying how expressions function are no longer to be considered
as something with which reality must correspond. There is no single
system of propositions and one cannot assume that the same logical
laws apply irrespective of the objects of thought. However, we can
treat these precise calculi as objects of comparison, which may be
useful for shedding light on a particular aspect of how an expression
of natural language functions, with the aim of clearing up particu-
lar misunderstandings. The ultimate aim is to clear away misunder-
standings, by describing aspects of the complex, fluid, dynamic us-
es of linguistic expressions. But there should be no expectation that
these descriptions will cover all the varied cases in which we use an
expression, or that they are in any way definitive. Putting the ideal
in its proper place means we can acknowledge without falsification
the complexity and diversity of the uses of the expressions of eve-
ryday language: our ideal descriptions are merely approximate de-
scriptions of reality, which we construct for a particular purpose.

The break with Frege is not, on this understanding, an outright
rejection of his conception of logic, but a repositioning of it. This is
how Kuusela understands Wittgenstein’s idea that “[t]he preconcep-
tion of [the] crystalline purity [of logic] can only be removed by turn-
ing our whole enquiry around” (PI, § 108). It means putting the ideal
in its proper place, as an object of comparison, and at the same time
reorientating our attention towards the actual use of expressions
within our everyday lives: towards “the spatial and temporal phe-
nomenon of language” (PI, § 108). However, it is crucial that Wittgen-
stein’s philosophical aims remain unchanged: “[T]he inquiry must be
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turned around, but on the pivot of our real need” (PI, §108), namely,
the logical clarification of the functioning of expressions as a means
to resolve philosophical problems. It is within the context of this un-
derstanding of important continuities between Frege, Russell and
the early Wittgenstein that Kuusela understands Wittgenstein’s in-
troduction of the idea of language-games. Kuusela sees the concept
of a language-game primarily as a method for describing the use of
expressions in a way which extends the capacity of calculus-based
methods and overcomes their limitations.

Kuusela sees Wittgenstein’s development of the method of lan-
guage-games as amounting to a Kuhnian paradigm-shift, in the
sense that, while it can handle the cases that calculus-based meth-
ods (which it absorbs as a special case) can handle, it vastly extends
the possibilities for describing the uses of the expressions of natural
language. At the heart of the method is the idea that it is in the use of
expressions as it is interwoven with human activities that their spe-
cific roles are revealed. The method of language-games - a method
for describing the scene of language-use - is devised as a means for
studying the functioning of expressions within the context of the ac-
tivities of the life into which their use is interwoven. If in logic we
are trying to clarify the use or logical function of words, and their
use is embedded in our life, then it is our life with words and the dif-
ferent circumstances of their use that reveals their function, and
which we need to describe.

This indicates the way in which Wittgenstein’s method is connect-
ed with a particular conception of language. Wittgenstein has clear-
ly rejected the picture of language as a mental phenomenon hidden
away in our minds. When the investigation of language takes the
form of an investigation into how human beings operate with signs
within their everyday, active lives, then we are regarding language
in a particular way, as constituted by a form of life in which speak-
ers employ expressions in ways that are governed by certain rules.
Kuusela raises the question whether this means that Wittgenstein’s
method is based on a conception of the nature of language and wheth-
er this is compatible with his claim that he is not putting forward
any philosophical theses. Kuusela argues that, properly understood,
Wittgenstein

is not committed to such theses[...] the method of language-games
eschews commitment to philosophical theses about language, in-
cluding the thesis of language use as embedded in actions or lan-
guage as a form of life. (Kuusela 2019, 169)

Kuusela argues that Wittgenstein’s method only depends upon “com-
paring language with a game according to rules, or regarding it as
or describing [it] in the form of such a game” (Kuusela 2019, 170).
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Kuusela’s emphasis here is on the idea that the use of a word may
be something constantly fluctuating, yet for purposes of clarifica-
tion, and for a specific purpose, we may find it useful to envisage its
use as a game with fixed rules. We can capture an aspect of its use
by means of an ideal use regulated by a definite rule which we set
alongside the actual, fluctuating use. His point is that there is “no
claim that such a description captures language use in all its actual
complexity” (Kuusela 2019, 171) and hence, by implication, no claim
that language is in its nature a language-game played according to
precise rules. Kuusela’s focus here is solely on the issue of whether
the use of an expression is essentially governed by rules that can be
made fully perspicuous. He wishes to acquit Wittgenstein of dogma-
tism in this respect and in that he is surely entirely correct. How-
ever, the foundational conception of logic was dependent on a con-
ception of propositions which conceived of the sense of a proposition
as something that was instantaneously grasped by the mind. This is
the position Frege expresses in “Thought”:

The grasp of a thought presupposes someone who grasps it, who
thinks. He is the owner of the thinking, not of the thought. Al-
though the thought does not belong with the contents of the think-
er’s consciousness, there must be something in his consciousness
that is aimed at the thought. (Frege 1997, 342)

Kuusela has said very little about the nature of Wittgenstein’s shift
away from this position, although the shift to a method that is open
to the dynamic and fluctuating nature of the use of the expressions
of natural language has also, clearly, made a shift away from that
conception of sense.

The claim that “nothing is hidden” (P1, § 435), that “everything lies
open to view” (PI, § 126), that we are concerned entirely with “the
spatial and temporal phenomenon of language” (PI, § 108), essential-
ly amounts to the claim that we are concerned with signs and their
use. This marks a major shift away from Russell, Frege and the ear-
ly Wittgenstein, insofar as it abandons the idea of the instantaneous-
ly meaningful symbol, and accepts that all there is are signs whose
use is extended in time. Kuusela notes that Wittgenstein’s concept of a
language-game was inspired by Hilbert’s alleged formalism - the idea
that syntax can be conceived as a system of rules for a game - a view
criticised by Frege. Clearly, this might be seen as an indication of an-
other important dialogue going on between Frege and the later Witt-
genstein. Here the question is not merely whether the rules governing
the expressions of natural language are determinate and can be made
fully perspicuous, but whether logic can be preserved without the con-
cept of meanings, understood as something distinct from the sign and
graspable by the mind in an instant. Kuusela does not directly address
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the issue of signs and their use versus meanings as a focus for under-
standing the transformation from the early to the later philosophy.
Yet it is one of the questions that preoccupies Wittgenstein in the first
242 paragraphs of the Philosophical Investigations and it is central, I
should argue, to the shift away from the ideas of Frege in “Thought”.

3 Hacker on Later Wittgenstein and Frege on Meaning:
The “Disastrous Effect the Preoccupation with the
‘Sense’ of a Proposition... Has Had”

Peter Hacker sees Wittgenstein’s revisionary thoughts concerning
the concepts of thinking, meaning something and understanding as
the main pivot of the transformation of his philosophy in the early
1930s. He writes:

It is no coincidence that the opening chapters of the Big Typescript
are concerned with the investigation of understanding, meaning,
and explanation, for it is this that signals the transformation in
Wittgenstein’s conception of language and representation. (Hack-
er 2001, 229)

However, Hacker does not focus on Wittgenstein’s engagement with
Frege’s critique of formalism, but sees the dispute between the two
conceptions of sense as one that Wittgenstein settles by appeal to
the tribunal of ordinary language:

For the thought that a speaker might know or understand what an
expression that he uses correctly means, but be altogether incapa-
ble of saying what he means by it, is incoherent. (Hacker 2001, 229)

With this, and a series of other observations about what it makes
sense to say, ordinary usage is taken to settle the matter:

The meanings of words are not entities correlated with the words
by ‘a method of projection’ (as had been argued in the Tractatus)
or by the abstract machinery of ‘senses’ (modes of presentation of
a meaning - as Frege had argued). To know what a word means is
not to ‘grasp’ an abstract entity, a sense, which is associated with
the word, nor to know what entity the word stands for, but rather
to know its use. The meaning of an expression is best conceived
as its use - that is, the manner in which it is to be, and normally
is, used. (Hacker 2001, 229)

Wittgenstein invokes Frege’s critique of formalism in the opening par-
agraphs of both the Big Typescript and The Blue Book, both of which
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originated at about the same time, in 1933-34. In the Big Typescript,
the reference to Frege is prefaced by a remark in which Wittgen-
stein appears to express his commitment to a version of formalism:

It can also be put this way: If one always expresses oneself in a
system of language and so uses only propositions of this system to
explain what a proposition means, then in the end meaning drops
out of language completely, and thus out of consideration; what re-
mains is language, the only thing we can consider. (BT, 3)

He then goes on to make his fundamental objection to Frege’s at-
tack on formalism:

When Frege argues against a formal conception of arithmetic he is
saying, as it were: These pedantic explanations of symbols are idle
if we understand the symbols. And understanding is like seeing
a picture from which all the rules follow (and by means of which
they become understandable). But Frege doesn’t see that this pic-
ture is in turn nothing but a sign, or a calculus, that explains the
written calculus to us. (BT, 3)

He makes the same point against Frege in the opening pages of The
Blue Book:

Frege ridiculed the formalist conception of mathematics by say-
ing that the formalists confused the unimportant thing, the sign,
with the important thing, the meaning. Surely, one wishes to say,
mathematics does not treat of dashes on a bit of paper. Frege’s
idea could be expressed thus: the propositions of mathematics,
if they were just complexes of dashes, would be dead and utterly
uninteresting, whereas they obviously have a kind of life. And the
same, of course, could be said of any proposition: Without a sense,
or without the thought, a proposition would be an utterly dead and
trivial thing. And further it seems clear that no adding of inorgan-
ic signs can make the proposition live. And the conclusion which
one draws from this is that what must be added to the dead signs
in order to make a live proposition is something immaterial, with
properties different from all mere signs.

[Olne is tempted to imagine that which gives the sentence life
as something in an occult sphere, accompanying the sentence.
But whatever accompanied it would just be another sign. (BB, 4-5)

Despite the sureness of his response to Frege, there is a clear sense
that Frege’s belief that the domain of language is not on its own
enough to understand the nature of the proposition posed a problem
for Wittgenstein, a problem about which he was led to think very
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deeply. It is the issue that sets the agenda for many of the first 242
paragraphs of the Philosophical Investigations, where Wittgenstein’s
engagement with it is the occasion for a transformation in our under-
standing of the nature of meaning and understanding that is more
radical than Hacker can allow. And it is one in which the idea that
“the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life”
(PI, § 23) serves as part of a picture that is intended to guide us from
error to truth. The nature of Wittgenstein’'s engagement with Frege
here is complex. For while he wants us to “appreciate what a disas-
trous effect the preoccupation with the ‘sense’ of a proposition, with
the ‘thought’ that it expresses, has had” (BT, 210), what he ultimately
wants to show is that “Frege’s basic idea in his theory of sense and
meaning [is]: that the meaning of a proposition, in Frege’s sense, is
its use” (BT, 210). The deep engagement with Frege is, in the end, in-
tended to bring about a solution to the problem Frege posed - “What
makes a sign a proposition?” - and in such a way that Frege himself
would have recognised it as a solution.

The extent of Wittgenstein’s engagement with Frege is very clear
in the Big Typescript. He raises the issue of our use of signs - to give
orders, answer questions, etc. - and the question of whether some-
thing needs to be added to them in order for the mere signs to be-
come a command, or an answer, again and again. He is constantly
working against the “often held view”, expressed in the quotation
from “Thought” at the beginning of this paper

that one can show one’s understanding only incompletely, as it
were. That one can only point to it from afar, as it were, can get
closer to it, but can never grab it with one’s hand. And that final-
ly what matters must always remain unsaid. (BT,10)

It is this inexpressible thought, we are tempted to think, that fills the
gap between an order and its execution, between a wish and its ful-
filment. And against this in the dialectic, Wittgenstein over and over
again makes the case for his more formalist approach:

[Llet’s not talk about “meaning something” as an indefinite pro-
cess that we don’t know very well, but about the (actual), “prac-
tical” use of the word, about the actions we carry out with it.
(BT, 157)

Later he acknowledges that his approach is exactly the one that Frege
ruled out:

Here I am touching on the way of explaining signs that Frege rid-
iculed so much. For one could explain the words “knight”, “bish-
op”, etc by citing the rules that apply to these pieces. (BT, 206)
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4 Wittgenstein’s Response to Frege’s Attack on the
Formalists: Getting Rid of Intermediaries

The Philosophical Grammar, based on manuscripts that were also
written in the early 1930s, also begins by invoking Frege’s attack on
the formalist conception of arithmetic, and Wittgenstein gives the
same objection to it: “Frege does not seem to see that such a picture
would itself be another sign, or a calculus to explain the written one
to us” (PG, 40). And again, the same dialectic ensues, in which Witt-
genstein repeatedly affirms the formalist picture:

I want to say the place of a word in grammar is its meaning.

But I might also say: the meaning of a word is what the explana-
tion of its meaning explains.

The use of a word in the language is its meaning.
The meaning is the role of the word in the calculus. (PG, 59-60)
But then he raises a question:

But it might be asked: Do I understand the word just by describ-
ing its application? Do I understand its point? Haven't I deluded
myself about something important?

At present, say, I know only how men use this word. But it might
be a game, or a form of etiquette. I don’t know why they behave in
this way, how language meshes with their life.

Is meaning then really only the use of a word? Isn’t it the way this
use meshes with our life?

But isn't its use a part of our life? (PG, 65)

I think that we should see this as Wittgenstein being pushed, through
his engagement with the problem posed by Frege’s attack on formal-
ism, to notice something about what is involved in our grasp of the
use of the expressions of natural language, which leads him to a much
deeper understanding of what it is that he is describing. It dramat-
ically shifts the focus away from an impersonal conception of lan-
guage as a calculus, which can be described by means of a rule for
the use of a word, and acknowledges the central importance of the
role of the speaker as an agent, whose active participation in a life
with language is essential to our understanding of what language is.
Wittgenstein immediately goes on to make the point explicit:
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Do I understand the word “fine” when I know how and on what oc-
casions people use it? Is that enough to enable me to use it myself?
I mean, so to say, use it with conviction.

Wouldn't it be possible for me to know the use of the word and
yet follow it without understanding? (As, in a sense, we follow the
singing of birds). So isn’t it something else that constitutes under-
standing - the feeling “in one’s breast”, the living experience of
the expressions? - They must mesh with my own life.

Well, language does connect with my own life. And what is called
“language” is something made up of heterogeneous elements and
the way it meshes with life is infinitely various. (PG, 65-6)

It is important that we should not see this as an attempt on Wittgen-
stein’s part to explain what meaning consists in. He is careful to say
in aremark that follows closely on the ones I have just quoted that he
is “only describing language, not explaining anything” (PG, 66). There
is a danger, in placing the emphasis on the speaker as agent and on
our life with language, that it could appear that Wittgenstein is claim-
ing that it is the human agent who uses language who breathes life
into the words he utters: “[A]s if one must be doing the meaning of
it oneself in order to understand it as meaning”, with the result that
one would no longer be

considering it as a phenomenon or fact but as something intention-
al which has a direction given to it. [And] what this direction is we
do not know; it is absent from the phenomenon as such. (PG, 143)

This is a view fundamentally at odds with the idea that “nothing is
hidden” (PI, 1, § 435), “everything lies open to view” (PI, § 126), and
it is not one that Wittgenstein intends to embrace. Our being alive is
not used to explain what gives life to language; the concepts of living
and the capacity to use language are on the same level; the capaci-
ty to use language is one of the criteria of being a living thing. How-
ever, these issues lead him into a much deeper engagement with the
problem posed by Frege’s attack on the formalists and a much more
expansive treatment of the dialectic between the opposing views: the
question of whether what comes before my mind when I hear and un-
derstand a word is the meaning of the word or just the word itself.
It leads him to develop an increasingly naturalistic approach to the
description of our linguistic practices, as the significance of viewing
our practices from within is made clear.

Wittgenstein had responded to Frege’s attack on formalism
by pointing out that anything added to a sign would be just an-
other sign. And he suggested that the way out of the difficulty is
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to recognise that the sense of a proposition - what gives life to a
sign - is its use in a calculus. But now he observes a difficulty with
his own solution:

Iimagine the expression of a wish as the act of wishing, the prob-
lem appears solved, because the system of language seems to pro-
vide me with a medium in which the proposition is no longer dead.

But now someone will say: even if the expression of the wish is the
wish, still the whole language isn’t present during this expression,
yet surely the wish is!

So how does the language help? (PG, 149)

Once again, we may feel forced into thinking of the wish as a shad-
ow of its fulfilment, which will admit of no interpretation. The use
is something extended in time, yet the wish is surely all there at the
moment I have it. Once again, we will be faced with the question of
how a wish can prefigure its fulfilment. For whatever is before my
mind, can it not be interpreted in many different ways? But then how
can I know what it is that I wish?
Wittgenstein responds to these worries as follows:

I said that it is the system of language that makes the sentence a
thought and makes it a thought for us.

That doesn’t mean that it is while we are using a sentence that
the system of language makes it into a thought for us, because the
system isn’t present then and there isn’t any need for anything to
make the sentence alive for us, since the question of being alive
doesn’t arise. (PG, 153)

The reason that it does not arise is that the language we are investi-
gating is my language, the language I understand and within which
I am at home. It is not that in using language I breathe life into dead
signs, but in mastering the techniques for employing the expressions
of my language, in the way this use meshes with my life in infinitely
various ways, those signs are alive for me:

But if we ask: “[W]hy doesn’t a sentence strike us as isolated and
dead when we are reflecting on its essence, its sense, the thought
etc” it can be said that we are continuing to move in the system
of language. (PG, 153)

What becomes clear is that Wittgenstein finds himself drawn more
deeply into a dialogue with Frege. What removes the temptation to
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look for intermediaries between a sign and its application - for some-
thing which cannot be interpreted - is our natural way of responding
to the expressions of our language:

If I see the thought symbol “from outside”, I become conscious that
it could be interpreted thus or thus; if it is a step in the course of
my thoughts, then it is a stopping-place that is natural to me and its
further interpretability does not occupy (or trouble) me. (PG, 147)

His dynamic solution to the problem of the sense of a proposition
that Frege had posed prompts him to reflect, not only on the way
in which the different functions of expressions are revealed in their
use within our everyday lives, but on how to describe what goes on
when I use the expressions of my language and understand them.
Can he show, as it were to Frege’s satisfaction, that understanding
can be understood without recourse to meanings? That turns out to
be a question requiring a more protracted treatment than perhaps
it seemed at first sight.

5 The Paradoxes of Pl § 95 and Pl § 201: Recognising the
Patterns in our Life with Language

When, in The Blue Book, Wittgenstein describes, as “a simple case
of operating with words”, the case in which “I give someone the or-
der: ‘[Fletch me six apples from the grocer’”, he uses it to present
ways of using signs which are simpler than ours. Here, he suggests,
“[w]e see activities, reactions, which are clear-cut and transparent”,
but which we recognise are “not separated by a break from our more
complicated ones” (BB, 16-17). This is the aspect of Wittgenstein’s
method of language-games that Kuusela focuses on. However, when
the example appears in § 1 of the Philosophical Investigations, a fur-
ther thought has been added:

“But how does he know where and how he is to look up the word
‘red’ and what he is to do with the word ‘five’?” - Well, I assume
that he acts as I have described. Explanations come to an end
somewhere, - But what about the meaning of the word “five”? - No
such thing was in question here, only how the word “five” is used.
(PL §1)

It is not only that the way a speaker operates with a sign makes clear
what he means by it - whether, for example, he means a colour, a
shape, or a number, by a sign he ostensively defines - but that, in the
end, a speaker acts without guidance from anything we might call
the meaning of the sign in applying the expressions of his language
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in the way he has learned to use them. It is this idea that Wittgen-
stein returns to in PI, § 138, which marks the beginning of a discus-
sion that culminates in the remarks on the paradox of interpretation
in PI, I, § 201 ff. What now seems clear is that the discussion can be
seen as having its roots, at least in part, in Wittgenstein’'s response
to Frege’s attack on the formalists.

We should see the paradox of both PI, § 95 and PI, § 201 as some-
thing Wittgenstein evolves as a way of demonstrating something he
has long been committed to: that anything added to a sign is just an-
other sign. The idea of an intermediary between a sign and its appli-
cation, which settles what counts as a correct application of it - ei-
ther a shadow (a rule of projection, Frege’s sense of a proposition)
or an interpretation - is an illusion. As he said in his original objec-
tion to Frege’s view: any addition “would itself be another sign, or
a calculus to explain the written one to us” (PG, 40). The aim of his
dynamic conception of meaning was to put an end to temptation to
think of meaning as occurring in a peculiar medium, independent of
the act of expressing our thoughts. The point of PI, § 1 is that “eve-
rything lies open to view” (§ 126) in how the speaker operates with
signs. However, PI, § 138 appears to acknowledge that the pressure
to introduce intermediaries is not easily removed. The dynamic con-
ception of meaning can seem to exert a pressure of its own to intro-
duce intermediaries and Wittgenstein has to do more work to show,
on the one hand, that that idea is an illusion, and on the other, that
everything we need to understand language and linguistic mastery
lies open to view in how speakers operate with words in the context
of their everyday lives.

In the remarks which follow PI, § 138, Wittgenstein uses his inter-
locutor to pose a series of challenges to his dynamic conception of
meaning. How can I know that I mean one series rather than anoth-
er? How can I know that I have understood the principle of a series
when I say, “Now I understand”? How can I say that [ meant an or-
der to develop a series in a particular way at the time I gave it? How
do I know what I am to do at this point, if whatever I do can, on some
interpretation, be made compatible with the rule? How am I able to
follow a rule if the rule itself does not tell me which way I am to go?
What is my justification for my applying a rule in the way that I do?
Does his dynamic conception of meaning mean that human agree-
ment decides what is true and what is false?

Wittgenstein’s response to all these questions is to describe as-
pects of our life with signs in a naturalistic manner. We saw him intro-
duce a performative element into his conception of language in PI, § 1:
“I assume he acts as I have described”. The challenges the interlocu-
tor makes to his dynamic conception of meaning provide the occasion
for Wittgenstein to explore this performative aspect more fully. In his
investigation of “Now I understand”, “Now I can go on”, Wittgenstein
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does not give anything that could be considered even a partial defini-
tion of these words. He compares their use with a “signal” (PI, § 180),
“an instinctive sound, a glad start” (PI, § 323), but clearly does not in-
tend to claim that the words, even on a particular occasion, mean a
signal, an instinctive sound or a glad start. The words are, rather, to
be seen as a sign, an instinctive sound or a glad start: expressive of
the speaker’s confidence that he will go on correctly, if the occasion
arises. It is a description given from within our practice, from the per-
spective of a practioner, and it depends on the person reading it also
being a practioner and recognising the description as apt. It is very
far from a calculus-based method: there is an investigation which is
intended to elucidate how these words are used, but it depends on the
evocation in the reader of one’s own life with signs - a way of operat-
ing with them - that is found to be recognisable.

Whether the words “Now I understand” are justified or used cor-
rectly on a particular occasion is another question. Here Wittgenstein
points to the role of the context - or the circumstances - in which a
speaker says these words, in determining whether they are correctly
used. The tacit conventions by which we judge whether what a speak-
er claims is correct are immensely complex, touching on the speak-
er’s past history and training, his established abilities, our confidence
in his capacities, and so on. Our third-person criteria are complex
and involved, but what forms the background to their employment is
an existing linguistic practice and a speaker’s manifest possession
of abilities to participate in it. Wittgenstein overcomes the idea that
“Now I understand” must describe a mental state that makes its ap-
pearance in an instant by showing a pattern in our use of words when
we speak of coming to understand. Recognising the pattern turns, on
the one hand, on seeing the way in which our employment of expres-
sions displays the first-person/third-person asymmetry that is dis-
tinctive of agency, and on the other, on seeing the way in which our
criteria are responsive to what is revealed over time, to the circum-
stances in which things are said and done. This alternative concep-
tion is not merely being made the methodological basis for a novel
model for how to describe the use of the expressions of natural lan-
guage, it is Wittgenstein's working out of a modified version of for-
malism that meets the objections of his interlocutor.

One of the central questions of the remarks on rule-following is
the one we saw anticipated in Philosophical Grammar:

But that is just what is remarkable about intention, about the men-
tal process, that the existence of a custom, of a technique, is not
necessary to it [...].

But isn’t chess defined by its rules? And how are these rules pre-
sent in the mind of someone who intends to play chess? (PI, § 205)
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And again, Wittgenstein uses his naturalistic method to get us to
see that it is not a question of what is “present in the mind”. As he
says at PI, § 199:

To understand a sentence means to understand a language. To un-
derstand a language means to have mastered a technique.

We come back to the idea of a certain pattern in the life of a speak-
er, understood as an autonomous agent possessing a manifest abili-
ty to participate in a practice which provides the context for what he
says and does. What is in question here is that the words “I want to
play chess”, “I meant he should say ‘1002’ after ‘1000’”, are spoken
by a speaker who has mastered certain techniques, in the context
of a practice which he points to if he wants to specify which game
he intends to play, which rule he meant by ‘add 2’. The practice de-
pends upon agents’ acquiring the ability to act confidently and in-
dependently and autonomously - without further guidance - in ways
that agree. We resist Frege’s temptation to think that ordinary signs
need supplementing with super-signs which cannot be interpreted,
by recognising ourselves as active participants in a linguistic com-
munity in which we are bound together in agreed, regular, stable
and established ways of acting with signs that constitute our “form
of life” (PI, § 241).

What Wittgenstein has tried to make clear is that the formal-
ist is right: it is not anything that accompanies an act of following
a rule that makes it an event that we can, for example, describe as
a move in chess, adding 57 and 68, or developing the series +2. It
justis a fact about us that, after a certain sort of training, we do for
the most part go on independently in a way that sustains our prac-
tices. We may, in certain circumstances, give justifications for how
we apply a particular rule, but in the end, as Wittgenstein observed
in PI, I, § 1, “[e]xplanations come to an end”. We come back to the
actions of an autonomous agent who applies the techniques he has
been trained to use, without guidance, in ways which count as “fol-
lowing the rule”.

This shift in how we see language and linguistic mastery is key to
Wittgenstein’s achieving the solution to the problem Geach held was
posed for him by “Der Gedanke”. The effect of training in the use of
the psychological expressions ‘think’, ‘imagine’, ‘expect’, ‘wish’, ‘in-
tend’, etc., is to initiate a speaker into the complex form of human
life, whose distinctive patterns are laid-down in the language-games
of thinking, inferring, calculating, measuring, imagining, expect-
ing, intending, and so on. As a speaker acquires the capacities of an
autonomous agent who operates with words in ways that are char-
acteristic of our complicated form of life, he gradually takes on the
form of life distinctive of a minded human being. The ideas of private
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objects, an inner realm and of introspection are seen to have no role
to play: “everything lies open to view” (PI, § 126) in a speaker’s form
of life with signs. In the same way, ‘I’ in sentences in which a speaker
gives expression to what he feels, affirms his intention, gives voice to
what he believes, expects, wishes, etc., does not function as a name.
As Geach says, there are no thoughts of the kind Frege held were in-
communicable; it is a matter of describing the distinctive use of first-
person present indicative sentences. But seeing this depends on our
making a radical adjustment in our conception of the nature of lan-
guage and recognising that there is nothing to meaning over and
above a sign and its use.
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1 Introduction

In 1913, Marcel Duchamp cut a length of white thread exactly one me-
tre long, stretched it at a distance of one metre above a rectangular
canvas painted Prussian blue, and let it fall. He did the same thing
with two more threads, each one to fall onto a separate canvas, and
then to be glued down with varnish in whatever shape it had assumed
[fig. 1]. Calling the piece Three Standard Stoppages (Trois Stoppag-
es Etalon), Duchamp was amused to note that the supposedly ‘fixed’
metre assumed three slightly different shapes when it fell to the
ground (see Cabanne 1968, 46-7). Duchamp called it “canned meter”
or “canned chance”: “pure chance” he tells Pierre Cabanne, “interest-
ed me as a way of going against logical reality”. Or, to give this thread
the twist we find in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations:

There is one thing of which one can state neither that it is 1 meter
long, nor that it is not 1 meter long, and that is the standard me-
ter in Paris. — But this is, of course, not to ascribe any remarka-
ble property to it, but only to mark its peculiar role in the game of
measuring with a meter-rule. (PI, I, § 55)

In later life, Duchamp remarked that Three Standard Stoppages was
his most important work:

That was really when I tapped the mainspring of my future. In it-
self it was not an important work of art, but for me it opened the
way—the way to escape from those traditional methods of expres-
sion long associated with art [...] For me the Three Stoppages was
a first gesture liberating me from the past. (Kuh 1962, 81)

The three glued threads were permanently affixed to glass plate
strips, which served as imprints for the preparation of three wood
templates. The entire assembly was then enclosed in a wooden cro-
quet box [fig. 2], and it is in the context of this box that most view-
ers know the work. What Duchamp liked is that his curved threads
questioned the authority of metre as a standard unit of measure.
The work reminds us, as Francis Naumann notes, that metre is it-
self “a unit of length generated through approximation: the straight-
ening out, as it were, of a curved meridian” (Naumann 1989, 30).
Duchamp thus parodies our faith in scientific authority, our trust
in causality.

At around the same time that Duchamp was playing with “canned
chance”, Wittgenstein, who was serving in the Austrian army on the
Eastern Front during World War I, wrote in his notebook:
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Figure1l Marcel Duchamp, 3 Standard Stoppages, 1913-14. Wood, thread, paint, canvas, and glass,
dimensions, variable. Museum of Modern Art, Bequest of Katherine S. Dreier. Photo: Museum of Modern Art

Figure2 Marcel Duchamp, 3 Standard Stoppages. 1913-14. Complex construction of multiple parts inside
wood box, 129.2 x 28 x 23 cm. Museum of Modern Art: Bequest of Catharine S. Dreier. Photo: Museum of
ModernArt

In essence, the whole modern conception of the world is based on
the illusion that the so-called laws of nature are explanations of
natural phenomena.

So they stop short at the “laws of nature” treating them as some-
thing untouchable, just as their ancestors did with God and Fate.
And in fact both are right and both are wrong. The Ancients were
actually clearer, in that they acknowledged a clear-cut limit, while
with the new system, it is supposed to look as if everything can be
explained. (PN, 6.5.1916, 171)

In slightly different form, these lines reappear in the 1922 Tractatus
Logico-Philosophicus, expressing Wittgenstein’s repeated caution that
the “so-called laws of nature” are not to be trusted as explanations of
natural phenomena (TLP, Prop. 6.371). And in the lectures delivered at
Cambridge between 1930-32 - lectures that first introduce many of the
key issues taken up in the Philosophical Investigations - we find an un-
canny echo of the experiment behind The Three Standard Stoppages:

What does it mean to hold that there are a priori concepts? If we
pull a piece of cotton very tight, then to say that it is straight is to
refer to what is manifest to our senses [...] But we know perfectly
well that if we look through a magnifying glass we shall see that
what was apparently straight actually is not so. (WLC, 77-8)

Then again the “uncanny” echo may not be so surprising. For although
Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951)
could hardly have been more different - indeed oppositional - in their
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tastes, habits, and values* - they shared a particular interest in math-
ematics as a science with ‘poetic’ possibilities. The two came of age
at the moment in history when geometry, traditionally the dominant
branch of mathematics, was giving way to a new understanding of
number. As Andrea K. Henderson has argued in an important essay
on numerical abstraction in Victorian literature, this was the period
when logicians first concerned themselves with the seemingly sim-
ple reality that, while “7 inches is a concrete reality, 7-ness is not”
(Henderson 2024). The shift was from a world in which mathematics
was still grounded in spatial intuitions (geometry) to one that turned
to the temporal, mathematics concerning itself with sets of objects
to be enumerated.

What was enumerated, moreover, was not things in themselves
but the differences between them. Thus mathematicians came to
conceive their work not as a referential science, but as a science
of relationships.?

Readers of the Philosophical Investigations will recognise this view
of relatedness as central to Wittgenstein’s own thinking. We routine-
ly refer, he remarks early in the Investigations, to 5 apples or 3 slabs,
but how do we define the number two?

The definition of the number two, “That is called ‘two’”—pointing
to two nuts—is perfectly exact.—But how can the number two be
defined like that? The person one gives the definition to doesn’t
know what it is that one wants to call “two”; he will suppose that
“two” is the name given to this group of nuts!—He may suppose
this; but perhaps he does not. He might make the opposite mis-
take: when I want to assign a name to this group of nuts, he might
take it to be the name of a number. (PI, I, § 28)

Perhaps someone will say “two” can be ostensively defined only
in this way: “This number is called ‘two’”. For the word “number”
here shows what place in language, in grammar, we assign to the
word. But this means that the word “number” must be explained
before that ostensive definition can be understood.

Whether the word “number” is necessary in an ostensive defi-
nition of “two” depends on whether without this word the other
person takes the definition otherwise than I wish. And that will

1 See my “Introduction” to PN, passim.

2 Cf. the logician William Stanley Jevons (1874), as cited by Henderson 2024: “Num-
ber is but another name for diversity. Exact identity is unity, and with difference aris-
es plurality”.
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depend on the circumstances under which it is given, and on the
person I give it to.

And how he “takes” the explanation shows itself in how he uses
the word explained. (PI; I, § 29)

Indeed, it follows, numbers can be understood only in relation to one
another. Seven is one more than six and one less than eight of what-
ever the items in question. Or again, seven is two times three plus
one. And further (P, I, § 552-3), the meaning of a given number will
also depend on context:

What if [ were to ask: does it become evident, while we are utter-
ing the sentences “This rod is 1 metre long” and “Here is 1 sol-
dier”, that we mean different things by “1”, that “1” has different
meanings?—It does not become evident at all. —Say, for example,
such a sentence as “1 metre is occupied by 1 soldier, and so 2 me-
tres are occupied by 2 soldiers.” Asked, “Do you mean the same
by both ‘ones’?” one would perhaps answer, “Of course I mean the
same: one!” [Perhaps raising one finger.] (PI, I, § 552)

Now has “1” a different meaning when it stands for a measure and
when it stands for a number? If the question is framed in this way,
one will answer affirmatively. (PI, I, § 553)

Thus a given number - say, 3 - as in Duchamp’s Three Standard Stop-
pages takes on different meanings according to its context and use.

The profound shift from the referential to the relational is at the
core of one of the concepts central to the Philosophical Investigations:
namely, family resemblance:

Consider, for example, the activities that we call “games”. I mean
board-games, card-games, ball-games, athletic games, and so on.
What is common to them all? [...] if you look at them, you won't see
something that is common to all, but similarities, affinities, and a
whole series of them at that. [...] Look, for example, at board-games
with their various affinities. Now pass to card-games; here you
find many correspondences with the first group, but many common
features drop out, and others appear. When we pass next to ball-
games, much that is common is retained, but much is lost. [...] Oris
there always winning and losing, or competition between players?
Think of patience. In ball-games, there is winning and losing; but
when a child throws his ball at the wall and catches it again, this
feature has disappeared. Look at the parts played by skill and luck,
and at the difference between skill in chess and skill in tennis.
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Figure3

Marcel Duchamp. The Bride Stripped Bare by Her
Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass), 1915-23.

0il, varnish, lead foil, lead wire, and dust on two glass
panels (cracked), each mounted between two glass
panels, with five glass strips, aluminum foil,

and awood and steel frame, 109 1/4x 69 1/4 inches
(277.5%175.9 cm). © ARS, NY. Bequest of Katherine S.
Dreier, 1952. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Photo: The
Philadelphia Museum of Art / Art Resource, NY

And the upshot of these considerations is: we see a complicated
network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: similarities
in the large and in the small. (PI, I, § 66)

I can think of no better expression to characterize these simi-
larities than “family resemblances”; for the various resemblanc-
es between members of a family—build, features, colour of eyes,
gait, temperament, and so on—overlap and criss-cross in the same
way.— And I shall say: ‘games’ form a family.

And likewise the kinds of number, for example, form a family.... we
extend our concept of number, as in spinning a thread we twist fi-
bre on fibre. And the strength of the thread resides not in the fact
that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in the over-
lapping of many fibres. (P1, 1, § 67, emphasis added)

This account of family resemblances is nowhere better exemplified
than in the world of Duchampian figuration, especially in the fa-
mous Large Glass, otherwise known as The Bride Stripped Bare by
Her Bachelors, Even (La Mariée mise a nu par ses célibataires, méme)
[fig. 3. There is, in this “delay” in glass, as Duchamp playfully called
it, only one bride: the enigmatic tube work hanging from the “Milky
Way” in the upper half of the Glass, but in the lower half, there are
seven conelike shapes, known as the Sieves or Parasols, three Oculist
Witnesses (circular diagrams used by oculists to test people’s eye-
sight), three roller-drums that support the Chocolate Grinder, which
stands on a circular platform, supported by three Louis XV-style legs,
and - most prominently of all - the figures called Nine Malic Moulds
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1 Chariot or Sleigh
2 Nine Malic Moulds/Cemetery of
Uniforms and Liveries
(a) Priest
(b) Delivery boy
(¢) Gendarme
(d) Cavalryman
(e) Policeman
(f) Undertaker
(g) Servant/Flunky
(h) Busboy/Waiter's assistant
(i) Station-master
3 Capillary Tubes

Index of 9 Malic Moulds
in The Large Glass,
taken from an image
in the ftp site of Mark Harden's
texas. net Museuwm of Art

at http:lonestar. texas. net~mharden

Figure4

Nine Malic Molds. 1914-15.
64 %102 cm. Oil, lead
wire, lead foil on glass
between two glass plates.
Norton Simon Museum,
Pasadena (CA)

Figure5

Index of 9 Malic Moulds.
Taken from animage

in the ftp site of Mark
Harden’s Museum of art

at the left centre-rear of the Glass. These are the “bachelors” of the
title [figs 4]; the group was also known as ‘the Cemetery of Uniforms
and Liveries’ or, because of the paint used, ‘red fellows’. Here lead
wire is used to ‘draw’ the forms, which are painted on glass, sealed
with lead foil, and presumably, so Duchamp remarks in his notes,
filled with “gaz d’éclairage” (illuminating gas) (Sanouillet, Peterson

1975, 51).

Glass proved to be just the right medium for Duchamp’s spatial
structures. In a note about the Large Glass’s composition, he wrote:

Make a painting on glass so that it has neither front nor back;
neither top, nor bottom. (to serve probably as a three-dimension-
al physical medium in a 4-dimensional perspective.) (Duchamp

1983, 67)

5,3,2024,149-164
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Linda Henderson, in her important study of the scientific sources,
adds:

Glass allowed Duchamp to suspend the Bride and her Top Inscrip-
tion in an indefinite space without clear orientation and with-
out the earthbound quality of the Bachelors below. (Henderson
1998, 81)

The Nine Malic Moulds are remarkable for their equivocal same-
ness and difference. Made from the same materials in the same way
and grouped together, they are a clear-cut unit, a ‘family’. Further,
all nine ‘Moulds’ are semi-abstract forms, suggestive without any
clear designation, whether of gender, age, or physical appearance.
But there are also specifications. In a diagram of the components
of the Large Glass I[fig. 5], Duchamp playfully ascribes the following
names to the Nine Malic Moulds (going from left to right): Priest, De-
livery Boy, Gendarme, Curassier (cavalryman), Policeman, Undertak-
er, Flunky (liveried servant), Busboy, Stationmaster. This catalogue
is designedly absurd, none of the ‘moulds’ resembling their given ti-
tles. The first on the left, for example, exhibits two legs in trousers,
perhaps with a sleeveless vest on top, but the figure also looks like
a dress designer’s dummy. In either case, no. 1 is far from priest-
ly. Gendarme (no. 3) and Policeman (no. 5) are synonymous charac-
ters, but Duchamp’s two figures do not look alike: no. 3 has a lantern
shape, no. 5 a flag or trophy, whereas no. 4, the Curassier, resembles
a bowling pin. Not only do the names fail to define the forms in ques-
tion; the designations are in no way parallel or in any sort of ration-
al sequence: “Priest” (no. 1) is a vocation: priests may serve in var-
ious professions. “Flunky” (no. 7) is a derogatory social designation
rather than a profession, and the Curassier (no. 4) has no military
colleagues. As for employment status, how does Undertaker (no. 6)
relate to Stationmaster (no. 9)?

It is all very arbitrary and yet the group has certain common
characteristics; all are ‘malic’ - male-ish - rather than fully male,
which allows Duchamp to create figures like Undertaker (no. 6) and
Busboy (no. 8) which could be said to be wearing dresses. None have
faces or arms and hands, giving them the look of machine parts
or bullets. Further, as Duchamp explains it, “Each of the [...] mal-
ic forms is built above and below a common horizontal plane, the
plane of sex cutting them at the pnt. of sex” (Sanouillet, Peterson
1975, 51). This remark must be taken as tongue-in-cheek because
in fact we see no such line of demarcation in the Large Glass itself.
Rather, the big ‘cut’ is between the Bride panel and the Bachelors
panel, the nine Bachelors being unable to reach the tubing, much
less the Milky Way of the Bride up above them. Their family status
is thus assured, each figure depending somehow on the others for
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completion. One malic mould would be nothing at all; nine make a
significant grouping.

When Duchamp later reproduces Nine Malic Moulds in miniature
for their appearances in his boites en valise, we recognise them
as if they are old friends. Their identity depends upon number as
well as form: 9 is 3 x 3 and there are, as I mentioned above, 3 Oc-
ulist Witnesses, three Parasols, and three Wheels of the Chocolate
Grinder’s drum. In astrology, 9 is associated with Mars, the plan-
et of ambition, passion, and aggression, the irony here being that
the Malic Moulds are not aggressive or passionate at all; indeed,
they are curiously passive. The nine are closer to the Tarot pack of
cards, in which the number 9 is that of the Hermit. Since the ‘uni-
forms or hollow liveries’ in this ‘cemetery’ have no arms or hands
to touch with, they can only ‘hold’ the illuminating gas up to the
‘planes of flow’ above them.

However we interpret Duchamp’s composition, the Nine Malic
Moulds are a perfect example of Wittgensteinian family resemblanc-
es. And, as in the case of Wittgenstein, the notion of these resem-
blances allows Duchamp to play with the concept of difference rath-
er than with the similarity between items or with the features of a
single isolated work like a geometric figure. A single liquid poured
into a number of identical moulds will exhibit minute but significant
variations. And even identical twins, Duchamp reminds us, are not
entirely alike, thus echoing Wittgenstein’s query in the Investiga-
tions (PI, § 215): “But isn’t the same at least the same?”. “Then are
two things the same when they are what one thing is? And how am
I to apply what the one thing shows me to the case of two things?”

2 Context and Contact

The answer to these pressing questions, as both Wittgenstein and Du-
champ understood, had to do with context. Consider Wittgenstein’s
discussion of the way we use the colour word blue:

“Is this blue the same as the blue over there? Do you see any
difference?”—

You are mixing paints and you say, “It’s hard to get the blue of
this sky.

“It’s turning fine, you can already see blue sky again.”

“Note how different these two blues look.”

“Do you see the blue book over there? Bring it here.”

“This blue light means...”

“What’s this blue called?— Is it ‘indigo’?” (PI, I, § 33)
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And note that these shades of meaning are merely variations at the
denotative level; if we added the connotations of blue, as in “Am I
blue?” or “He’s a blue-blood”, the list would be much longer. What
Wittgenstein is trying to show us is that a single word may have so
many possible meanings that we must contextualise and delimit our
words as fully as possible. “The meaning of a word is its use in the
language” (PI, I, § 43).

The poet, in this scheme of things, is one who understands that
the same is never the same, and that hence every word, every mor-
pheme and phoneme, and every rhythmic form chosen by the poet
makes a difference. To be a poet or artist, in other words, is to draw
on the verbal or visual pool we all share but to choose one’s words
and phrases with an eye to unexpected relationships - verbal, vis-
ual, sonic - that create a new construct and context - relationships
that create what Duchamp termed inframince (infrathin) possibili-
ties (see Perloff 2022, esp. ch. 1). When Wittgenstein famously de-
clared that “Philosophie diirfte man eigentlich nur dichten” (“Philos-
ophy should actually be written only as a form of poetry”) (CV, 28),
what he means, I think, is that it is poetry that makes us aware of
what language can do and what a difference a single word or pho-
neme or number can make. Accordingly, the attentive reader must
be attuned to difference. Wittgenstein once remarked:

Hegel seems to me to be always wanting to say that things which
look different are really the same. Whereas my interest is on show-
ing that things which look the same are really different. (Drury
1978, 171)

For Duchamp, difference became the basis of the readymade, with
its astonishing visual puns. The “assisted readymade” Fresh Widow
[fig. 6], for example, is a miniature french window, its frame paint-
ed an ugly blue-green like that of beach furniture, and its windows’
eight glass panes covered with sheets of black leather. By erasing a
single letter, n, from each word in “french window” the object be-
comes a Fresh Widow - perhaps a recent widow or war widow, but
also ‘fresh’ in the sense of bold, not easy to repress or squelch. What
is this widow thinking? We do not know because the leather panes
are impenetrable: we cannot see what is behind them. Then, too, the
window is closed, and yet those little knobs on the wood ‘open’ the
door, suggesting that perhaps one could see inside!®

3 There is the further joke that no two Fresh Widows are quite the same: the leath-
er varies. In the version found at the Chicago Art Institute, there are the outlines of
breasts on some of the black leather panes, and so on.
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Figure 6

Marcel Duchamp, Fresh Widow. 1920.
Miniature window: wood painted blue

and eight rectangles of polished leather.
77.5x%45cmonawooden board,
1.9x63.3x10.2 cm. Museum of Modern Art:
Bequest of Catharine S. Dreier

Not comparison or generalisation but difference: this, as both Du-
champ and Wittgenstein foresaw, from their very different perspec-
tives, would be what is required in the age of social media, where “our
craving for generality”, “our tendency to look for something in com-
mon to all the entities which we commonly subsume under a gener-
al term” (BB, 17), dominate the scene. The emphasis on the infrathin
helps us to look more exactingly at what is before us; it allows us to
recontextualise the ordinary, the everyday. And here again Wittgen-

stein and Duchamp see eye to eye.

3 Allin the Family

o«

When philosophers use a word — “knowledge”, “being”, “object”,
“1”, “proposition/sentence”, “name”—and try to grasp the essence
of the thing, one must always ask oneself: is the word ever actual-
ly used in this way in the language in which it is at home?—

What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their

everyday use. (PI, I, § 116)
And in line with this distinction:
The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden

because of their simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to notice
something —because it is always before one’s eyes.) (PI, I, § 129)
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Our clear and simple language-games are not preliminary studies
for a future regimentation of language. [...] Rather, the language
games stand there as objects of comparison which, through sim-
ilarities and dissimilarities, are meant to throw light on features
of our language. (PI, I, § 130)

Again, Wittgenstein might be describing the avant-garde ready-
mades of the Marcel Duchamp he never knew - those ordinary ob-
jects brought back, so to speak, from their metaphysical to their
everyday use, and the language games in which these objects
participate.

The readymades - Bottle Dryer, Bicycle Wheel, Dog Comb, Tzanck
Check, and of course the famous urinal called Fountain [fig. 7] - are
often characterised as arbitrarily selected objects regarded as works
of ‘art’ because Duchamp declared that they were.* But the fact is
that the readymades exhibit strong family resemblances: all refer to
manmade industrial products and all relate somehow to the erotic:
think of the bicycle wheel with the rod of the single wheel inside the
hole in the stool beneath it.

When I teach a class on Duchamp and hold up, say, a sock as po-
tential readymade, the students immediately and intuitively insist
that “no, that’s not a readymade!”. At least not one that belongs to
the Duchamp family.

Revealing family resemblance often means taking the object in
question out of its actual context and putting it in a new one Consider
Duchamp’s first American readymade In Advance of the Broken Arm
[fig. 8], a snow shovel, with a flat, galvanised iron blade and a wood-
en handle, which Duchamp bought in a hardware store on Columbus
Ave in New York in 1915. As Calvin Tomkins notes:

There were thousands just like it in hardware stores all over Amer-
ica, stacked up in advance of the winter storms, or, as Duchamp
would say in the title that he inscribed on the metal reinforcing
plate across the business end, In Advance of the Broken Arm. Why
did he choose this particular item? He [...] had never seen a snow
shovel before, he explained some years later—they did not make
such things in France. [...] Duchamp, after taking it home and sign-
ing it “[from] Marcel Duchamp 1915” (to show that it was not ‘by’
but simply ‘from’ the artist), tied a wire to the handle and hung it
from the ceiling” (Tomkins 2014, 157-8, italics added)

4 Perhaps the most authoritative case for this position is that of Thierry de Duve in
his many seminal studies, culminating in de Duve 2023.
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Figure 7 Marcel Duchamp, Fountain. 1917/1964. Third version, replicated under the direction of the artist in
1964 by the Galerie Schwarz, Milan. Glazed ceramic, 63 x 48 x 35 cm. AM1986295. © ARS, NY. Photo: Philippe
Migeat/ Christian Bahier. Musee National d’Art Moderne, CNAC/MNAM/Dist. RMN-Grand Palais / Art Resource, NY

Figure8 Marcel Duchamp, InAdvance of the Broken Arm. 1964. Fourth version, after lost original of November
1915. Wood and galvanized-iron snow shovel, 52” (132 cm) high. Gift of The Jerry and Emily Spiegel Family
Foundation. (690.2006.vw3). © ARS, NY. The Museum of Modern Art . Digital Image © The Museum of Modern
Art/Licensed by SCALA / Art Resource, NY

Describing his newest readymade in a letter to his sister Suzanne,
Duchamp remarked: “Don’t try too hard to understand it in the Ro-
mantic or Impressionistic or Cubist sense—that has nothing to do
with it” (cited in Tomkins 2014, 157).

No doubt the idea of shovel made to remove the snow (and possibly
break the arm of the shoveller) was one that Duchamp, newly arrived
from France in 1915, found intriguing, and its family resemblance to
bottle dryer, urinal, or Chocolate Grinder, must have pleased him. But
as in Fountain, there is also the parodying of the original context for
the object in question. Right about the time, he made In Advance of
the Broken Arm, Duchamp was organising the Salon of the Independ-
ents, held in New York in 1917, on the eve of World War I. This was
the famous exhibition where anyone could submit up to two art works
for the fee of $ 6 plus a membership fee of $ 1. One of the paintings
shown was Henrik Hillblom’s The Making of an American [fig. 9], which,
as it happens, has recently been advertised on E-Bay on a site called
Fantasia Antiques. In the ad, the painting was described as follows:

This wonderful oil on canvas painting is ca 1910 and was paint-
ed during the first world war. It shows a standing liberty figure, a
man, a woman, baby, child, eagle and cornucopia and much more.
Note the patriotic influence of Impressionist Childe Hassam [al-
so in the Independents Exhibition], one of Hillbom’s compatriots
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Figure7

Henrik Hillblom,

The Making of an American. 1910 c.
Private Collection

at The Old Lyme Colony who also painted in the patriotic impres-
sionist style.

This painting measures 30"H x 24"W. The colors are marvelous.
It has been brought back to its original vibrancy by Page Conser-
vation in Washington DC, restores for the National Gallery of Art.
[..]1Itis a real treasure.®

And the website copy goes on to tell us about Henrik Hillblom
(1863-1948), who was born in Sweden and studied in Paris with Ben-
jamin Constant and Jules Lefebvre. Hillblom

was a member of the Old Lyme Colony School of Artists, gaining its
name due to the large number of painters then living in Old Lyme,
Connecticut, which became the first major art colony in America
to encourage Impressionism. Old Lyme was accessible to its New
York City-based painters by excellent rail service.

Duchamp would have relished this delicious description of the Old
Lyme School, especially the misdating of this “World War I” paint-
ing as belonging to 1910! The tradition of The Making of an American
is that of Edwin Markham'’s classically sentimental American poem,
The Man with a Hoe (1899), which begins:

5 http://www.fantasia-antiques.com/Fantasia/hillbom.html/ [URL available un-
til July 2008].
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Bowed by the weight of centuries he leans

Upon his hoe and gazes on the ground

The emptiness of ages in his face

And on his back the burden of the world. (Markham 1899)

The painting of the famed Liberty figure - a secular goddess - sil-
houetted against the American flag, proffering a huge shovel to the
eager man, who is flanked on one side by a young boy, no doubt his
son, and on the other by his wife, holding a baby in her shawl, is the
quintessential patriotic image of the welcoming of immigrants to the
American soil, where a cornucopia of fruits and vegetables (lower
right) greets the new worker-to-be. And the title immediately brings
to mind Gertrude Stein’s The Making of Americans, written in Paris
between 1906-08.

In this context, Duchamp’s In Advance can be construed as his own
“Making of an American”: the snow shovel, rendered useless, pro-
viding his own line of work as a new immigrant in the US. Romanti-
cism - Impressionism - more specifically Patriotic Impressionism as
it is called on the Fantasia Antique site - the very core of the Inde-
pendents’ 1917 Exhibition - was thus turned inside out.

But there is more at play here than parody. Family resemblance,
as Wittgenstein has taught us in his discussion of numbers and lan-
guage games, is not duplication - a congerie, in this case, of shov-
els - but rather that resemblance which does not elide the crucial
differences within it. As in the case of the Nine Malic Moulds, relat-
edness is not repetition.

It is this concept that Wittgenstein understood so profoundly and
made central to his discussion of language games and numbers in
the Investigations. The meaning of shovel is its use in the language.
Just as those basic words like blue and read and pain must be under-
stood contextually, so, Duchamp suggests, his own shovel, hanging
from the ceiling like a mobile, takes on a very different aura from
that in Hendrick Hillblom’s Making of an American. Its real “fami-
ly” includes, not hoes or spades or hammers, but the Bicycle Wheel,
the Bottle Dryer, and the Three Standard Stoppages - all those pata-
physical children of measurement and industry that bear the unique
stamp of Duchamp’s inventiveness and wit. They are members of the
Duchamp family even as Wittgenstein’s propositions are part of his.
And as witnesses to a Modernist ethos now almost a century old, we
readers / viewers can begin to see family resemblances between art-
ists and thinkers who, until recently, were judged to have absolute-
ly nothing in common.
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1 Introduction

This article is an examination of a remarkable set of 16 passages
that mediate Wittgenstein’s treatment of language in the Philosoph-
ical Investigations prior to these remarks and his turn to mind, be-
ginning with his two private language arguments of PI, § 258 and
PI, § 293. The intervening remarks, PI, §§ 240-6, function to iden-
tify six central lessons concerning the nature of language that are
essential to mind as well. These six stages are linked by what Witt-
genstein considers the two fundamental philosophical problems for
language, and now for mind: the Problem of Reference (or Identity)
(PI, § 239) and the Problem of the Criterion of Identity. The gener-
al conclusion is twofold: Ordinary language is necessary to the hu-
man mind; and neither are reducible nor eliminable in favour of lit-
erally inner events.

It is well known that Wittgenstein binds the case for his positive
views with the philosophical theories he seeks to eliminate. This is
certainly true of his treatment of mind. The target here is the pic-
ture of the individual mind as the inner arena of objects and events
that are private and knowable directly only by that individual mind
or self. Their metaphysical and epistemological properties mark them
off from ordinary physical objects and events. These include sen-
sations, perception, imagination, intentions, belief, thought among
other mental states. We owe the classical account of this picture to
Descartes’ theory of mind. Though there are many who hold that
the inner mental arena is the brain, this is typically described as
the mind-brain in an effort to forestall the problems that arise with
attempts to identify mental states either directly or indirectly with
brain states or functional neural roles. For others, the computer is the
arena of mental activity, taken as systems of representations manip-
ulated in accordance with algorithm and/or other formal structure.
But it is our ordinary ways of attributing and explaining our actions
and mental states are the indispensable housing for both the mind-
brain and computer that creates the illusion that our sensations, in-
tentions, imaginings and so on are actually ‘in there’.

Wittgenstein does not repudiate the relevance of neural activi-
ty to the functioning of mind and body, but it is not mental activity.
He would acknowledge what a computer contributes to our world,
but he would deny that its inner Turing machine is a mind. What he
would hold, in this philosophical context, both of the brain and the
computer is that our ordinary ways of talking and acting are the co-
coon within which each is thought to house the mind. The cocoon is
the necessary projection of our ordinary ways of attributing and ex-
plaining our actions and mental states onto the brain and the com-
puter that creates the illusion that our sensations, intentions, imag-
inings and so on are actually ‘in there’.
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The point of this paper is not to take on these reductionist accounts
of mind, but to look carefully at a remarkable set of 16 passages that
mediate Wittgenstein’s treatment of language in the Philosophical In-
vestigations prior to these remarks and his turn to mind, beginning
with the two private language arguments of PI, § 258 and PI, § 293.
His overall position is that language, ordinary mental language, is
integral to our mental life. The intervening passages, PI, §§ 240-56,
function to identify the central lessons concerning the nature of lan-
guage that Wittgenstein has already defended. These identify six ma-
jor features that belong not only to language, but to mind as well. It
is for this reason I call the set of 16 passages ‘The Bridge Passages’.
They take us from the lessons of language to a defence of Wittgen-
stein’s conception of mind.

The Bridge is bookended by PI, § 239 and PI, § 257. Together these
introduce what Wittgenstein takes as the two fundamental philosoph-
ical problems for language, and now for mind: the Problem of Ref-
erence (or identity) and the Problem of the Criterion of Identity, or,
as I prefer to express it, the Problem of Normative Similarity. Witt-
genstein marks the beginning of the Bridge by asking what a colour
word means to an individual person:

How does he know which colour he is to pick out when he hears
“red”?—Quite simple: he is to take the colour whose image occurs
to him when he hears the word.—But how is he to know which col-
our it is ‘whose image occurs to him?’ Is a further criterion need-
ed for that?... ““Red’ means the colour that occurs to me when I
hear the word ‘red’—would be a definition. Not an explanation of
what it is to use a word as a name”. (PI, § 239)

For the cartesian, what red’ means to me would be given by an os-
tensive definition of the word. But that definition cannot by itself de-
termine whether the colour I experience answers to the word ‘red’,
whether the colour I experience is the colour to call ‘red’. What is
needed is an explanation of ‘what it is to use a word as a name’. The
core problem of any version of mind as interior or inner is that it can-
not explain the meaning or meaningfulness of mental states, e.g., that
this state is red. I shall call any such inner theory of mind a ‘carte-
sian theory’. Any cartesian theory hypothesises that mind is an inte-
rior system of episodes and events. The price of this achievement is
the elimination of meaning or content from the interior system. The
major contemporary cartesian accounts are formal logical theories,
syntactic theory, computational theories, and mind-brain theories.
Any of these might be important contributors to our understanding
of human life, but they are not theories of mental states. They use
mental concepts for constructing their hypotheses, but in doing this,
they do not replace mind with their hypothesised systems.
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The second bookend addresses the problem of the criterion for
identity, or normative similarity. An answer to this philosophical
question must provide ‘an explanation of what it is to use a word”:

[...] But what does it mean to say that he has ‘named his pain’?—
How has he done this naming of pain?! And whatever he did, what
was its purpose?—When one says “He gave a name to his sensa-
tion” one forgets that a great deal of stage-setting in the language
is presupposed if the mere act of naming is to make sense. And
when we speak of someone’s having given a name to pain, what is
presupposed is the existence of the grammar of the word “pain”;
it shews the post where the new word is stationed. (PI, § 257)

Certain philosophical tropes have come into play that support the no-
tion that ostensive definition or naming can be used, not only to pro-
vide a definition for a word, but also an explanation of how the word
is to be used. The latter is possible because we know, individually and
privately, the colour-image we have or the pain we experience. Know-
ing one’s conscious states provides the criteria for use. Wittgenstein’s
idea of a logical grammar is thus unnecessary. It is at best, a critic
might hold, the emergence of what is secondary to the primary foun-
dations of individual knowledge and meaning. Wittgenstein’s explan-
atory reversal of the picture of the cartesian mind and that of logical
grammar is the primary target of the six stages of the Bridge. As he
says in PI, § 257 just before introducing the private diary argument,
giving a name to pain presupposes the grammar of the word ‘pain’.
What the Bridge provides is a summary of the arguments that take us
from inner naming of objects and events as the fundamental semantic
capacity of the mind to the logical grammar of mental concepts, real-
ised through the use or role of mental terms within language games.

Wittgenstein’s aim is thus to show that the cartesian theory,
though a revolutionary picture of the mind, linked to the seventeenth
century Scientific Revolution, persists into present-day conceptions
and theories of mind. And yet the cartesian theory cannot replace
our ordinary concepts of mental activity either methodologically or
explanatorily. Wittgenstein’s method is to link powerful criticism of
philosophical theories of mind as an inner arena to his presentation
of an alternative conception of mind, which is the one we all work
with ordinarily.* The kinds of criticism Wittgenstein develops open
the way themselves to Wittgenstein’s logical grammar picture of men-
tal activity. The critique points to the human mind as systemically
informed by ordinary language.

1 For a fuller discussion of Wittgenstein’s method used in the Philosophical Investi-
gations, see Williams 2010, ch. 1.
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Wittgenstein’s conception of language as having a logic is not a
formal logic, but a logical grammar. Mind too is thus informed by
logical grammar. The Bridge passages provide reminders of the el-
ements of logical grammar that are as essential to mind as they are
constitutive of language. The idea that language has the structure
of a formal logic like the propositional calculus, though intended to
explain the systematic features of speech and rational activity, elimi-
nates what Wittgenstein calls our form of life. In fact, our form of life
is the indispensable background to the use of language of any kind -

to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life. (PI, § 19)

the speaking of language is part of an activity, of a form of life.
(PI, § 23)

- and so too our human minds:

Can only those hope who can talk? Only those who have mastered
the use of a language. That is to say, the manifestations of hope
are modifications of this complicated form of life. (PPF, § 1)

“Grief” describes a pattern which recurs, with different variations,
in the tapestry of life.? (PPF, § 2)

The aim of Wittgenstein’s later work is to recall and restore that hu-
man form of life to our understanding of mind. To do this, he develops
his own method of argumentation and persuasion. To find ultimate-
ly the certainties that bring that form of life into focus once more,
Wittgenstein constructs simple language games that involve our form
of life even as they are used to diagnose and criticise the philosoph-
ical theories other philosophers endorse. The language games are
simple pictures that identify the essence of misleading philosophi-
cal theories though without the typical use of technical vocabulary.
Reference and the criterion of identity are the two great problems
that Wittgenstein seeks to understand. The opening passage of the
Philosophical Investigations gives us what we need to understand
these two problems. The first is the grocers’ language-game (PI, § 1).
A orders five red apples from the grocer by saying: “I want five red
apples”.? Wittgenstein shows what the grocer is to do in order to com-
ply with this request. He must proceed in different ways in order to

2 Passages like these are especially emphasised by Cavell 1979.

3 In conversation, Michael Williams has repeatedly urged that the opening grocer’s
language-game has all the key features that Wittgenstein aims to establish in the
Investigations.
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respect each element of the order. Apples are to be found in a bin la-
belled “apples”; “red” apples are to be compared with a colour chart;
and “five” apples require counting “1-2-3-4-5 stop” red apples. The
uses of the words occurring in the request are what give the words
meaning. This requires underlying mastery of techniques that con-
sist not only in the utterance of these words narrowly construed, but
in the relation between the buyer and the grocer and the actions that
are appropriate within a greengrocer’s store. Language games are an
integral part of his method for both displaying his picture of language
and using it as a critical tool. The Bridge passages are no exception.

The Bridge passages consist of six stages, listed here with in-
dications of where similar discussions take place earlier in the
Investigations:

* PI, §§ 240-1. Framework of Language: Truth [PI, §§ 136-7]

* PI, § 242. Form of Language: Measurement [PI, §§ 49-50]

* PI, § 243. Interpretation: Three Voices [PI, §§ 201-2]

e PI, § 244. Problem of Reference: Private Naming [PI, § 2 f]

* PI, §§ 245-9. Problem of Identity: Possibilities and Necessity

[PI, §§ 90-104]
* PI, §§ 250-6. Criterion of Identity: Logical Grammar [PI, § 253,
§ 288, §§ 370-3]

These six stages have been discussed in connection with language in
earlier passages of the Investigations. The point here is not to estab-
lish these points again, but to examine mental concepts and words
in the light of these earlier arguments. The reason for this repeti-
tion is to inform the reader that the six stages are a preparation for
Wittgenstein’s picture of the human mind and its episodes, function-
ing and activities, all of which are informed by our mastery of lan-
guage. It does not provide an empirical theory of mind and its capac-
ities and functioning. But it does provide the logical grammar that is
indispensable for the human mind. Mental states and mental func-
tioning are thus not eliminable in favour of physical states nor are
they reducible to physical states or functions nor are they identical
with such states. Mental states have their own logical structuring
and functioning, but only as states and events of individual human
beings as members of a community. Never to have had a communi-
ty is never to have had a full human mind. To lose one’s community
is to live in perpetual grief, a virtual retaining of that lost commu-
nity. Again, ‘logical structure’ is not that of a formal logic, say that
of Frege or the Tractatus, nor of a computational system. The rele-
vant logical structure is that of logical grammar, which will be dis-
cussed more fully below.
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2 Pl, §§ 240-1. Framework of Language: Truth

Wittgenstein begins with a few remarks that identify essential fea-
tures of language: agreement, truth, framework, and form of life.*
As we have already seen, the need for the bridge is introduced by
the classic philosophical problem, how does an individual know what
colour is referred to by a particular colour word in a language (cf.
PI, § 239). Wittgenstein presents this problem as a problem of refer-
ence (or ostensive definition) when it must be solved by the individu-
al alone: “How is [an individual] to know what colour he is to pick out
when he hears ‘red’?”. Left to the individual alone there is no way for
that individual to pick out knowingly the correct colour, namely, that
the colour he experiences now is called ‘red’ in English. PI, § 240 be-
gins by identifying agreement among speakers as essential to follow-
ing the rules of language. The agreement that is essential to us all as
language users is not that of our opinions or hypotheses or specula-
tions. Where disagreement is common to political debate or whether
chocolate tastes better than raspberry, Wittgenstein contrasts these
areas of speech with that of mathematicians. Mathematics is an ex-
emplar of agreement precisely because the rules of mathematics, of
how to do mathematics, do not tolerate disagreement. The rules of
counting require and receive complete agreement. The application of
mathematical procedures is a necessary part of mathematics itself.
Agreement among participants following a rule is essential because
it, the agreement, belongs to the framework/scaffolding of language
that fixes the application of the rule that underwrites its necessity.
Whether we are teaching a novice the colour palette or building a
bridge or discussing a film, agreement in the tacit rules of each pro-
jectis taken for granted by all discussants. Agreement in application
belongs to the framework/scaffolding of language and so stands in-
dependent of the opinions or hypotheses entertained by the partici-
pants of the game or project. Language must have rules to which we
are blind in our shared behavioural respect for these rules or norms.
We are unaware for the most of that which secures our agreement.
We may not even see ourselves as in agreement with our interlocu-
tors. This raises the question, what secures the scaffolding? Is it the
tacit agreement? Or is it something else?

The importance Wittgenstein assigns agreement can be met with
the objection that, if agreement is a necessary part of the framework

4 In On Certainty, Wittgenstein modifies the notion of a framework or scaffolding for
language in his discussion of the structure of belief. There he says that “[t]he truth of
certain empirical propositions belongs to our frame of reference” (OC, § 83). The ex-
pression “frame of reference” is the translation of the German word Bezugssystem. But,
as I shall discuss later, this German word is better translated as ‘coordinate system’ or
‘axial system’. It gives us a far better understanding of what Wittgenstein has in mind.
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for language, it looks as though “[...] human agreement decides what
is true and what is false” (PI, § 241), and this cannot be acceptable.
What is true or false must be a matter of reality, of the way things are,
whether or not we agree. Wittgenstein responds to this objection by
holding that “[w]hat is true or false is what human beings say” (PI, §
241). By this he means, once again, that our opinions or our hypothe-
ses, our assertions that we make are true or false, and are subject to
epistemic principles of evaluation. But even when engaging in disa-
greement and discord in the opinions we hold, we nonetheless agree
in the language we use. ‘Language’, as Wittgenstein uses it here, is
agreement in form of life. This distinction between what can be true
or false and truth, although it evolves in his writing, most particular-
ly in On Certainty, is one that he never gives up. An important pas-
sage in On Certainty is the following:

The truth of certain empirical propositions belongs to our frame
of reference. (OC, § 83)

Two important points are made here: first, certain apparently empir-
ical propositions belong to our frame of reference, our form of life;
and second, these propositions are not true or false like ordinary em-
pirical propositions; they belong to truth. Here Wittgenstein distin-
guishes between that which is true or false, and so subject to possi-
ble dispute, and truth, which is our frame of reference, our logical
grammar and form of life. Putting those two points aside for the mo-
ment, we can see that Wittgenstein is committed to the distinction
between the uses of language as applied in different situations or lan-
guage games; and the logical grammar of language games in terms
of how they are used given our form of life. Agreement must exist
at the level of logical grammar; otherwise agreement as to what is
true and what is false is unreachable. What is language at the level
of logical grammar? This is the level of truth, agreement, and form
of life: the framework that is necessary for the functioning of our lan-
guage games, whether political, mathematical, culinary, or any oth-
er language game.

3 Pl, § 242. Form of Language: Measurement

Given the necessity of agreement within “the framework on which
the working of our language is based”, it may seem “to abolish log-
ic”. Not only must we agree on definitions of words (like names), we
also must agree on how to use words. A form of life is a way of acting
and engaging with others in relation to the world. The human form
of life is a non-reflective or blind way of acting through and with lan-
guage in relation to others and to the world. This involves judging
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with others, counting as others do, and virtually any other use of lan-
guage. The grocer must choose the fruit from the ‘apple’ bin, com-
pare colours with the colour of the apple, and he must count out ‘5’
apples, 1, 2, 3,4, 5 STOP. The procedures used to apply to the individ-
ual words of the order are distinct. Merely naming the objects indi-
cated would not enable the grocer to fulfil the order. He must not only
know the object each of the three words denotes, he must know how
the words are to be used. The former associations might be called
‘definitions’, but that could be determined only through the proper
use of those words in making judgments. If we cannot construct as-
sertions out of those words, we do abolish logic from language. That
is to say, we abolish language as assertion or judgment in favour of
stimulus-response couplets. So, how are use and rules of use to be
added to names, which otherwise are mere words in a list?

Agreement must extend not only to definitions but to judgments as
well. We need to be able to say not only ‘red’ in the presence of red,
but also ‘roses are red’. In other words, behind the problem of nam-
ing is the problem of the unity of the proposition or judgment. Just as
the mere association of the word ‘red’ with a colour is problematic,
so a particular string of words need not establish the connection of
predication of a subject. What these problems clearly indicate is the
need for a very different model of how names and use of names re-
late. This is what Wittgenstein provides in PI, § 242, using the met-
aphor of measurement:

It is one thing to describe methods of measurement, and anoth-
er to obtain and state results of measurement. But what we call
“measuring” is partly determined by a certain constancy in the
results of measurement. (PI, § 242)

At this stage of the crossing, we have established that agreement is
essential to language on the grounds that without agreement, com-
munication and truth are impossible. This requires that language
must have two levels, the first is our ordinary linguistic interactions,
opinions, hypotheses and the like: the use of language is volatile, in
dispute, and changeable. The second is language as a foundational
framework (or scaffolding) which is the base for ‘the workings of our
language’, for which agreement is essential, and there is no room for
falsehood. All judgments of the second level are part of truth. Truth
is a necessary part of the foundation for falsehood, error, and disa-
greement as well as what is subject to being true or false.” Language
in this sense is agreement in form of life. The two levels of language

5 Ishall turn to this two-fold level of language when I focus on the structure of belief,
which will focus on Parts 2-3 of On Certainty.
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are separated for analytic purposes. They ‘live’ inseparably in our
lives. The distinction does not answer the two problems we face: nam-
ing and unity of judgment and thought.

It is with these problems in mind that Wittgenstein introduces one
of his important metaphors for language and so for the idea of lan-
guage being embedded in a form of life. Language is a form of meas-
urement (PI, § 242). To provide a clearer picture of this idea, we will
first consider a far simpler case, namely, that of the standard me-
ter stick stored in a vault in Paris (PI, § 50).° The meter stick is the
rule or standard for the meter length. The stick is neither one meter
long nor not one meter long: it is the standard that fixes the one me-
ter length. There are three components of such a standard, and all
are necessary. The first is a physical element. Something physical is
necessary; moreover, it must be rigid and immune to easy deteriora-
tion. The bar or stick situated in the vault is made of steel, which is
rigid and protected from material processes that might undermine
the integrity of the stick. Secondly, though the stick is hard and rig-
id, it must be amenable to calibration, that physical marks can be en-
graved on the surface of the stick that regulate sublengths. It must
be accepted socially with a shared understanding of the procedures
for using it. The meter stick is a hard and rigid bar that can be cal-
ibrated for the shared use as the standard for one meter. Once cal-
ibrated and designated as ‘one meter’, the metal bar fixes, in a per-
manent and unchangeable way, the length that is one meter.” This
standard or norm is protected in its role as one meter by placing the
calibrated metal bar into the sealed vault.

The metal bar designated ‘one meter’ is thus a means of repre-
sentation; it is not an object itself being represented. Using the met-
al bar to measure meter lengths in the world is to judge the world in
relation to this standard. Using this standard successfully requires
a rich physical and cultural domain in which to act. A similar strate-
gy can be used for fixing shades of colour. Such fixed colour shades
are, for Wittgenstein, also a means of representation and not that
which is represented (PI, § 48, §§ 50-1). Saying the ‘standard meter
stick’ is a means of representation is a special way of saying that it
is a name. The difference is, as the representation of one meter, it ac-
quired that ‘name’ through its having been assigned its role to play.
Names are static, simply attached to some object. Good enough for
saying of that object that it is a such-and-such, and nothing more.

6 Theitem thatis used to measure meter length has undergone several changes since
the first introduction of the meter stick which was placed in a vault in Paris. But this
fact is irrelevant, as the reader shall see, to the point that Wittgenstein is making in
the Investigations.

7 TItis amistake to think that the replacement of the Parisian standard meter with oth-
er devises in any way makes a difference to the philosophical point being made here.
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An exception to this is the name of a person, one who can claim the
name for him or herself.

Language too is a measuring device to be used for certain pur-
poses. If we carry out the analogy with the standard meter stick,
we must ask what counts as the calibration and use of language qua
measurement. “Agreement in judgments [...] is required for commu-
nication by means of language” (PI, § 242) just as the rigidity of the
metal stick is required of the standard for one meter. Judgments cal-
ibrate language. As Wittgenstein says elsewhere “judgments can be
standards for judging”. But this then also “seems to abolish logic, but
does not do so” (PI, § 242). Judgments as standards for judging seem
to abolish logic since they do not have the kind of objectivity that is
assigned assertoric sentences or propositions. Propositions are the
form of assertoric sentences that enable them to stand in formal re-
lations to other propositions, without regard to their meaning: asser-
tion, negation, conjunction, and the conditional. Judgments are eval-
uated for nuance, sensitivity, appropriateness, correctness, wisdom,
and other normative properties. One cannot identify a judgment in
purely formal terms. It is critical to their use that are meaningful. Yet
Wittgenstein tells us that judgment does not abolish logic. What can
this mean? There is an ambiguity here. It can mean that the sentenc-
es that comprise judgments, like the metal bar of the standard me-
ter stick, can be assigned logical properties - calibrations - that fix
the propositions into a system of formal relations of same as, shorter
than, longer that. These are identified solely in terms of the calibra-
tions being identified with marks along the length of the stick. This
creates a kind of formal calculus. Calibrations of length, like prop-
ositions, belong to a calculus. The calculus provides the procedures
of use of the propositions or calibrations. Judgments as standards
are not rigid in these ways. They do require a ‘certain constancy’ in
their use in the world. So judgments as standards are embedded in
the world as are meter sticks. Judgments are calibrated much in the
way that the assertoric sentences that express propositions are cali-
brated, by way of the words used in constituting a sentence. But the
use of this calibration is, however, not identical. The meanings of sen-
tences that belong to the propositional calculus, that is, propositions,
are given in terms of truth conditions. The meanings of judgments,
on the contrary, are embedded in the social world as the procedures
by which we act correctly or rationally or wisely. The use provides
the meanings or ‘methods of measurement’ which, when so used, en-
able us to ‘obtain and state results of measurement’.

This then is Wittgenstein’s summation of those features of lan-
guage, discussed and defended in detail earlier in the Investigations,
that have significance for the discussion of mind. The method of meas-
urement shows the difference between the picture of proposition
and the picture of judgment or thought. The analysis of propositions
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presents them as having an assertoric form of the subject-predicate
sort whose semantics corresponds to truth conditions as fact-stating
conditions. The picture of such assertions, or propositions, shows their
place in a logical web of formal relationships among propositions. Ac-
cording to the Tractarian interpretation, the assertoric sentence ‘the
dress is blue’ shows that the object named by ‘the dress’ and the ob-
ject named by ‘blue’ relate as the fact that the dress is blue. A central
difficulty for this account is how the two objects relate in a single fact.
This problem must be solved before we can understand the relations
among truth-conditions that accord with the truth-preserving opera-
tors of the propositional calculus, namely, negation, conjunction, dis-
junction, conditionals. The world is understood in a fact-stating way,
as having a linguistic or assertoric structure itself.® This is better
understood as the world having a factual structure that harmonises
with the assertoric structure of the calibration of language. Agree-
ment is possible, then, so long as we attempt to state facts about the
world. Nothing else can be seen through language though the world
may be able to affect us in ways without any awareness on our part.
Wittgenstein’s picture of judgment, on the other hand, removes
the dominant role assigned names and naming; and replaces the
strictures of the propositional calculus with rules of judging. There
may be judging that is not fact-stating as when we make normative
ethical, aesthetic, or intentional judgments by which to measure hu-
man actions and reactions. Agreement underwrites our capacity to
understand the world and human minds. On this picture, it might
seem that there is no way that a solitary mind could be understood.
It is at this point (PI, § 243) that Wittgenstein refines the notion of
agreement by considering three cases of possible monologists.

4 Pl, § 243. Interpretation: Three Voices

There are three voices® that can be heard in this passage, not count-
ing Wittgenstein’s voice as the moderator for the other three. Each one
imagines “human beings who spoke only in monologue; who accompa-
nied their activities by talking to themselves”. His aim is to identify

8 This is, of course, a highly truncated account of Wittgenstein’s picture theory of
meaning. It is meant only to highlight the fact that meaningful language to the factual
structure of reality. Meaningful language is given only in fact stating sentences “prop-
ositions’; and truth only obtains with object-related states of affairs. See TLP, sections
1-3 and 4.2-4.5.

9 I am following David Stern’s (2004) recommendation to identify the distinct voic-
es (or philosophical positions) that ‘name’ positions in the discussion of a passage (or
set of related passages). It is an excellent device for following the dialectic movement
within the passage(s).
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three distinct cases of monologic speech of which the cartesian mon-
ologist is the third. This longer discussion enables us to get a clear
picture of the relation each such form of language has to the world
and other people. I shall represent each monologic language with the
name of a philosopher placed in scare quotes. The first is “‘Wittgen-
stein’ speaking for the conception of ordinary language he has intro-
duced at the beginning of the Bridge. The second is ‘Quine™*° speak-
ing as an explorer who aims to translate a monologist who speaks a
radically foreign language; and finally ‘Descartes’ speaks for a pri-
vate language of sensation.** The point of drawing these distinctions
is to isolate just what is clearly unique to a cartesian monologist. The
Bridge lays out the issues that must be discussed in detail, thus pre-
paring the way for Wittgenstein’s own conception of the mind.**

All three voices aim to understand those who speak only in a mon-
ologue. Yet at the beginning of the Bridge, Wittgenstein emphasised
that background agreement is a condition of meaningful language.
Is not all monologistic speech therefore meaningless? In restricting
the use of language to self-talk, how is agreement achieved? First,
what would it be for one of us to speak to himself or herself? asked

10 Quine (1960) introduces his own ‘explorer’ who seeks to translate the language
of a wholly alien language. The point is to identify the elements that are necessary to
such translation. In this case the native says: “Gavagai”. Quine’s simple language game
requires repeated use of ‘gavagai’, some common or similar object within the environ-
ment, and the capacity to say ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in gavagai-language.

11 See Stephen Mulhall’s discussion of this passage in his interesting book Wittgen-
stein’s Private Language. There he argues that passage 243 is more complicated than
I have presented here. In particular, he holds that there is a debate among the monol-
ogists over whether the correct interpretation is substantive or resolute. Indeed his
chapter ends with Mulhall asking: “Can we explorers of [Wittgenstein’s] texts ever re-
ally succeed in translating his language into ours?” (Mulhall 2006, 22). The implication
of this question is that Wittgenstein is himself a private monologist. Yet Wittgenstein
says of one who holds that only he knows his sensations that “in one way this is false.
And in another this is nonsense” (PI, § 246). Certainly treating Wittgenstein’ words as
Mulhall recommends will guarantee that he is speaking nonsense.

12 Mulhall (2006) and I have both recognised the importance of PI passages 243 to
293 with a new special emphasis on § 243 to § 255. Mulhall’s excellent treatment of
these passages was published before my own and there is some overlap in how they
are interpreted, I would say necessarily so. One of the most important differences in
the two interpretations is the structure of these passages and their relation to the pri-
vate language arguments. Where Mulhall treats them as flatly continuous, I show that
there is important structure in the occurrence of individual passages and their relation
to the private language arguments. They are not meant to be continuous. First there
is a parallel only hinted at here to the order in which the passages 240 to 253 occurs
and Descartes’ application of the method of doubt. Second, three monologists intro-
duce the problem of reference and how it can be solved by Wittgenstein’s conception
of language. The problem of the criterion of identity follows that of reference as it has
occurred in earlier discussions of reference and identity in the Bridge. A treatment of
illness is called for and that takes us to the private languages arguments and a prep-
aration for a full analysis of mind. This is why this is a treatment of language bridged
to an understanding of mind.
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‘Wittgenstein’. There is no difficulty here, according to ‘Wittgenstein’.
An individual can “encourage himself, give himself orders, obey,
blame and punish himself”. But these acts do not require the individ-
ual to relinquish agreement in our form of life and the way that the
self-talker uses words in his self-talk: that is the same. Self-talk does
not entail that he means something different by ‘order’ or ‘blame and
punish’. On the contrary, it is important that these words retain their
ordinary meaning when he applies them to himself alone. Were the
subject to speak openly about these matters, there would be no diffi-
culty for another, who spoke the same language, to understand him.
Otherwise, if he could not be understood by another, he would be mut-
tering nonsense to himself. Ordinary self-talk carries no interesting
philosophical consequences. It is just a person talking to himself.

But what would it be for someone to speak a very different lan-
guage from our own such that we could not hear the vocalisations as
meaning anything? And though his actions seem to be related in reg-
ular ways to his environment, there is no community visible of like
speakers of the alien language. Wittgenstein argues that not even
in these more extreme situations is the intelligibility of the speaker
impossible to understand. ‘Quine’ develops a distinctive thought-ex-
periment that is comparable to Wittgenstein’s language-game of the
explorer who comes upon a person, one who is alone and speaks on-
ly to himself (see Quine 1960, ch. 2). The explorer does not recognise
the vocables and so must find some technique for rendering the vo-
cables intelligible by relating them to salient objects in the environ-
ment, objects assumed to be visible to both native and the explorer.
This is part of the form of life we human beings share. ‘Quine’ must
go much closer to the native at which point he can hear the speaker
calling out ‘gavagai’ from time to time. With this he has a concrete
problem to solve: how to translate gavagai into some English word or
phrase. How is this to be done? ‘Quine’ adopts the simplest way avail-
able. He makes himself known to the speaker, and then, pointing to a
salient object, asks: “Gavagai?”. This strategy requires that ‘Quine’
not only knows the apparent word ‘gavagai’ but also the words for
‘ves’ and ‘no’. In this case, he has discovered somehow that ‘yes’ is
evok and ‘no’ is yok. As a methodological principle, he assumes that
certain kinds of salient objects are most likely to be named by the na-
tive. ‘Quine’ therefore names a living moving animal. He picks out a
rabbit hopping by and calls out: “Gavagai!”. The native speaker calls
back: “Evok!”. ‘Quine’ treats this as supporting the hypothesis that
gavagai means ‘rabbit’. In other words, he must make a large num-
ber of tacit assumptions that strike him as obvious objects for any
human being to see. If a living moving animal, it is also taken to be
obvious how it acts in the environment. This and much more is tak-
en by ‘Quine’, the native speaker, and most other human beings as
obvious, so obvious it need not be spoken.
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Of course, this is not what the real Quine concludes on the basis of
this thought experiment. He rather thinks that it shows that meaning
is indeterminate, that meaning is not obvious. There are many oth-
er words and phrases that are extensionally equivalent to the word
‘rabbit’. For example, ‘undetached rabbit parts’. This phrase is ex-
tensionally the same as for the word ‘rabbit’, but the two terms do
not mean the same thing. But for the purposes of this thought exper-
iment, there exist a methodology for translating the words of an un-
known language into one that is known. Even an unknown language
apparently spoken by a single individual can be translated. This is
because the native is a human being who shares our susceptibilities,
basic desires and interest in certain living things. It is our shared
human form of life that enables the explorer to form hypotheses that
have a high probability of being relevant to the native’s interests as
well as to our own. It is at this level that Wittgenstein finds the agree-
ment that is necessary for translation and meaningful language.

Quine’s own thought that the native might mean ‘undetached rab-
bit parts’ by ‘gavagai’ tries to make use of extension as the basic prin-
ciple of identity. But this clearly will fail in this context. First, the
phrase ‘undetached rabbit parts’ can only be taken to be identical
with ‘rabbit’ and ‘gavagai’ if the elements of the English phrase mean
the same in English in which case there can be no identity of mean-
ing. Quine accepts this point: indeed it is crucial to his argument for
the indeterminacy of meaning. Second, the identity of the object that
is secured through the use of the phrase and words is the living hop-
ping animal. ‘Living hopping animal’ is not to be understood as yet
another descriptive phrase, but as the animal itself. The animal itself
is the extension of the phrases and words. Unlike the phrases and
words, the animal itself does not mean anything. It just exists. But
as an existent object, it can be referred to. The argument uses the
two semantic values of words and phrases, which Frege calls sense
and reference and which we are calling meaning and reference (see
Frege 1997). Translation exploits objects as referents of meaningful
words. To do this requires constraints on which objects are relevant
to reference in the situation; and the existence of regularities in the
linguistic activity of the human being under observation. The explor-
er must recognise repeated vocalisations co-occurring with the pres-
ence of an object in the environment. The key presumption is that ob-
jects as possible referents are shared though the names need not be
shared; and that the vocable of the native shares reference with the
word of the explorer. This means that referent and sense are sepa-
rable, and must be for Quine’s argument to work. What are needed
then are hypotheses that link referent, sense, and object, all sepa-
rable, together under a single banner-word; or in the case of trans-
lation under two organising banner-words, ‘rabbit’ and ‘gavagai’.
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Having considered these first two cases of monologism, Wittgen-
stein is enabled to identify what is special and different about the
language of the cartesian thinking self. Passages 240-2 emphasised
two important points about language. First, agreement as part of
shared social background is necessary for language; and, second,
language as “methods of measurement” requires “a certain con-
stancy in results of measurement”. In short, language use by hu-
man beings requires basic agreement that is a function of being hu-
man living in the world and displaying regularity in what they do, in
their effects on the physical world and other speakers and vice ver-
sa. Meanings are not objects that can be separated from the human
form of life. There is no separable meaning per se to be grasped.
These requirements, it might be thought, should show that mono-
logues could not be meaningful. The real Quine, as noted above, ar-
gued that these different words and phrases do not mean the same
thing. Both claims would be a mistake. We saw of ordinary self-talk
and self-talk that is unrecognisable fall foul of these claims by look-
ing in the wrong place. Once we understand what ‘Wittgenstein’ and
‘Quine’ are saying, there is no conflict between the general require-
ments of language and the monological speech of the single speaker.
Yet Wittgenstein’s explorer cannot have access to the native’s ‘yes’
and no’. The whole language belongs to the native alone. Suppose
that ‘Quine’ is confronted with gavagai evok. Can it be translated?
Evok must be ‘yes’ if it is to be translated. ‘Quine’ translates gav-
agai = ‘rabbit’ where there has occurred many rabbits coordinat-
ed with many tokens of ‘gavagai’. But if a duck came by and the na-
tive said to himself ‘gavagai evok’, ‘Quine’ would have to say “yok”
meaning ‘no gavagai’. Whereas evok is tied to concrete cases that
are similar, yok is tied to possible cases of no similarity. So the na-
tive would have to solve the problem of the criterion of similarity.
In his monological language, the native must be able to recognise
that many hopping rabbits are all similar and so all gavagai where-
as the passing duck, badger, and are all dissimilar. The ‘evok’ group
and the ‘yok’ group are dissimilar, so what exactly is the criterion
for the sameness of identity? How does the single native solve that
problem? If we, having a shared language, solve the problem of the
criterion of similarity and possibility, there seems to be no special
problem for the native who speaks only to himself provided what he
says is translatable by another. Quine’s requirements for transla-
tion would satisfy Wittgenstein’s hypothesis that such a monologue
could be shared and understood. The translator would take himself
to be the arbiter of similarity, a position he acquired only by being
raised in a language speaking community. To impose extension as
the determinant of meaning remains to be discussed, though the
pressure is great already on its direct relevance to the meanings
of our language.
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But are there any languages like this that support a single speak-
er whose words cannot be translated? ‘Descartes’ presses this prob-
lem further by asking if such a self-directed language could be used
for our inner sensations and feelings. We do this using our ordinary
language without difficulty. But ‘Descartes’ replies that this is not
what he means when he speaks of a monologue. He means a lan-
guage ‘that only the speaker can know [...]. So another person can-
not understand the language’. Now we have the philosophical prob-
lem identified. This is a language that only one person can use; that
cannot be translated; that cannot put ordinary language to a private
use. This is a private language. The meaning of this language is giv-
en by what the words refer to, and what they refer to are ‘immedi-
ate private sensations’.

The privacy of this language is inherited by the privacy of our in-
ner sensations. Surely, it is held that no one can know the private in-
ner sensations of another. What strategy could Wittgenstein use to
reject such a language of inner sensations first, and inner thoughts
secondly? One might think that the Quinean method of translation
might enable our explorer to grasp the inner experience of the mon-
ologist. The structure of shared linguistic reference is triangulation
(see Davidson 2001). To take a paradigm of this, consider an event of
a child just learning the word ‘table’. The child and adult form two
corners of an abstract horizontal bottom line. At the apex above this
horizontal line is a third object, namely, the object whose name is be-
ing learned. The adult looking at the child says ‘table’ and looks at
the table. The child looks at the table and utters ‘tab’ and looks back
at the adult. And so it can continue. Triangulation thus requires two
human beings and an object. Translation also can be understood as
involving triangulation: Explorer looking at rabbit and saying ‘gav-
agai?’ to native; native looking at rabbit and then explorer, saying
‘evok’ to explorer; both looking at rabbit.

Let us see how triangulation would work with Descartes’ private
language of sensation. Call the private language user ‘Adultl’ and the
third party ‘Adult2’. Adultl cries out and squeezes his hand. Adult2
looks at Adultl and says: “What hurts?”. Adultl says: “This hurts”. In
a standard triangulation, ‘this’ would point to the object at the apex,
but the object at the apex is nowhere to be seen.

The problem with this is that the most important element of the
triangulation whereby words and objects converge is simply left
out of consideration altogether. To ensure that it remains the most
important element requires, at a minimum, that it is left out of the
picture of the conscious mind. There is nothing to be seen. The ex-
plorer is faced with a mystery. There is just a blank spot where the
apex-object should be. What is needed is reference. Just how is ei-
ther the cartesian self or the explorer to refer to the mystery apex-
object? Indeed what are the self and the explorer supposed to look
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at together? Triangulation is impossible. Singular ‘triangulation’ is
not possible. There is no way to introduce reference to a common
objective object. So there must be something that is private refer-
ring, understood only by the monologist.

5 Pl, § 244. Problem of Reference: Private Naming

Wittgenstein opens this passage with the question: “How do words
refer to sensations?”. This question can be expressed in a more prag-
matic way as “how is the connection between the name and the thing
named set up?”. The place to look to get the clearest picture of just
that is the initiate language learning situation. Here the child is just
learning individual words. In the section above we described initiate
learning in terms of triangulation. It applies to sensation words, but
with a twist since it must respect the asymmetry between the child
in pain and the adult reacting to the child. This asymmetry must be
respected within the structure of triangulation if shared reference to
the same thing is realised within initiate learning. How is that to be
done? Child, who has cut himself, cries and looks at his hand; Adult
looks at Child, and says: “Booboo”; Child looks up to Adult. This com-
pletes the horizontal line of triangulation. Child looks at his bleeding
hand, and says: “Booboo”; and Adult looks at Child’s bleeding hand
and says: “Booboo”. Now we have the complete triangulation: the
apex-object referred to is the hurt bleeding hand. The Child has the
pain of a cut on his hand while the Adult sees the pain in the bleed-
ing hand and tears of the child. As Wittgenstein says, “the verbal
expression of pain replaces crying and does not describe it”. With-
out Wittgenstein’s reply, we are left with the illusion that the Child
has a way of privately referring to the propertyless pain as apex-ob-
ject while Adult can only refer to publicly available physical and be-
havioural coordinates. So the two lines of referring do not pick the
same object, and thereby do not refer to anything. The Child refers
to pain without regard to his own behavioural reactions or to the
environment that contains many dangers for causing pains. A new
problem arises. What then are the identity conditions for sensation?
Again, the behavioural squeezing of the hand and crying as well as
the bloodied knife on the table are irrelevant to the identity of the
sensation. The sensation must be identified first before one can hy-
pothesise correlations between the sensation (careful here or one is
importing our ordinary ways of identifying sensations) and behav-
ioural and environmental phenomena. So what is the way that pains
can be identified as such.

The response that most find intuitive and obvious is that “[...] on-
ly I can know whether I am really in pain; another person can only
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surmise it” (PI, § 246). This epistemological reply to the problem re-
sults in an epistemic gulf between any given individual and any oth-
er human being. We are always inevitably kept at a distance from
each other. But this epistemic solution to the problem is, according
to Wittgenstein, “[iJn one way [...] wrong, and in another nonsense”
(PI, § 246). In the first way, it is false that other people cannot know
when I am in pain. That is a human reality. But why is it nonsense?
“It can’t be said of me at all [...] that I know I am in pain. What is it
supposed to mean—except perhaps that I am in pain?” (PI, § 246).
If we make a false claim, the words we use are meaningful, but if
we are using words nonsensically, then the words we use are either
meaningless, a kind of gibberish, or do not mean what they ordinar-
ily mean. What is most important to notice in this reply from Witt-
genstein is that meaning is prior to any other question or use that
we can put to language. The problem of identity, even of pain, cannot
be solved prior to the meaningfulness of the language that is used to
solve it. The classic cartesian reply is a non-starter. Either the lan-
guage used to refer to pain is meaningful, in which case there is no
problem of identity; or it is just a kind of gibberish used to hide the
fact that there is no solution to the problem of the identity of sensa-
tions under the assumption of radical privacy.

The problem of reference is fundamental to this emerging pic-
ture of the language of sensation since there is no sharing with oth-
ers, no inherited way of going on correctly, and apparently, no back-
ground form of life. There is just a bare sensation in the void. This is
the same set of issues dominating the opening passages of the Philo-
sophical Investigations. There Wittgenstein introduced the builders’
language-game (PI, § 2) as his tool for investigating the tripartite re-
lation among a finite set of words, corresponding objects, and human
builders. In the Bridge (PI, § 244) he reshapes the problem for inner
sensations, and holds that it is most illuminatingly solved by the in-
itiate learning situation, when the child is just acquiring language.
How sensation words refer to sensations can be shown by how a child
first acquires sensation words, like, ‘pain’.

Consider how a child can be taught the word ‘pain”: “[W]ords are
connected to primitive, natural expressions of sensation and used in
their place”. Suppose the child touches a hot stove. His natural spon-
taneous reaction is to scream and cry. These are the primitive, nat-
ural expressions of burning pain. As such natural expressions, we
share them with all other human beings. The parent, who knows pain,
tries to soothe the child by, in effect, teaching it new words, that is
new pain-behaviour: ‘ouch!” ‘booboo’, ‘pain’. On the next occasion on
which he is in pain, the child will come to utter ‘booboo’ or ‘ouch’ or
even ‘pain’. When he does so, he replaces his cries with words, and
thereby refers to, the experience of pain, through his natural pain be-
haviour. That is the genesis of the word'’s referring to the experience.
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The sensation word subsequently gains autonomy from the natural
pain behaviour in its meaning pain. The expression ‘It hurts’ replac-
es the crying. When the expression ‘it hurts’ is mastered, it need
not require the presence of the natural expression of the inner sen-
sation in order to meaningfully refer to that sensation. The natural
pain behaviour directly expresses the sensation. In replacing that
naturally expressive behaviour, the learned verbal behaviour refers
to the sensation without the mediation of thought. Expressive behav-
iour does not describe the link between the sensation and the word.
According to Wittgenstein, primitive expressive behaviour does not
refer in and of itself. It does not have semantic properties. Refer-
ence comes within acquisition of a socially shared language-game.
Acquisition of reference requires the two-party linguistic learning
of words. Precisely what the cartesian conception of language can-
not provide. The child cannot teach itself what the word for pain is.
He does not even know what pain is: he experiences pain.

Wittgenstein will use this expressive conception of sensation as a
model for many more states of mind, for feelings, emotion, sensations
and the like. Descartes by contrast can only teach himself, which
means that he must wait, in his own words, until he is fully mature
and can form the appropriate mental concepts. The consequence of
this view is that much of a person’s intellectual and conceptual men-
tal life awaits inner innate development. Such concepts must be inde-
pendent of ordinary public language, primitive behavioural expres-
sions, and so are not embedded in a shared form of life, subject to a
logical grammar. As we have seen the meaningfulness of the words of
a language is not acquired through brute acts of naming. Words are
meaningful as instruments of measurement within logically struc-
tured systems of activity. The reason that the problem of reference
is stymied is because it is thought that meaningfulness derives from
reference but in fact, as Wittgenstein has argued, successful refer-
ence depends upon its being situated within a meaningful language
game. Identity questions require logical grammar.

Wittgenstein challenges the cartesian approach by asking: “How
can [ even attempt to interpose language between the natural expres-
sion of pain and the pain?” (PI, § 245) When the child uses ‘booboo’
or learns ‘booboo’, he cannot reserve such use to the pain indepen-
dently of his tears. I cut my hand when cooking. In what sense is that
pain separable from my hand, ‘it hurts’? Wittgenstein asks, in light of
these considerations, “in what sense are my sensations private?” (PI,
§ 246). To which Descartes answers by appeal to his epistemological
goal: “[W]ell, only I can know whether I am really in pain” (PI, § 246). I
know my pains I do not just express them. But how I state what I know
is left obscure. How do I even come to know that I have pain as op-
posed to merely having sensation or a tongue? The full development of
what is nonsensical about this epistemological strategy is developed

184

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 165-194



Meredith Williams
The Bridge from Language to Mind: PI, §§240-56

in the private language arguments.** But however the question of
identity can be answered, pure reference achieved through an act of
naming, cannot provide the answer.

6 Pl, §§ 245-9. Problem of Identity: Possibility and
Necessity

From having focused on the relation between individual private sen-
sations and words, Wittgenstein turns to the role that imagination
might play in our understanding of sensations and mental privacy. If
the epistemological account of privacy is false or nonsensical, what
sort of account can be given? It is perhaps a grammatical proposi-
tion, like: “[TThe sentence ‘Sensations are private’ is comparable to
‘One plays patience by oneself’” (PI, § 348). There is a temptation to
construe the second sentence as an analytic proposition, true in vir-
tue of the meanings of the words. But this will not capture Wittgen-
stein’s notion of a grammatical proposition. He gives his readers two
hints as to how to understand this obscure notion. The first is that it
“belongs to the scaffolding from which our language operates” (PI, §

13 Here we can briefly review how Wittgenstein uses this double-barreled argumen-
tative method - false or nonsense - to successfully critique philosophical theories of
language and mind that he rejects. The first of the pair of arguments is a conflation ar-
gument in which the philosophical theory under scrutiny conflates the means by which
the theory represents its subject matter with that subject matter itself (cf. PI, § 246).
The second argument shows that the theory is self-defeating. It is a paradox because
the theory eliminates the very phenomena to be explained. Wittgenstein makes three
such arguments in Part I of the Investigations. The first theory is informed by Frege’s
idea that formal logic actually structures natural language. Wittgenstein argues that
logic is a means of representing natural language, but logic is not what gets represent-
ed. In other words, the advocate of Frege’s idea conflates formal logic and natural lan-
guage. The stronger argument is the paradox argument. Taking an individual thought
to mean: this - is - so creates a paradox. In meaning this, a thought cannot be of what
is not the case (PI, § 95). But the point of a thought is precisely to be meaningful in a
way that is independent of whether it is true or false. Imagination for example would
be eliminated on this account of thought. Imagination is meaningful and yet is typi-
cally false. The source of the problem lies with Frege’s idea, his picture of the relation
of logic to reality (see Williams 2010, ch. 4). The second philosophical theory Wittgen-
stein examines in this way is a theory of rule following. This is a variation of the idea
of the question of the identity over time. In this case, causal determination over time is
conflated with idealised logical continuity. A metaphor Wittgenstein uses is that of the
causal action of a machine, like a watch, being conflated with an idealised machine-as-
symbol which is conceived as determining all possible continuations (PI, § 194). There
is no way out of this mistake while attempting to preserve the theory that interpreta-
tion determines the continuation of a rule: “[I]f every course of action can be brought
into accord with the rule, then it can also be brought into conflict with it. And so there
would be neither accord nor conflict here” (PI, § 201). The very thing we look to the
rule to establish, what is correct and what is wrong, would be eliminated (see Williams
2010, ch. 5). The third pair of conflation-paradox arguments is Wittgenstein'’s close ex-
amination of sensation and consciousness (see Williams 2010, ch. 8).
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240); and secondly, briefly introducing the word ‘intention’ as it oc-
curs in the sentence “Only you can know if you had that intention”,
a word quite removed from ‘sensation’, and yet it too seems to name
something private like sensation. Wittgenstein offers in place of that
claim the claim that ‘intention’ “means: that is how we use it” (PI, §
247). In other words, he offers a reminder that words are like meas-
urements. It is essential to them that we know how to use words
just as we know how to use a measuring stick. Whereas analyticity
is understood in terms of truth conditions, not human action, gram-
mar is understood in terms of the word’s role or use within a living
language. That involves that we share the procedures by which we
use words in action. The procedure for private reference is empty of
meaningful use. It is nonexistent. It might be thought that triangula-
tion cannot be used for private reference, as has been shown already.
It might be thought that we should look to the modalities - possibil-
ity or necessity - to find the link between word and private object.
What would this mean?

The critiques** Wittgenstein has already applied against Frege’s
idea of a propositional logic and the interpretationist theory of rule-
following, as providing the scaffolding of language, open space for
seeing Wittgenstein’s logical grammar. The logical grammar of a lan-
guage or language-game imposes constraints on how expressions
are to be used in providing the background foundational procedures
for engaging in our ordinary social and normative use of language
which is intertwined with our social and environmental activities.
They are procedures of use much in the same way rules of ordinary
games open possibilities through constraint. Is there some way that
judgments of privacy of object or privacy of reference can be identi-
fied through patterns of modality. For this task, it might be thought
that imagination, in its liberality, might impose the relevant divide
between what is possible (or thinkable) and what is not merely pos-
sible but necessary, the region in which a proposition cannot but be
true. Wittgenstein rejects this crude account of how the modalities
are to be understood. The cartesian private inner arena has been im-
agined as real for centuries. Does this not make it possible and fur-
ther that we cannot but imagine it to be so? Taking this view serious-
ly, possibility reaches as far as the imagination takes us. But that is
way too far to impose the constraints that are necessary for the lim-
its of language or for truth. Even Descartes repudiates imagination
as the source for fixing identity over time.

14 Here briefly are Wittgenstein’s arguments against assigning the formal propo-
sitional calculus the role of scaffolding in the human form of life and his arguments
against treating interpretation theory as powerful enough to impose the procedures
that govern rule following.
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Descartes uses as his example for showing that imagination cannot
be the means for determining the identity of an object whose range
of possible properties can vary over time, in other words just about
anything that exists. Descartes shows the inadequacy of this through
a simple thought experiment. Consider a piece of wax taken freshly
from the bee hive. It smells and tastes sweet; it is hard and cold; it is
sticky to the touch. At a later time, it is melted: it is black and acrid
smelling and tasting; it is hot to the touch; it is an irregularly shaped
puddle. All of its properties of that earlier time are gone as a result
of being melted. We cannot determine its particular identity by its
surface properties. But could we determine its identity through the
imagination, it is suggested. Imagining the changes along the way to
mark its slow transformation from the former condition to the pre-
sent puddle of black liquid. It is impossible to imagine that the cold
hard piece of wax had become this very hot and blackened puddle of
anirregular shape. It could have had, just as well, any number of oth-
er shapes. How does imagination sort out the path that leads to this
shape when it could have been easily imagined to have been differ-
ent. Imagination cannot be the faculty for deciding this.

Consider now some additional examples of what is possible if im-
agination were our guide. Imagination, as we shall see, is not free-
dom to go in any direction it can take us, and so it is irrelevant to
the problem of identity of pain that faces us now. And if Grammar
imposes restrictions on imagination, then again imagination is irrel-
evant to the problem of identity. It presupposes identity, it does not
determine it. We cannot take the smile of a baby to be pretence (P]I,
§ 249) nor can a dog simulate pain (PI, § 250). The baby must learn
to lie before it can pretend. And the dog cannot simulate pain be-
cause it lacks “the right surroundings for this behaviour to be real
simulation”. It needs motivation for simulation and the right sort of
audience to witness it and be taken in by this behaviour. This does
not mean that babies cannot smile or that dogs cannot feel pain. But
we cannot imagine a baby to be capable of pretence or lying. To im-
agine this would be to attribute sophisticated cognitive capacities
and motivations to the infant. Though we can imagine a dog being in
pain in many different situations, we cannot imagine him to be mo-
tivated to simulate the complex behaviour of actually being in pain.
Another way to put this point is that we may observe babies speak-
ing a sophisticated adult language with the facial expressions to go
with it, but they are computer generated babies of the imagination
that everyone knows are not real. Cartoons are filled with dogs and
other creatures who speak, pretend, lie, simulate pain and many oth-
er sophisticated acts. But these are cartoon characters. No one, not
even a child, would take these as real living dogs. What is required
of both babies to pretend and dogs to simulate are second-order lin-
guistic capabilities which require full command of first-order speech.
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Philosophically, as Michael Williams has repeatedly argued, episte-
mological thought-experiments, like Descartes’ suggestion that each
of us might just as well be dreaming our lives away or that any one of
us might be an isolated brain in a vat so far as we know, are equally
fairy tales of the imagination (see Williams 1995).

Giving up the idea that a range of imagined possibilities might fix
private reference and so the identity of the private object, Wittgen-
stein goes on to consider the idea that necessity, not possibility, might
fix the relation between reference and the private object. We use a
special form of words to appeal to such necessity, namely, ‘I cannot
imagine the opposite’. Wittgenstein’s concern with this way of trying
to express the necessity of certain states of affairs through the lens
of imagination is that the phrase ‘I cannot imagine the opposite’ pro-
vides, not a standard for necessity, but “a defense against something
whose form makes it look like an empirical proposition, but which
is really a grammatical one” (PI, § 251). To avoid confusion over this
misidentification of the cognitive limitations of babies and dogs, and
so the grammatical limits of imagination, Wittgenstein introduces a
very simple example of a grammatical proposition: “Every rod has a
length” (PI, § 251). This has the look of a general empirical proposi-
tion, like ‘every squid squirts ink’. The difference between the two
propositions is that there could be squids that do not squirt ink while
no rod can fail to have a length. Furthermore, and this is emphasised
by Wittgenstein, there is nothing that we would call ‘the length of a
sphere’. These inferences, especially those constituting a negative
inference, are part of a ‘picture’ belonging to the grammatical prop-
osition in question. We cannot picture a rod without a length and we
cannot picture a sphere with a length. There is an inferential struc-
ture associated with the grammatical proposition. This is a holistic
structure that has no room for atomistic elements that are nonethe-
less meaningful.

The cartesian view, on the other hand, does permit or even require
an atomistic treatment of particular propositions and individual as
well as general versions of the same proposition. Wittgenstein’s ex-
ample of a cartesian claim that is atomistic as well as individual is
saying “This body has extension” (PI, § 252). We could respond by say-
ing “Nonsense!” but typically we do not. To understand what a gram-
matical proposition is for Wittgenstein, we need to understand the
rationale for both responses. The generalised version of this propo-
sition is ‘Every body has an extension’, a proposition that is neces-
sary. The use of ‘every’ or ‘each’ does not render it necessary. Rath-
eritis the use of ‘body’ that requires ‘every’ or ‘each’. This is what it
is to specify the identity of ‘body’. Though it looks like an empirical
proposition, it is not. It plays an a priori role in numerous language
games; that role can be foundational just because it has an inferential
structure that cannot be broken without rendering the proposition or
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proposition fragment in which it occurs nonsensical. So what chang-
es with the individual version “This body has extension”? “This body’
implies only that this one has extension, but that is ludicrous. If this
were the fundamental notion of ‘body’, it would become impossible to
express the general proposition ‘Every body has an extension’ or ‘All
bodies have extension’. To get the general notion of body, we would
have to identify each particular body and conjoin them to make a gen-
eral proposition.** But we have no idea how to construct this propo-
sition nor how to use it. An indefinitely long conjunction would have
to take the place of the universal grammatical proposition. It would
have to become irrelevant to our language games, and so, it could
not play the role of giving the identity of ‘body’.

This same diagnosis applies to sensations and other mental states.
Mental states also occur in language games as part of our form of
life, and for which there are foundational grammatical propositions.
We have looked at one of them: ‘crying expresses pain’. This is not
an empirical proposition though the cartesian treats it like a contin-
gent empirical one. Pain is treated as separable from crying or any
other expressive feature of being in pain. This separation is what en-
ables the cartesian to raise the question of the identity of pain as in-
dependent of crying or being cut with a knife or any other pain-be-
haviour. Once the connection is severed, the identity of the private
sensation is lost. Wittgenstein’s point is that the problem of the crite-
rion of identity cannot be resolved unless it is, in a sense, an a prio-
ri one (as understood by Wittgenstein),*® a grammatical proposition.
It is foundational to our language game of sensations. It is important
to note that it is an empirical matter for adults whether their pain is
actually accompanied by crying. Nonetheless it remains the case that
crying necessarily expresses pain. What is needed now is an under-
standing of what the criterion of identity for pain is. Neither the im-
agination’s possibilities nor reason’s necessity can identify what pain
is or what ‘pain’ means. As we shall see, the criterion for the identi-
ty of pain is entwined with the meaning of ‘pain’.

15 Thisis the method that Wittgenstein describes in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophi-
cus. Everything that exists is particular and atomistic in its essence. General proposi-
tions can only be constructed by conjoining individual propositions ad infinitum. This
is, of course, a hopeless project.

16 The primary point in putting the proposition of identity as a prioriis to underscore

that it is not an empirical proposition that may be true or false even though how the
child learns the word ‘pain’ is contingent.
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7 Pl, §§ 253-7. Criterion of Identity: Logical Grammar

Wittgenstein raises the problem of the criterion of identity for
pains, and by extension, for other mental states. He does so by re-
minding the reader that the statement “This body has extension”
is one that we are inclined to reply with “Of course!” as though it
might not have had extension (PI 252). The very suggestion that this
body might not have had extension makes nonsense of the emphat-
ic agreement. Particular bodies have extension, with the same im-
plications that are carried by the general form “Bodies have exten-
sion”. Insofar as Descartes is interested in such propositions, the
general form would express a metaphysical necessity. Extension is
the essence of particular bodies (Descartes 1996, 1V), God be will-
ing, since body as extended is the creation of God who thereby fix-
es the criterion of identity for body, its extension. Wittgenstein’s
reply to this theistic solution to the problem of the criterion of iden-
tity for body would be ‘Nonsense!’. ‘Body is extended’ is necessary
in the same way that ‘patience is played by oneself’ is necessary. It
is one of the fundamental rules of the game played with ‘body’. It
provides the criterion of identity for bodies. The relation between
‘body’ and ‘extension’ cannot be broken without destroying bodies.
An image of a body in one’s imagination or dream is not a body. It
is an image of a body.

Now the question of the criterion of identity is raised for pain,
and in a particular way: “Another person can’t have my pains.'—
Which are my pains? What counts as a criterion of identity here?”
(PI, § 253). A familiar suggestion is to strike oneself while saying
“But surely another person can’t have THIS pain”. In other words,
what I alone am able to feel or know is the criterion for the identi-
fication of pain for me, and likewise for anyone else. But Wittgen-
stein thinks that to take such a feeling - THIS - as the criterion of
identity for, what else THIS, can only be a way of reminding our-
selves of what the criterion of identity for pain really is. So, what is
the criterion of identity? Wittgenstein presents a dilemma for the
individual who is trying to use words to stand for his sensations.
First, he may use words for his sensations as we ordinarily do, but
then “my language is not a ‘private’ one. Someone else might under-
stand it as well as I” (PI, § 256). Using words for sensations as we
ordinarily do involves recognising natural expressions for sensa-
tions in which case the fact that another cannot have my pains does
not entail that another cannot recognise when a person is in pain.
Such recognition is an ordinary and essential part of our grasp of
the criterion of identity for pain.

If we take away our ordinary criterion of identity of pain, especial-
ly as it is tied up with the natural expressions of pain and we have only
the sensation itself, all that I as an individual could do is to “associate
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names with sensations and use the names in descriptions”. I would
have to do something like the following: Whenever I felt something
‘inner’ as it were, I would associate it with a name (maybe, ‘pain’ or
‘Fred’ or ‘sensation’) and use that name in description (‘Fred’ came
today). To develop the second half of the dilemma, Wittgenstein in-
vites us to consider a world in which “human beings shewed no out-
ward signs of pain” (PI, § 257). How then could a child be taught the
word for ‘pain’? Wittgenstein’s sarcastic response is that perhaps the
child is a genius and invents a name for pain. No matter what the
cognitive strengths of the child-genius might be or might become,
he cannot discover sensation language for himself and he certain-
ly cannot fix the criterion for identity. It cannot consist in the asso-
ciation of a name with a sensation. How would the child reidentify
the sensation? By what criterion? Perhaps he thinks that a pain in
the leg is not the same as a pain in the hand or in the tooth. Nothing
constrains his choices of names nor the principles of reapplication
of those names. Another might see no regularities in the names ut-
tered; the possibility of communication is nonexistent. So where do
we look for the criterion of identity?

And when we speak of someone’s having given a name to pain, what
is presupposed is the existence of the grammar of the word ‘pain’;
it shews the post where the new word us stationed. (PI, § 257)

The logical grammar of our words provides the foundational rules or
structure in relation to which words are meaningful tools of measure-
ment. They are not mere elements of association. The use of words
must involve more sophisticated procedures that enable us to live,
create, and maintain the human form of life we occupy.

This completes the bridge to PI, § 258: the private diary argu-
ment. At the end of the Bridge, Wittgenstein tells us where we can
find the criterion of identity for pain and other sensations: it is the
logical grammar of our language games. The arguments to come are
his most powerful arguments against the cartesian theory of sensa-
tions. Methodologically, they use imagined scenarios that provide a
context in which a private diary can be written (PI, § 258), and a con-
text in which private objects can be located (PI, § 293). In providing
such contexts, the scenarios give the illusion of supplying the neces-
sary logical grammar that is foundational for the use of sensation-
words. But Wittgenstein’s arguments overwhelm this illusion and
show it for what it is. The private diary rests on a conflation of the
means of representation with the object of representation. The bee-
tle in the box is enmeshed in a paradox. There is no further place for
the cartesian theory to go.
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8 Concluding Remarks

This is what any bridge must be: a truncated route to a new region.
There is much that is drawn upon that requires further explanation
and development. The most important are logical grammar and the
human form of life.*” Both are involved in what is foundational to lan-
guage (a framework of logical grammar) and mind (that intersection
of our causal situatedness, expressive behaviour, natural activity,
and, of paramount importance in making the human mind unique,
language through-and-through (our human form of life). Wittgenstein
hopes to secure two important philosophical points before he begins
his careful examination of mind and mental concepts. The first is the
primacy of meaning over any epistemological or metaphysical princi-
ple or mode of explanation. If the words used in articulating and de-
fending a philosophical view or theory without an understanding of
how words mean and maintain their meaning, the risk is confusion.
Secondly, it is equally important to recognise the import of grasp-
ing the problem of the criterion of identity for objects. Objects can-
not have the requisite identity needed for learning and using unless
they already involve a conceptualised identity. The ‘this’ inside me
does not naturally have the label of ‘pain’ attached to it. It is terribly
misleading for Cartesians to simply describe objects of reference in
their ordinary English or French terms as though this were neutral
in characterising, for example, what the toddler already knows when
given an ostensive definition, or any of us know when introduced to a
new object. Objects are not conceptualised on their own, not even as
‘objects’. Language makes them recognisable. Now that we no long-
er live in a theistic philosophical world, there is no other way to iden-
tify the objects of our interest.

17 Irecommend two excellent Cambridge elements that are directly pertinent to en-
hancing understanding of logical grammar and the human form of life. These are: Bron-
70 (2022) and Boncompagni (2022).
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Merely recognizing the philosophical problem as a
logical one is progress. The proper attitude and the
method accompany it. (LWI, § 256)

1 Introduction

In contemporary philosophy of mind, understanding others is often
presented as the result of a complex activity of interpretation, con-
sisting in the attribution to an agent of mental states that enable us
to make sense of his or her behaviour.* In a restaurant, your neigh-
bour gets up and walks slowly towards the door: what exactly is he
doing? Does he want to leave without paying, thinking that the boss,
who is busy elsewhere, will not see him? Or does he want to surprise
someone sitting near the entrance, whom he believes to be an ac-
quaintance, by arriving silently behind him? Asking and answering
such questions presupposes mastery of a whole range of psycholog-
ical concepts (such as intending, wanting, desiring, believing, the
various concepts of emotion, etc.) that make up the paraphernalia of
our so-called ‘commonsense (or folk) psychology’. From a philosoph-
ical point of view, then, the central question seems to be how to ac-
count for our ability to apply such concepts, as well as for their epis-
temic status.

The debates surrounding these questions (of which we will give
a rough idea below) are still lively. But many authors seem to agree
on one point: psychological concepts are used to refer to something
thatis ‘in the head’ of the agent; and the main problem is how we can
gain access to it. This is why it is now common to refer to the inter-
pretive activity that enables us to understand others as ‘mindread-
ing’ (see for instance Spaulding 2018; 2020). Such a label might seem
trivial: is it not obvious what motivates the metaphor? Understanding
the meaning of a behaviour is analogous to understanding the mean-
ing of a text. And don’t we sometimes say that someone ‘reads anoth-
er’s mind like an open book’? Now, far from being just a convenient
label, the metaphor actually betrays a presupposition that Constan-
tine Sandis (2019, 241) states as follows: understanding another per-
son implies “obtaining and decoding the information stored in their
mind” (see also Hacker 2018, 380). But is the meaning of the agent’s
behaviour really given by what is ‘in his mind’?

In what follows, I would like to show that these widespread seman-
tic presuppositions regarding the use of psychological concepts are

1 This essay has already appeared in French in the Revue de Métaphysique et de Mo-
rale, 119(3), 2023, pp. 335-52, under the title “Compréhension, savoir-faire conceptuel
et monde social”. We warmly thank the publisher of the Revue (Humensis) for giving
permission to publish the English version here.
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doubly erroneous. Firstly, it succumbs to a picture of the mind as a
container or interiority, long criticised by Wittgenstein, which feeds
the idea that understanding others ultimately results from knowl-
edge of ‘mental contents’ - thus focusing debates on the question to
know how we can have ‘access to’ the minds of others. Secondly, it
has the effect of withdrawing our attention from a more fundamen-
tal point. Understanding what someone does is crucially manifest-
ed in our ability to describe their conduct, that is to say, primari-
ly to classify it under concepts that are not psychological concepts,
but various concepts of activity, in relation to instituted practices.
In fact, the logic of psychological concepts can only be fully under-
stood by starting from a better view of what describing someone’s
action does imply. It is only by elucidating this through an examina-
tion of the conditions under which concepts of activity are learned
that we become able to get the full meaning of this Wittgensteini-
an point: understanding others is the achievement of a sustained in-
teraction that presupposes participation in the same background of
life, in a tangle of linguistic and non-linguistic practices that char-
acterise a social world.

2 Does Understanding Others Require Access to their
Minds?

Donald Davidson’s early work (Davidson 1963) did much to spread
the view that understanding others consists in identifying their rea-
sons for acting, which in turn can be analysed as a combination of
mental states, namely a desire, giving a general characterisation of
the desired thing, and an instrumental belief, specifying a particular
means to obtain what is desired. To understand an action is then to
be able to rationalise it, i.e. to see it as the conclusion of a practical
reasoning of which such desire and belief are the premises. But this
requires to get knowledge of the agent’s beliefs and desires. Discus-
sions about the nature and epistemic status of folk psychology have
therefore tended to focus on the question of what enables us to get
such a knowledge: how does one come to have access to the content
of other minds? What are the cognitive or non-cognitive capacities,
or even the underlying mechanisms, through which the relevant men-
tal content is identified?

Among the answers, two main options stand out. The first, known
as the “theory theory”, asserts that the ability to understand others
ultimately depends on the possession of a theory of mind (e.g. Fodor
1987). According to this approach, ‘intention’, ‘desire’ or ‘belief” are
theoretical terms, designating unobservable internal mental repre-
sentations, postulated by the theory as the rational causes of observ-
able behaviour. The connection between mind and action is based on
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theoretical hypotheses or laws (roughly of the form ‘if X is in men-
tal state M in circumstances C, then, all other things being equal,
he will perform action A’), by means of which behaviour can be pre-
dicted and explained. We attribute mental states to others by a kind
of inference to the best explanation of their behaviour. While the de-
tails of the analysis are hotly disputed,? all those who embrace this
approach nevertheless share the idea that understanding others is
based on inferential knowledge of mental content.

The plausibility of this first approach has been vigorously chal-
lenged by proponents of the second, known as “simulation theo-
ry” (see Davies, Stone 1995). According to the latter, understand-
ing someone consists in putting oneself in their shoes, i.e. adopting
their perspective on the world in order to imagine or simulate what
our own mental states would be in such a case, before projecting
them onto the other person in order to predict or explain their ac-
tions. The notion of ‘simulation’, borrowed from the field of artificial
intelligence, suggests that understanding others is conceived as an
internal psychological modelling process, rather than as reasoning
informed by a theory. This approach has thus helped to revive the old
notion of empathy that Lipps, following the psychologist Karl Groos,
had defined at the beginning of the twentieth century as “internal
imitation” (Stueber 2018) and to which many analytical philosophers
have recently turned their attention (2006). Neurological discoveries
concerning “mirror neurons” have also been interpreted by some as
providing a neurobiological basis for the capacity for empathy (Riz-
zolatti, Sinigaglia 2008; Coplan, Goldie 2011).

However diverse and conflicting these approaches may be, they
nonetheless subscribe to the spontaneous image according to which
thoughts or intentions are processes that take place in the mind of
the agent and remain hidden from us, constituting the internal coun-
terparts of behaviour that give it its meaning. Ludwig Wittgenstein,
in his work on the philosophy of psychology, often drew attention to
the distortions in the account of the logic of psychological concepts
that arise from the philosophical use of this picture. For example:

The intention with which one acts does not ‘accompany’ the action
any more than a thought ‘accompanies’ speech. Thought and in-
tention are neither ‘articulated’ nor ‘non-articulated’; to be com-
pared neither to a single note which sounds during the acting or
speaking, nor to a melody. (PI, II, § 280)

2 Some proponents of the idea that commonsense psychology is a theory neverthe-
less believe that it is obsolete and doomed to give way to a robust theory, formulated
in sheer neurophysiological terms (e.g. Churchland 1981). For a recent overview, see
Hutto, Ravenscroft 2021.
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Let us say I am sitting at my desk and I get up to fetch the dictionary.
AsIstand up, I may say to myself: “I'm going to check the spelling of
this word”. And it would be correct to say that these words express
my intention. It would only be hidden from you insofar as I kept this
to myself. But what if I said those words out loud? You would then
know the ‘contents of my mind’; but you would still not know exactly
what I wanted to do, since you would still ignore the word the spell-
ing of which I wanted to check.®* However, I know what the word is
and I could tell you if you asked me. Does that mean that I have al-
ready said it to myself? No. In fact, it is quite possible that I have
not said anything to myself at all: in a moment of doubt, I stop writ-
ing, my eyes stare at a word on the screen for a moment, then I get
up to fetch the dictionary. Or maybe the only thing ‘on my mind’ is a
haunting melody that has been playing over and over since I heard it
on the radio. Commenting on this, Elizabeth Anscombe writes thus:

An intention after all needn’t be [an occurring] thought, for one
can intend what one is not thinking of, as when one intends over a
whole period to make a certain journey, but in fact seldom thinks
of it, and when one even thinks of it, one’s thoughts aren’t to the
effect that one is going to make that journey. [...] We tend to think
it out of a prejudice that an intention must be a mental phenome-
non, i.e. an event in the mind. (Anscombe 1963, 59)

While it is true to say that intentions are a kind of thought, we can-
not equate thought or cogitatio with something that presents itself
to consciousness at a given moment, on the model of conscious expe-
rience, as Descartes did (Anscombe 1963, 60-1; see also Descombes
2004, 190-8). This kind of actualism let aside a logical difference be-
tween what we call the content of an intention (or the content of a be-
lief) and the content of an experience. To report the content of my in-
tention is to describe what I am going to do, but not to describe what
is happening in my mind at the moment. Similarly, expressing the
content of a belief is saying something about the world, not about my
experience. On the other hand, to describe the content of an experi-
ence is to say how things appear to me at a given moment, what the
(visual, auditive, etc.) appearances are. Let us suppose that when I
get up to reach to the dictionary, I think I hear my phone vibrating,
though it is in fact the neighbour’s intercom ringing. Realising my
mistake, I could describe my experience by saying “it sounded like
the faint noise my phone makes when it vibrates”. But having an in-
tention does not imply at all that something presents itself to me in

3 Cf. PIL II, § 284: “If God had looked into our minds, he would not have been able to
see there whom we were speaking of”.
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this sense, nor in the way of an inner speech or a melody heard in the
mind. All ‘mental content’ cannot be modelled on the content of an
experience. The confusion arises as soon as we start talking about
‘mental content’ without further examination, and make a theoreti-
cal use of the metaphor of the mind as a place or container.

Why is the view that understanding others involves having ac-
cess to the inner contents of their minds so attractive and why does
it have such a powerful influence on us? It is partly because of well-
known facts (Anscombe 2000, 9, § 4): for example, the fact that we
can hide our thoughts from others or lie to them about our intentions;
that we can have an intention but not carry it out; or that the inten-
tion with which an agent does something cannot be seen in what he
does: in this case, we have to question him - but he does not have to
make any particular observation or inference to be able to answer us,
which feeds the idea that what an agent thinks or wants he knows it
directly, whereas we need to manage ourselves access to his interi-
ority and can have only indirect knowledge of it.

But seeing the problem of understanding along these lines ac-
tually leads to miss the point. First of all, it misses the point that
thoughts can be expressed and that, from then on, there is nothing
hidden about them. On the other hand, it is true that understand-
ing what someone else is doing may depend on knowing more about
them - knowledge that I can obtain by questioning them, or by pay-
ing attention to other features of the circumstances, or through tes-
timonies, and so on. However, we cannot equate understanding of
others with knowledge of anything, and especially not of a ‘mental
content’. After all, one may have knowledge of this content and still
fail to understand it. As Wittgenstein puts it:

Even if someone were to express everything that is ‘within him’,
we wouldn’t necessarily understand him. (LWI, § 191)

I might still be unable to understand the reasons given to me by the
agent, even though I am certain that such are his reasons for acting
(because he has told me and I have no reason to doubt his sinceri-
ty) - that is, I might still be unable to understand the agent himself.
Anscombe (2000, 71, § 37) notes that the agent’s mere statement of his
will is not enough to make me understand what he wants. If someone
says “I want a saucer of mud”, I will certainly know the object of his
desire, but his conduct and his discourse will still remain obscure to
me, unless I understand what is the point of wanting a saucer of mud.
The answer to this question, Anscombe explains, would consist in a
“desirability characterisation”, i.e. a specification of the aspect under
which the thing desired is good in the agent’s eyes and makes it de-
sirable. Now, to understand what the agent might say here requires
that I myself be able to recognise the good he is pursuing. But this
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presupposes much more (and much else) than the possession of knowl-
edge or information about the agent or what is going on ‘in his mind’.

3 Understanding Others as a Practical-Conceptual
Achievement

The confusions associated with the use of the metaphors of content
and access should encourage us to account for understanding oth-
ers from another starting point. To this effect, we should reconsid-
er the fact that most of the time, the behaviour of those around us is
immediately intelligible to us.

As Dan Hutto (2004) points out, following Shaun Gallagher and
other proponents of embodied cognition, those whose believe that
understanding others is based primarily on the use of commonsense
psychology in order to ascribe mental states to others tend to think
of the problem as arising from the third person, from the point of
view of a more or less detached spectator. In so doing, they do not
pay enough attention to interaction situations, or to the basic abili-
ties that enable us to attune naturally with the expressive responses
of others (such as facial and motor imitation, the phenomena of emo-
tional contagion, etc.). This leads them to give an over-intellectual-
ised account of understanding. Against this tendency, writes Hutto:

I promote the idea that in the basic cases we are able to Tead’
others reliably and vice versa and that when we are in our histor-
ically normal environments this is no accident. For, like all crea-
tures, due to long periods of tinkering and adjustment, we have
been shaped precisely to respond to such environments, be they
biological or social. Taking this idea to heart makes the alterna-
tive claim that our basic social interactions are made possible by
means of the tacit predictions and explanations of commonsense
psychology deeply suspect. (2004, 554)

Elucidating understanding requires clarifying the nature of this ad-
justment. But Hutto goes further and also argues that in most cases,
and not just “basic cases”, understanding others does not depend at
all on an attribution of reasons in the third person - such an activity
being, at best, “peripheral” (558). For the intelligibility of actions de-
rives from the fact that they conform to common norms of conduct.
That we are legible to each other in our ordinary interactions is not
the result of a specific interpretation activity, explicit or implicit, but
results from the fact that we share the same set of “norms and rou-
tines that structure these interactions” (558-9). This shared practi-
cal background is what our common sense does consist in, on the ba-
sis of which others’ behaviours are identifiable.
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Hutto (as well as those who agree with him) is certainly right to in-
sist that this is the starting point for elucidating the ordinariness of
mutual understanding. But we must guard at the same time against
the temptation to conceive of this “embodied practice” (550) as a set
of adjustment mechanisms divorced from any conceptual or symbol-
ic dimension. In what follows, I would like to argue that understand-
ing means exercising a kind of conceptual know-how - which insists
on the fact that a concept is something more akin to the possession
of a technique than a product of representational mental activity.

In her masterpiece Intention, Anscombe asks how we go about tell-
ing someone’s intentions: what kind of true statements might we give
about someone’s intentions and how do we know that they are true?
Having suggested that it would be enough to state “what he actual-
ly did or is doing”, she adds:

I'm referring to the sort of things you would say in a law court if
you were a witness and were asked what a man was doing when
you saw him. [...] [I]n a very large number of cases, your selection
from the immense variety of true statements about him which you
might make would coincide with what he could say he was doing
[...]. T am sitting in a chair writing, and anyone grown to the age
of reason in the same world would know this as soon as he saw
me, and in general it would be his first account of what I was do-
ing; if this were something he arrived at with difficulty, and what
he knew straight off were precisely how I was affecting the acous-
tic properties of the room (to me a very recondite piece of infor-
mation), then communication between us would be rather severe-
ly impaired. (Anscombe 2000, 8, § 4)

It is indeed a remarkable feat that even a fairly young child entering
aroom can usually give a description such as “she is sitting and writ-
ing” with ease, description which identifies an action performed in-
tentionally. Of course, such a description is very rough and may raise
a number of questions: what is she writing, to whom, and what for?
But it is already a correct answer to the question “what is she do-
ing?”. The questions designed to enrich the scenario thus sketched
out could not be asked if the child did not first recognise that the per-
son is writing. His ability to correctly describe what the other is do-
ing expresses his understanding of that action; but, like his under-
standing, it depends on whether or not he possesses some concepts,
such as ‘writing’.

What does it mean to possess a concept? For a whole tradition born
of modernity, to possess a concept of something is to be able to form
arepresentation or idea of it (in the Cartesian or Lockean sense) hav-
ing a general or archetypal character. But in Wittgenstein’s perspec-
tive, “a concept is the technique of using a word” (LPP, 50). To learn
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such a technique is to be initiated into a kind of know-how - which
certainly concerns itself with words, but is also intertwined with a
whole range of other activities. Explaining this perspective, Ans-
combe writes thus:

The competent use of language is a criterion for the possession of
the concepts symbolized in it, and so we are at liberty to say: to
have such-and-such linguistic practices is to have such-and-such
concepts. “Linguistic practice” here does not mean merely the pro-
duction of words properly arranged into sentences on occasions
which we vaguely call ‘suitable’. It is important that it includes ac-
tivities other than the production of language, into which a use of
language is interwoven. For example, activities of measuring, of
weighing, of giving and receiving and putting into special places,
of moving about in a huge variety of ways, of consulting tables and
calendars and signs and acting in a way which is connected with
that consultation. It is plausible to say that we would have no con-
cept of length apart from some activity of measuring, and no con-
cept of precise comparative length of distant objects if the activi-
ty of measuring had not a quite elaborate use of words interwoven
into it. (Anscombe 1976, 117)

In order to know what “writing” means and use the term correctly in
describing someone else’s action or your own, you need to have been
introduced to handling certain objects (pencil and paper, chalk and
slate), to have learnt to imitate letter shapes and name them, to form
words and read them, etc., and then to have been introduced to the
uses of writing (making a list, signing, writing a postcard...). Writing
does not simply mean drawing, nor leaving a trace on a surface, even
if it is with an ink pen, nor simply tracing shapes that look like letters.
To understand what it means to “write”, you need to have been ad-
mitted into a whole tangle of shared practices - a social world - that
form a way of life in which writing occupies a certain place and is of
some interest for people.

Generally speaking, by being educated in a human form of life,
we learn to identify and name various activities, their characteristic
ends and results, and the elements of the world necessary for their
accomplishment: baking bread, cooking, driving a bus, taking a tram,
thanking or greeting someone, nursing someone, buying and selling...
At the same time, we learn to identify the role or status of the agents
who perform those activities (the baker, the driver, the doctor, the
shop assistant, and so on) and to recognise the patterns of actions
and reactions that fit together in them. But we also learn to act on
our own in accordance with some of these roles and motives. The or-
dinary intelligibility of actions comes not from something in the mind
of the agent, a kind of mental (inner) supplement to his conduct, but
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from the fact that these actions implement instituted ways of doing
things, i.e. ways that are both received and authoritative, which we
learn to recognise and apply ourselves as agents (Descombes 2014,
295-313). This helps us to understand why the active search for an
agent’s reasons for acting is not central to ordinary situations, but
‘peripheral’: most of the time, other people’s reasons are obvious to
me. If the baker opens his till after I have handed her a note, it is to
give me the change for the bread I am buying; if the waiter at the
restaurant hands me a menu, it is for me to choose my dish because
I am coming for lunch; and so on. The lack of understanding and the
need for explanations arise when an incident interrupts the normal
course of events. For example, a man suddenly gets up from the table
in the middle of lunch and leaves the restaurant; we naturally won-
der what has bitten him, but we don’t wonder why the other diners
stay eating at their table.

How then can we understand the role and use of psychological
concepts such as ‘believe’, ‘want’ or ‘intend’, if understanding oth-
ers does not necessarily require their projection? A complete answer
to this question actually involves a whole philosophy of psychology,
of the kind Wittgenstein developed in his later writings. It is beyond
the scope of this article to set out all the details. But I can at least
indicate a few elements here.

First of all, let us emphasise once again that the content of an in-
tention or a belief cannot but refer to the world of the agent: they can
only have a content that the agent is able to think or express, through
his language or his conduct, because he participates in this norma-
tive practical background made up of institutions and customs (PI,
I, § 337). As it has been said, it requires both practical and concep-
tual training. This suggests an important point: psychological con-
cepts like ‘intending’ or ‘believing’ are logically dependent in their
use on those by which we identify things, facts, activities and events.

How do attributions of intention work indeed, and what purpose
do they serve? To find this out, we need to retrace the language game
and its roots. A child gradually learns to say what he is doing - and
this, because the adults around him talk to him, telling him what he
is doing, asking him things, encouraging him, teaching him thereby
how is called what he is doing. In this way, he becomes able to answer
questions about his current activity: “I'm playing”, “I'm drawing a lit-
tle man”, etc., as well as to use the question “What are you doing?”
himself. In his answers, he indicates the point of his current activi-
ty, possibly associated with a criterion of its achievement. A further
stage consists in being able to say what he is about to do: “I'm go-
ing to ride my bike”, “I'm writing a postcard to Grandma”, as well as
being able to describe what others are up to. He also progressively
learns to articulate the complexity of what he is doing (“I'm writing
to thank her for her present”) while learning to answer the question
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“Why?”, which he also applies to others. Following these lines, the
language of attributing intention to others (“She intends to do A”) can
be seen as an extension of the possibilities for describing other peo-
ple’s actions, logically based on their possible or actual first-person
expression. Attributing an intention involves mastering a particular
linguistic technique, that of indirect style discourse, which makes it
possible to report to an addressee the words by which an agent ex-
pressing himself, as the child of my former example does, could de-
clare what he is doing or intends to do (see Descombes 2004, 38). Of
course, it is not necessary for the agent to have uttered the words,
either to someone or for himself. On the other hand, as we have seen,
he must have the necessary conceptual resources to be attributed
the corresponding intention.

By using descriptions that the agent himself might give of his ac-
tion (“I am doing A”), this technique makes it possible to identify a
complex action from its end, and to articulate the observer’s and the
agent’s points of view when they diverge. We generally identify an ac-
tion by its intended result, in the same way that we describe process-
es by reference to their end (Anscombe 2000, 39, § 2). But sometimes
the agent’s intended result is not the one that actually takes place
and which the others are able to observe directly. Suppose someone
takes some eggs from a box but clumsily drops them on the floor; it is
true to say that he has broken some eggs, but false to say that he has
made an omelette, even though ‘making an omelette’ is the descrip-
tion under which he intended to act, an action which then appears to
have failed. The technique of indirect discourse opens up the possi-
bility of distinguishing, in relation to the same action, between a de-
scription under which the agent thinks what he is doing or going to
do, and a description of what he is doing that is not linked to what
he could have said about his own action - a distinction that opens up
the possibility of talking about the degree of accomplishment of the
action and its failure (see Thompson 2008, 122-8).

The preceding remarks, without exhausting the topic, should suf-
fice here to make plausible the idea that the functioning and the de-
scriptive use of psychological concepts like ‘intention’ or ‘belief’ must
be grasped, not from the picture of the mind as interiority, interpret-
ed literally, but in relation to situations of interaction between agents
and to phenomena of first-person expression. Whatever the full elu-
cidation of their logic, understanding others depends above all on
the fact that we have a common conceptual repertoire, both practi-
cal and linguistic. It is this conceptual know-how that enables us to
identify the actions of others (according to their degree of achieve-
ment) and to interact with them.
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4 Tuning in with Others

A question arises, however: how is it that, while having the same
historical background, both conceptual and practical, is not always
enough to understand others? Why is there misunderstanding? And
what does it show us about what understanding is?

There are a number of different situations that must be taken into
account here. Firstly, ‘misunderstanding’ can refer to the lack of un-
derstanding coming from the ignorance of some important elements
of context; for example, if a man sitting at a table in a restaurant sud-
denly gets up and leaves, we will not understand his behaviour until
we know more about the circumstances and his state of mind (has
he just remembered an important appointment? Or has someone in-
sulted him? Etc.). The word can also refer to the simple fact of being
mistaken about what someone is doing or saying. A mistake or misun-
derstanding is a kind of hitch in the interaction, a failure, which can
nevertheless be repaired. But misunderstanding might be of a more
radical nature and mark the failure of the interaction or even its im-
possibility; this is the situation Wittgenstein refers to when he writes:

It is important for our approach, that someone may feel concern-
ing certain people, that he will never know what goes on inside
them. He will never understand them. (Englishwomen for Euro-
peans.) (CV, 84)*

We also say of a person that he is transparent to us. It is, how-
ever, important as regards our considerations that one human be-
ing can be a complete enigma to another. One learns this when
one comes into a strange country with entirely strange traditions;
and, what is more, even though one has mastered the country’s
language. One does not understand the people. (And not because
of not knowing what they are saying to themselves.) We can’t find
our feet with them. (PI, II, § 325)

Our reaction does not stem from the fact that something is hidden
from us, even if this picture sometimes comes to us spontaneously to
express our confusion. It stems from the fact that we can’t really re-
late to someone. Such an experience, however, is not specific to find-
ing ourselves in a foreign society, whose concepts and ways of life are
at odds with our own; it also occurs within our own society. As Peter
Winch (1997, 202) has pointed out, we can feel completely alienated
by our contemporaries’ interest in football, say; Winch also mentions
the British philosopher Robin Collingwood who, in his autobiography,

4 For a complete elucidation of this remark, see Schroeder 2019.
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describes the feeling of being out of step with the kind of philosophy
practised by his Oxford colleagues. The boundary between what is
and what is not ‘alien’ is actually rather fluid.

The fact is that, as Winch says, a culture in the anthropological
sense of the word is not a “seamless web” (1997, 198). In the course
of our education, all of us are not introduced exactly to the same
ways of living. We are exposed to different facets of the same culture
and, in so doing, we are led to take different things for fundamental
and important.® Hence, [ may not understand the distress of people
who are unable to attend a football tournament, say. Their expres-
sions of despair seem completely incongruous to me, because I don’t
understand their relation to football, the place it occupies in their
way of life taken as a whole, or, as Winch puts it, the “point” of their
passion for football.* Winch however suggests that it is sometimes
possible to overcome this misunderstanding: to that effect, I need
to find connections between their way of life and mine, by means
of which I can find my own an analogue of the interest they attach
to this activity and the role it plays in theirs. If I play a sport my-
self, I might have an idea of the passion it can arouse - but the anal-
ogy might not be enough to understand the importance of attend-
ing matches in person, getting together with others to talk about it,
or even the feeling that one’s own life might be deprived of value if
one’s favourite team lost the tournament. Someone who, on the oth-
er hand, doesn’t particularly like football but passionately follows
his basketball team’s championships would probably have a better
understanding of these aspects than I do. Generally speaking, the
possibility of understanding others will depend on the way in which
our lifestyles overlap and lend themselves to the building of enlight-
ening analogies. We are far from a theoretical inference or from an
effort at simulation.

However, the divergence of lifestyles is not the only cause at stake.
This is sometimes overlooked by sociologists or anthropologists who
tend to describe acculturation as a simple process of “internalising
norms” (Winch 1997, 198). Here, Winch'’s thoughts echo those of Witt-
genstein on the importance of individual spontaneity and “primitive
reactions” in learning to follow a rule.” For instance, imagine two
people, A and B, such that A teaches B to write a sequence of signs
in a given order, such as the sequence of natural numbers. A writes

5 SeealsoZ, §§ 387-8.

6 On the use of this expression, see Le Du 2013. On the example of football, see al-
so Lyas 1999, 74-5.

7 Cf. CV, 36: “The origin and the primitive form of the language game is a reaction;

only from this can the more complicated forms grow. Language - [ want to say - is a re-
finement, ‘in the beginning was the deed’”.
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the sequence from 0 to 9 for B’s attention, and B has to copy it down.
Wittgenstein declares:

At first, perhaps, we guide his hand in writing out the series 0 to
9; but then the possibility of communication [die Moglichkeit der
Verstdandigung] will depend on his going on to write it down by
himself. (PI, I, § 143)

And the same applies throughout the learning process: “[Tlhe effect
of any further explanation depends on his reaction” (P], I, § 145).

Sharing common concepts, mastering a technique for using words,
generally presupposes a certain regularity in reactions to learning.
But this also applies to their projection into new uses and their appli-
cation to new situations. The rules for using a word are not like rails
on which we would set off once and for all, and which would deter-
mine all its possible projections; the possibilities of meaning change
and expand with our practice itself. The intelligibility of a new pro-
jection will therefore also depend on the similarity of people’s reac-
tions. So it is when we introduce a new metaphor, a witty remark or
a line of humour: they will be intelligible to others only if they are
able to see what the person uttering them sees in them which gives
this use of words its “point”, i.e. both its meaning and its value. And
this variety of possible individual reactions extends its effects to ex-
isting cultural forms: some will elicit no significant response from
us, and we will therefore be in great difficulty to find any meaning in
them. What is more, the divergence of our reactions can lead us into
conflict - a conflict, says Winch (1997, 198), which is even character-
istic of certain areas of life: morality, politics, religion.

As Severin Schroeder (2019, 183-4) points out, there is therefore
a non-intellectual dimension to understanding others which is root-
ed in individual spontaneity; understanding others is also a matter of
affinities, of sharing dispositions that are both moral and aesthetic,
i.e. that concern what is valuable and what is not. (It should be not-
ed, however, that understanding does not presuppose agreement or
unison: we can very well get along in a conflictual mode, like those
couples who share a taste for quarrelling, for example, according to
an eroticised perception of confrontation.) The emphasis placed on
the diversity of individual agreements, so to speak, allows us to see
that misunderstanding cannot be apprehended solely as a case of
failure of our cognitive capacities or of missing knowledge, but that
it is an irreducible possibility, immanent to human relations, the flip
side of the plasticity and indefinite nature of our practices and con-
cepts (see also Hacker 2023, 96-8). For all that, incomprehension can
be overcome - sometimes, at least, when we are able to find the right
analogies and if we are also inclined to show goodwill. But there is
no guarantee that it will be, nor even that it can be.
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5 Conclusion

When the meaning of an agent’s conduct eludes us, we are prone to
think that we might find it ‘in his mind’. This inclination still more
or less implicitly governs much philosophical thinking about under-
standing others, by focusing attention on the idea that we should be
able to account for ‘the access’ we have to the mind of another. To
understand someone, it is assumed, is, first and foremost to be able
to rationalise his behaviour, which implies discovering the content
of his desires and beliefs. But by what process? Some believe it is an
inference based on the possession of a theory, others a form of simu-
lation through which we find these contents within ourselves before
projecting them onto others. Yet interpersonal understanding is not
the result of access to content, as if it were a matter of discovering
something fundamentally hidden. What’s more, this way of looking
at the problem reduces understanding to a mere question of know-
ing someone else’s reasons, what they want and what they believe;
but this overlooks the fact that reasons for action, even if they are
explicit and therefore known, may not be understood.

In a sense, the emphasis in the debates on identifying the content
of an agent’s reasons and the operations that make this possible, has
contributed to obscure a more fundamental point: understanding
others is not a specific cognitive achievement, but the manifestation
of a shared know-how. In his masterwork The Concept of Mind, Ryle
(2000, 53) had already taken a step towards an elucidation of this
kind:

Understanding is a part of knowing how. The knowledge that is
required for understanding intelligent performances of a specific
kind is some degree of competence in performances of that kind.
The competent critic of prose-style, experimental technique, or
embroidery, must at least know how to write, experiment or sew.
[...] Of course, to execute an operation intelligently is not exactly
the same thing as to follow its execution intelligently. The agent
is originating, the spectator is only contemplating. But the rules
which the agent observes and the criteria which he applies are
one with those which govern the spectator’s applause and jeers.

In his formulation, Ryle put the emphasis on technical operations: if I
can see myself in what someone is doing, it is because I myself know
how to do part of what he is doing. But does all behaviour boil down
to the application of a technique? In this article, I have tried to show
that Wittgenstein’s philosophy provides the means to give a proper
formulation to this intuition in a much broader way: understanding
others depends in the first place on conceptual know-how, on the pos-
session of concepts that enable the agent to think about and describe
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his own action - but they enable him to do so because they structure
the action itself, because they are nothing other than the rational or-
der the agent is able to give to his conduct by virtue of his insertion
into some social world, made up of norms, roles, rules and practices.
To be able to describe your own action by saying “I'm writing”, you
need to know how to write: mastery of language is thus interwoven
with non-linguistic activities, in a huge diversity of ways. And such an
action is intelligible to another (interacting with the agent or in the
position of an observer) insofar as this other participates in the same
social world and is himself, as a result, familiar with its practices.

Such a perspective leads us to re-consider the logical functioning
of concepts (such as intention, desire or belief), the mastery of which
is at the heart of commonsense psychology. From this point of view,
the psychological concepts used to articulate an agent’s attitude to-
wards what he holds to be reasons (the end he pursues, the things
he holds to be true and on the ground of which he acts) play an aux-
iliary role in extending descriptions: they make it possible to enrich
the minimal scenario suggested by the description that an observer
is immediately able to give about what is going on (“she writes”, “he
takes the tram”...) by crediting the agent with thoughts that he could
himself express if questioned; but this in no way implies that psycho-
logical concepts are intended to designate ‘mental contents’, in the
sense of objects of knowledge inaccessible for the observer. The log-
ic of psychological concepts does, of course, call for careful study;
but to consider that the understanding of others can be elucidated
on the basis of their use alone simply misses the point.

However, participation in the same social world is not enough to
bring about understanding of another. There is a non-intellectual di-
mension to understanding which is rooted in individual spontane-
ity, that can get in the way when we are not sensitive to the same
things. But above all, as Winch emphasised in the wake of Wittgen-
stein, incomprehension remains an irreducible possibility, immanent
in human relations; for participation in a common world presuppos-
es a sufficient convergence of reactions in the learning and sub-
sequent application of words and concepts, which nothing can abso-
lutely guarantee.
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Part 2 of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations aims to under-
stand the logic of psychological concepts. The main source material
from which Part 2 has been drawn is to be found in the Remarks on
the Philosophy of Psychology and the Last Writings on the Philosophy
of Psychology which were published in the 1980s.

Wittgenstein’s philosophy of psychology has not drawn the same at-
tention as Part 1 of the Philosophical Investigations. Yet some topics
in Part 2 have received more attention than others. In particular the
notion of seeing-as or aspect seeing can count on numerous inter-
pretations. The section concerned with aspect seeing, however, in-
cludes also related but clearly different psychological concepts and
which have largely failed to draw the attention they deserve. One of
them is the concept of seeing, another and related to this, seeing pic-
tures (of human beings), such as portraits but also photographs. And
finally, seeing the emotions, feelings and thoughts of other people.
In this article I will focus on Wittgenstein’s analysis of the con-
cepts of seeing and seeing-as, and how they apply to ‘social under-
standing’. My approach will be largely historical in that I discuss
these topics in the context of Wittgenstein’s reading of the work of
the Gestalt psychologist Wolfgang Kohler. In my Beyond the Inner
and the Outer (1990), I presented the earliest detailed interpretation
of Wittgenstein’s philosophy of psychology against their background
in empirical psychology. In my view, Wittgenstein’s work is closer to
philosophy of science, or methodology, than to what is now conceived
as philosophy of mind which is predominantly metaphysical. In ter
Hark 1995 I further strengthened my ‘methodological’ reading of
Wittgenstein by interpreting his notorious remarks about mind and
brain (cf. RPP I, § 90 3 ff.) in the light of Kohler’s theory of isomor-
phism of mental states and brain states. In Wittgenstein’s methodol-
ogy there is no focus on how science can best proceed, as with e.g.
Popper, in order to get better explanations and predictions. Rath-
er the emphasis is on a clarification of concepts in the light of their
natural history. Psychological concepts have their habitat in a natu-
ral history which relates their meaning to our physiognomy, our ges-
tures, our ways of responding to other people, our use of instruments
and samples in explaining and teaching language, etc. When these
concepts are transferred to a scientific context, such as the psycho-
logical lab, much of their natural history disappears from view, but
it is still what gives them their meaning. Notably the concept of see-
ing (or perceiving) is not a concept which has been coined by psy-
chologists for purely scientific purposes, as is common in the phys-
ical sciences. Yet in the 1920s, especially during the rise of Gestalt
psychology, the concept of seeing got increasingly used in a physio-
logical context. Indeed, Kohler remarked that not until the physio-
logical underpinnings of psychological processes were discovered,
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psychology would remain a preparatory science at best. In Hausen
and ter Hark (2013), the methodological understanding of Wittgen-
stein’s remarks about seeing and all aspect seeing has been further
deepened. There we employed the conceptual distinction between
‘intransitive’ and ‘transitive’ uses of words, which Wittgenstein out-
lines in the Brown Book, to throw light both on his critique of and
alignment with Kohler. In this essay, therefore, I will continue the
work by Hausen and ter Hark (2013), and elaborate on the mislead-
ing effect physiology has (had) on the concepts of seeing and seeing-
as in the context of early twentieth century science and philosophy.
In addition, I add a new interpretation of Wittgenstein’s often over-
looked remarks on facial expression and social understanding which
also have Gestalt psychology as their background.

1 Psychology and Physiology

According to the British Empiricists, Locke and Berkeley, the senses
are only capable of registering form and colour, the intellect being the
instrument for all other visual aspects. In nineteenth century psychol-
ogy, this dichotomy was developed into a division between sensation
and perception. Kohler has called this approach the ‘Meaning Theo-
ry’. An assumption of this theory is that sensation reveals simple and
neutral sense data. Sure enough, as adults we do not have such virgin-
al impressions in everyday life, but the demarcation of the adult’s visu-
al field into segregated units is the result of learning. By contrast, the
original visual field is a mere mosaic of sensations. To explain visual
percepts, the empiricist invokes associations or previous knowledge.

When we look at the desk in front of us, we thus perceive a grey
object because our previous interactions with objects (and in particu-
lar, our interactions with desks) impart meaning to the grey patch of
colour that we would see. That we do not seem to see simply a grey
patch of colour is due to the effects of learning.

Kohler critically observes that “little is left that would be called a
true sensory fact by the Introspectionist” (1947, 83). His alternative
theory of seeing and perceiving is that our visual field has an ‘organ-
isation’ and this organisation is a sensory (specifically, a visual) fact,
just like colour and shape. According to Kohler, it is in virtue of or-
ganisation that “the contents of particular areas [in the visual field]
belong together as circumscribed units from which their surround-
ings are excluded” (1947, 137, 139). Kohler maintains that the seg-
regated wholes or Gestalten are given first as visual facts, and then
we associate meaning with them (1947, 138-9). He stresses also that
when sources outside the organism stimulate the retina, the result-
ing ‘mosaic’ on the retina is not itself already organised into Gestalt-
en. Instead, the nervous system responds to the retinal stimulation,
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and various Gestalten in the visual field can thereby result (1947,
160-2). Sensory organisation, therefore, constitutes a characteristic
achievement of the nervous system.

Thus, for Kohler ‘organisation’ or ‘form’ is the primitive unit of per-
ception. Form or organisation is seen as much as colour and shape are
seen. Organisation takes its properties from ‘electric brain fields’, or
underlying configured brain processes.

Consider some of his examples in more detail. Kohler refers to
maps of countries, or to charts of ships captains. On these maps the
sea tends to the appearance of which the land has on ordinary maps.
The contour of the land on maritime maps is the same as it is on a
map we use when touring through the countryside, which means that
the geometrical line which separates land and water is normally pro-
jected on the retina.

None the less, when looking at such a map, says, of the Mediter-
ranean, we may completely fail to see Italy. Instead we may see a
strange figure, corresponding to the area of the Adriatic, and so
forth, which is new to us, but which happens to have shape under
the circumstances. (Kohler, 181)

He concludes that to have shape is a peculiarity which distinguish-
es certain areas of the visual field from others which have no shape
in this sense. So long as the Mediterranean has shape, the area cor-
responding to Italy has no shape.

The retinal stimuli constitute a mere mosaic, in which no particu-
lar areas are functionally aggregated and shaped. These stimuli as
such do not tell us which organisation of the visual field will be prom-
inent and which will fade into the background. Only when we take
into account brain fields and their principles of organisation can we
predict which particular organisation will result.

A further example is the figure of two different shapes, either that
of a cross consisting of four slender arms, or that of another cross
which consists of the four large sectors. So long as the former shape
is before us, the area of the latter is absorbed into the background,
and its visual shape is non-existent. When the latter shape emerges,
the former disappears. Kohler concludes that

in both cases, the oblique lines are boundaries of the shapes which
are seen at the time. They belong to the slender cross in the first
case, and to the large cross in the second. (1947, 183)

And in an earlier treatment of a similar figure he says:

Now the lines which in the first object belong together as bound-
aries of a narrow sector are separated; they have become
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boundaries of large sectors. Clearly, the organization of the pat-
tern has changed... (1947, 171-2)

Thus, to Koéhler the change of organisation which occurs when we re-
port a change of our visual impression upon looking at the figure of
the double cross is a change of visual reality as we also experience
such a change when we are facing a change of shape or a change of
colour. It is a change of visual reality in the sense that we (or our
brain) group the lines in different ways.

Despite Wittgenstein’s greater sympathy for Gestalt psychology
than for empiricism, their common physiological way of explaining
problems concerning seeing is rejected by him. Indeed, the problem
situation created can hardly have satisfied him. On the one hand
there is empiricism which claims by appealing to the physiology of
the retinal image that colour and shape are the only items of per-
ception and that psychological states like emotions are a matter of
interpretation. On the other hand there is Gestaltpsychology which
claims also by appealing to physiology (of brain processes), that we
do see emotions because we see organisation as much as we see col-
our and shape. To be sure empiricism notices a difference, a differ-
ence between seeing colours and shapes and seeing emotions, depth
and other phenomena. The question, however, is whether they grasp
the nature of the difference?

And Kohler may be right when he observes that empiricism is in
conflict with the common, or as he puts it, the naive view of seeing.
However, what does he understand by the naive view of seeing? It
seems as if he assumes that built into common sense is a theory of
perception. This is what Wittgenstein explicitly rejects. There is no
general theory of perception built into common sense. There are on-
ly concepts. It is to the study of these concepts that one has to turn
in order to solve the problems of perception.

2 Wittgenstein

It is in particular Kohler’s understanding of the problem the empir-
icist psychologists wrestled with that is the target of Wittgenstein
in the first volume of Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology. And
because, according to Wittgenstein, Kohler fails to understand the
nature of the problems concerning seeing as tackled by empiricism,
his own alternative approach fails.

I first discuss Wittgenstein’s comments on empiricistic theories
of perception.

Wittgenstein concedes that the psychologist has identified an im-
portant meaning of the verb ‘to see’, namely, what is seen is what
can be inferred from the retinal image. What is seen, is that of which
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one can make an ideal and precise representation. At many occa-
sions Wittgenstein remarks that our gaze continually wanders when
we look at objects or scenes, for instance, streaming water (cf. RPP
I, § 1080). The point of these remarks can be made clear when con-
sidering our perception of people’s faces. Especially when we look
at another person’s face our gaze wanders and our impression of the
facial features and the contours of the face consists largely out of
edges and subtle transitions of colours and their shadings. A draw-
ing of our impression of the other person’s face would not contain
the above-mentioned fuzzy areas. Hence, what is called an exact rep-
resentation of what is seen would always leave out aspects that are
truly characteristic of what we see. What then is the use of the ide-
al of an exact representation?

And how about the use of the concept of interpretation? To be sure
there are clear cases of seeing something and interpreting it. Witt-
genstein gives the example of a blueprint of a triangle. One may give
someone such a blueprint asks the person to hang a triangular shape
on the wall with an apex as the upper part. Here the person is not
seeing the blueprint as a triangle but he interprets it. When we in-
terpret, Wittgenstein would say, we make a conjecture, we express
a hypothesis, which may subsequently turn out false (ter Hark 1990,
179). But in the cases discussed by Kohler in his chapter on senso-
ry organisation, and other chapters, what is called by him “seeing”
(and by Wittgenstein “seeing-as”) there is not only no fitting together
of pieces, but there is no hypothesising either, no verifying, nor fal-
sifying. When we look at the figure of the sea chart our experience
of the switch of aspect, i.e. the visual emergence of the Mediterra-
nean and the disappearance of Italy, and vice versa, our experience
has ‘genuine duration’. And this is one reason why it is legitimate to
speak of ‘seeing’, as Kohler does, rather than seeing plus interpret-
ing as Introspectionism does.

Despite this commonality Wittgenstein and Kohler approach as-
pect in distinctly different ways. In what respect different is hinted
at in this remark:

“When you get away from your physiological prejudices, you'll find
nothing in the fact that the glance of the eye can be seen.” Cer-
tainly I too say that I see the glance that you throw someone else.
And if someone wanted to correct me and say I don’t really see it,
I should hold this to be a piece of stupidity. (RPP I, § 1101)

Kohler thinks that overcoming the empiricist prejudice that real per-
ception remains true to the patterns of the retina is the way to ex-
plaining as well as describing real perception, including the role of
wholes in real perception. It is only by according the organisation of
the visual field a role that real perception can be explained. Changes
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in one’s visual field, like those occurring during aspect seeing, can
be accounted for only by the physiological underpinnings of process-
es of organisation.

Although Wittgenstein has no problems with causal explanations
of mental phenomena in terms of association, he believes that the
problem hand - e.g. can we really see a human gaze or do we just
see form and colour - is to be solved in a different way. A causal ex-
planation is as much in need of a (conceptual) clarification as is the
phenomenon of seeing and seeing-as itself. He has two more specif-
ic reasons for this insight. For one, he notices that Kéhler wants to
treat everything in a uniform way and explain all the Gestalten that
we see by the notion of an organised visual field that is on a par with
colour and shape. For another, Wittgenstein notices an ambiguity in
Kohler’s notion of organisation. Following ter Hark (2011) and Haus-
en and ter Hark (2013), I will explain this ambiguity by means of the
distinction between transitive and intransitive use of words that Witt-
genstein makes in the Brown Book.

3 Variety of Aspects

I start with a brief overview of the kinds of aspects Wittgenstein dis-
tinguishes in his writings and the lecture notes by his students be-
tween 1945-47. In (ter Hark 1990), I distinguished between optical
aspects and conceptual aspects. Optical aspects can switch automati-
cally, almost like after-images. Conceptual aspects require the use of
words in order to convey that and how one experiences them. In the
Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein speaks of organisational
aspects, thereby referring to what I have termed optical aspects. An
example of the optical aspects is the picture of a series of points or
dots at equal distances from each other: ..... The one who perceives
the figure is asked to see them grouped as 2,1,2, or as 1,2,3,4, and
then yet another one. In such cases to describe one’s changed visu-
al impression in terms of a change of organisation or of grouping is
quite apt. Closely related to this case is the figure the ‘double cross’,
of a black cross on a white background and of a white cross on a black
background. In this case the aspects can be reported

simply by pointing alternately to an isolated white and an isolated
black cross. One could quite well imagine this as a primitive reac-
tion in a child even before it could talk. (PI II, 217)

Clearly, the black and the white cross need not, and typically do not,
switch automatically, hence they are not straightforward optical as-
pects with their characteristics of after-images. But they do not need
the help of concepts in order to be experienced. Even prelinguistic
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children might be pointed out the switch of the black cross and the
white cross

Things are different with the famous duck/rabbit figure. The abil-
ity to see the ambiguous figure as a duck, or as a rabbit, does not
come off the ground simply by pointing as in the preceding case. One
needs already to be “conservant with the shapes of these animals”
before one can say that one sees it so or so (cf. PI II, 217).

I believe there is here a connection with another dimension of as-
pect seeing that Wittgenstein observes but Kohler does not. Aspect
seeing, Wittgenstein notes, are subject to the will. It makes sense
to give the command “See this as a rabbit” but it makes no sense to
say “now see this leaf green” (cf. PI II, 213). Wittgenstein does not
explain his reason for bringing this difference between aspect see-
ing and seeing under our attention. But let us counter factually sup-
pose that it would make sense to command someone to see this leaf
green. In that counterfactual situation we could not learn the mean-
ing of colour words by ostensible definition, i.e. by making a point-
ing gesture at a green leaf and saying “that is what we call ‘green’.
In the case of the duck/rabbit, though, one could point to colours and
shapes but not to a rabbit, or to a duck. To see it as a rabbit is not a
matter of what but of how we see what we see. And how one sees it
is to make a comparison, a comparison with e.g. pictures of rabbits.
Clearly the ability to make comparisons is voluntary.

The voluntariness of aspect seeing is not to be seen as a direct ref-
utation of Kohler. He simply has failed to take account of the role of
language in aspect perception and instead proceeds from association
and brain processes. Yet there is a difference between association,
which is involuntary, and the role of language in aspect perception.
It may be true that eye movements are involved in noting aspects,
and it may be true that association works in the background. But the
point is that one may see a certain aspect, e.g. a duck in the duck/rab-
bit figure, just by saying or pronouncing the word ‘duck’. Hence, lan-
guage and therefore language games, have a role to play, even at this
transitional point where physiology seems to take over psychology.

This role of language is even more prominent in a number of differ-
ent examples of aspect seeing. Wittgenstein gives the example of the
figure of a triangle and the question to see the triangle as if it is hang-
ing from its apex or as if it is standing on its base (cf. PI II, 200). The
person who receives this command normally understands it immedi-
ately and also asks for no other explanation of what is meant by ‘hang-
ing’ or by ‘standing’. The situation is not be explained in the follow-
ing way. There you see a real physical hanging object and what you
see on the picture resembles it so that is makes sense to say that it is
hanging. These words are meant in their ordinary sense, as possible
states of a physical object. In particular they do not seem to be an in-
direct description of what one sees as when we speak of the colour of
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blood rather than of red. The use of standing or base are essential here
and hence being able to apply them in other situations is an essential
condition for underhand applying them in the case of aspect seeing.

Again the case of the triangular hanging figure is different from
both double cross and the duck/rabbit figure. In the latter two cases
it is possible that someone fails to note the ambiguity and takes, e.g.
the duck/rabbit for a rabbit, but it is not possible to take the bare tri-
angular figure for the picture of an object that has fallen over: “To
see this aspect of the triangle demands imagination” (PI, 207).

4 Wittgenstein’s Critique of Kohler’s Explanation of
Aspect Seeing

Kohler’s physiological departure to the question of the nature of see-
ing is especially dominant in his treatment of aspect seeing. His de-
scription of our seeing the duck/rabbit figure would be as follows.
When we look at the ambiguous figure and see first the rabbit and
then the duck we first of all experience that a real rabbit looks like
X and then that a real duck looks like Y, and that the ambiguous fig-
ure switches between X and Y, and back again from Y to X. Our visu-
al experience thus changes, from X to Y and conversely from Y to X.
To explain this change in our visual experience Kohler invokes the
concept of organisation. When we see the figure as X our visual ex-
perience is organised differently from the situation in which we see
the ambiguous figure as Y.

Wittgenstein rephrases Kohler thus: an example of organisation
aspects is when I suddenly see the solution of a puzzle picture. Be-
fore there were only branches and twigs, now there is suddenly a hu-
man shape. “My visual impression has changed and now I recognize
that it has not only shape and color but also a quite particular ‘or-
ganization’ (PIII, 196).

Wittgenstein’s initial response to this explanation in terms of or-
ganisation is that it makes no sense to say this. This ‘scientific’ ex-
planation is not better than the naive view that the ambiguous figure
would move when we undergo an experience of aspect seeing. Al-
though Kohler does not hypothesise inner mental objects that change,
he still falls victim to a ‘category mistake’ for it seems that the only
(hypothetical) change that may occur when we experience a change
of aspect is a physiological change. But it is also obvious that a (hy-
pothesised) physiological change is not what we see when we say that
we see something as. Put otherwise, what we see does not change
and what does (possibly) is not what we see.

The hypothesised physiological change therefore has no bearing
on the solution of the conceptual problems concerning seeing and
seeing as. As Wittgenstein puts it nicely:
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You have now introduced a new, a physiological, criterion for see-
ing. And this can screen the old problem from view, but not solve
it. (PI'1I, 212)

A fairly standard view of Wittgenstein’s comments on the notion of
organisation in his Philosophical Investigations goes as follows. Were
we to represent our experience of a change of aspect by means of two
drawings, one of the situation in which we note the rabbit and one
of the situation in which we note the duck, the drawings would show
no differences at all, they would be exactly the same. It is also fair-
ly standard in the secondary literature to continue as follows there-
by drawing on some remarks Wittgenstein subsequently makes. If
someone, notably Kohler, concedes that change of organisation is not
the same as change of colour or shape then change of organisation
becomes an object which is vulnerable to Wittgenstein’s arguments
against private inner objects.

Commentaries who argue in this way fail to see that Wittgenstein’s
discussion of Kohler has not only a negative side but also a positive
one. The negative and the positive side, however, are interdepend-
ent, hence I once more have to discuss the negative side in order to
explain what is positive about Kohler’s use of organisation. I will do
this by drawing on earlier work by Hausen and ter Hark (2013). I will
show how Wittgenstein’s negative and positive arguments rely on a
subtle and rarely discussed distinction that Wittgenstein makes be-
tween the transitive and intransitive use of terms.

Wittgenstein develops the transitive/intransitive distinction in the
Brown Book, immediately prior to a discussion of aspect seeing. His
example is the word particular, as when we say, “The face has a par-
ticular expression”. On the one hand we may mean ‘particular’ in a
transitive sense, as when we say “This face gives me a particular
impression which I cannot describe”. We also may mean it intransi-
tively as when we say: “This face gives me a strong impression” (cf.
BBB, 158). So, in the transitive case, the word ‘particular’ is used as
a precursor to a further specification. To the question ‘Peculiar in
what way?’, an answer can be given that explains this way in differ-
ent words. In the intransitive case, however, the word ‘particular’
is used for emphasis, hence there is no further specification or com-
parison to be made.

Transitive and intransitive uses of words are not always easy to tell
apart, however. This is especially true when the sentences in ques-
tion involve what Wittgenstein calls a “reflexive construction” (BBB,
159-61). The use of words in a reflexive construction is intransitive
yet appears to be a special case of a transitive use (namely, the re-
flexive constructions appear to be comparing something with itself
or describing something by appealing to the thing itself). The impor-
tant feature of reflexive constructions is that the sentences can be, as
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Wittgenstein says, ‘straightened out’. What he means by this is that
the sentences seem to involve a comparison or description that loops
from an object back to itself. But when the sentences are straight-
ened out, we see that there is no loop. Rather, the sentences involve
only an intransitive use; that is, they involve emphasis, not compari-
son or description. For instance, Wittgenstein says that “That’s that”
is a reflexive expression. Although “That’s that” appears to compare
a thing to itself, it can be straightened out as “That’s settled” and in
fact is used to emphasise the finality of the situation.

Wittgenstein’s objective in discussing these distinctions is to point
out that confusion can arise if intransitive uses are not properly dis-
tinguished. Hausen and ter Hark have argued that Kohler’s notion of
organisation falls into the transitive/ intransitive trap. Specifically, it
looks as if Kohler is using the term organisation transitively when he
speaks about the organisation of the visual field. But actually what
is involved is an intransitive use.

As explained earlier, Kohler defines the organisation of the vis-
ual field as a sensory fact in addition to colour. So, when we expe-
rience a change in aspect of (for example) the pie figure, there is a
change in the sensory facts, namely, the organisation of our visual
field changes.

Wittgenstein wonders whether the change of our visual impression
can be attributed to change of organisation as Kohler would have it.
He seems to take the use of ‘change of organisation’ from other lin-
guistic situations. As Wittgenstein notes:

“The organization of the visual image changes” has not the same
kind of application as: “The organization of this company is chang-
ing”. Here I can describe how it is, if the organization of our com-
pany changes. (RPP I, § 536)

That is, a company’s organisation may be described by a flowchart
that shows the company’s hierarchy and structure. It makes sense to
ask, “How did the organization change?”, and the response could in-
volve pointing to changes in the flowchart. But there is no compara-
ble way to describe the organisation of the visual field (cf. ter Hark
1990; Hausen and ter Hark 2013, 98). We might, as Wittgenstein sug-
gests, represent our visual impression by means of drawings. Such
drawings would reflect a change in colour. Yet, these drawings will
show no change when there is a change of aspect, “they will be the
same before and after the theorized change in organization takes
place” (LW I, § 439).

Now the sentence “The organization of my visual field has changed”
seems similar to a sentence “The color of the sky has changed”, yet
in answer to the question “How has your visual field changed” one
can say no more than “Like this”, thereby pointing to inner (mental)
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objects. But this response is not an informative further specifica-
tion, and the use of ‘organisation’ in “The organisation of my visual
field has changed” is not transitive. Rather the sentence involves a
reflexive construction, and the use of ‘organisation’ is intransitive.

In making this argument, Wittgenstein’s comments in RPP 1, § 1118
(which immediately follow a remark about Kohler and the pie figure)
also are relevant to discuss. Wittgenstein notes:

Indeed, you may well see what belongs to the description of what
you see of your visual. Impression is not merely want to copy
shows, but also the claim for example to see this solid this other
as intervening space hear it all depends on what we want to know
when we ask someone what he sees. (RPP I, § 1118)

A central idea in Wittgenstein‘s analysis of aspect seeing is that in
everyday contexts, the change in what we see is adequately described
by, for instance, pointing to part of the pie and saying “I used to see
this part of the figure as intervening space, and now I see it as solid”.
For example, if Wittgenstein was looking at the pie figure and want-
ed to describe a change in what he sees, he could say, ‘I now see the
narrow sectors as solid’. The situation is different in Kohler’s case,
however. Suppose that Kohler would suggest that “I now see the nar-
row sectors as solid” describes a change in organisation of the view-
ers visual field. That is, suppose that Kohler were to suggest that a
(transitive) answer to “How has the organisation of your visual field
changed?” is “I now see the narrow sectors as solid”. In this case,
the answer is not sufficient.

The reason why it is insufficient is because Kohler needs the an-
swer to provide more than just a description of the change in what
is seen, for he intends to explain change in what is seen by appeal
to a change in organization of the visual field. Yet, saying that I
now see the narrow sectors as solid (this is how the organization
has changed) does not explain why I now see the narrow sectors
as solid (this is what I now see). In other words, Kohler would be
claiming, in effect, “I now see the narrow sectors as solid because
I now see the narrow sectors as solid”, which clearly does not pro-
vide an informative explanation. (Hausen; ter Hark 2013, 101)

Viewing Kohler’s situation from the transitive/intransitive perspec-
tive hence exposes yet another way that his notion of organisation is
unilluminating and mystifying.

When introducing organization as a sensory fact, he apparently as-
sumes that his notion will have a transitive use similar to that our
concept of (ordinary) organization and to that of color and shape.
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But, upon inspection, we see that his notion lacks any transitive
meaning at all. (Hausen; ter Hark 2013, 101)

On that note, let us turn to Wittgenstein’s alternative, positive de-
scription of the use of ‘organisation’ with respect to aspect seeing.
Wittgenstein’s idea here is that a sentence like “The organization of
my visual field has changed” can be useful even if it is not used as a
precursor of how the organisation has changed. In particular, it can
be used to express and thereby emphasise an experience that one has
had. Like the sentence “That’s that” which can be straightened out as
“It is settled”, the sentence “The organization of my visual field has
changed” can be straightened out as “I am having an experienced
that I want to express by saying ‘The organization of my visual field
has changed’”. Moreover, this experience need not be further expli-
cated in order for the sentence to be meaningful. As Wittgenstein
says, regarding the feeling of everything being unreal “[a]lnd how do
I know that another has felt what I have? Because he uses the same
words as I find appropriate” (RPP I, § 125). The other person knows
what I am talking about not on epistemological grounds, but because
we are in tune with the very verbal expression. A continuation of this
use of words might be “Yes, I should like to say what you say”, but
not a statement to the effect that there is something which we both
describe by means of the same words. “Accordingly, the inclination
to say such and such is not simply a reaction but is itself the psycho-
logical phenomenon that matters” (ter Hark 2011, 516). To conclude,
by speaking of the organisation of our visual field, we are intransi-
tively emphasising an experience rather than transitively describ-
ing the visual field.

5 Wittgenstein and Kohler on Social Understanding

Kohler distinguishes between two notions of behaviour: behaviour in
the physical sense and behaviour as perceived. Behaviour in the phys-
ical sense is the domain of behaviourism and physiology. Kohler ad-
mits that behaviour qua physical has nothing in common with mental
processes. To the extent that the philosophical argument by analogy
for the existence of other minds proceeds from the notion of physi-
cal behaviour, it can be dispensed with. The body and the behaviour
of other living human beings, Kohler emphasises, is given to us “on-
ly as percepts and changes of percepts” (Kohler 1947, 221-2). Emo-
tions, he continues, tend to express themselves in the behaviour of
people as we see them. The question now is, if these expressions re-
semble what is being expressed? If so, he argues, the main reason
for strictly indirect interpretation of social understanding would ob-
viously be removed (223).
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Behaviour as perceived by others provides us with all sorts of
sensory experiences. Is there a similarity between these sensory
experiences and the mental life of other creatures, Kohler asks? He
proceeds cautiously by first investigating similarities between differ-
ent senses that have nothing to do with mental, subjective experi-
ences. Brightness and darkness, he argues, are attributes of both
auditory and visual experiences. Again, ik fiets nu weg an object
which we touch appears cool, its coolness somehow resembles visu-
al brightness. Even words, in particular their sound, may resemble
qualities of different senses. He quotes a line from the German po-
et Morgenstern:

Die Mowen sehen all aus, als ob sie Emma hiessen (All seagulls
look as though their name were Emma).

“The sound of ‘Emma’ as a name and the visual appearance of the
bird appear to me similar” (Kohler 1947, 224). Kohler rejects the view
that these and other synesthetic linkages are mere analogies from
which nothing can be inferred about underlying facts. On the con-
trary, he defends the view that the analogies are all grounded in re-
semblances that exist between different realms of sense-experience.
From these and other examples he concludes that certain experi-
ences of the inner and the perceptual worlds resemble each other.
As I have shown elsewhere (cf. ter Hark 2011), synesthetic experi-
ences and their relation to language are also discussed by Witt-
genstein in detail. For now it suffices to consider his comments on
Kohler’s reading of Morgenstern. But there is no similarity between
the sound of the name Emma and the appearance of seagulls. What
could the resemblance be here? It is obvious that the experience
might be due to a childhood association between seeing seagulls
walking lamely, and the stiffness of women called Emma. Perhaps
there is even an association between a particular Emma limping out
of the house at the seaside and the gait impeded by stiffness seagulls.
But such associations are a far cry from noticing a resemblance be-
tween the sound of a name and a certain visual appearance. Indeed,
there is no more similarity between Emma and the appearance of
seagulls than between the name Beethoven and the Ninth Sympho-
ny. Hence Kohler mistakenly believes that giving an associative ex-
planation also amounts to having described this typical use of words.
In a series of three remarks in his Philosophical Investigations,
Wittgenstein turns to Kohler’s similarity thesis concerning the in-
ner and the outer. He begins by commenting on the question typical-
ly raised by empiricism: “For how could I see that this posture was
hesitant before I know that it was a posture and not the anatomy of
the animal?” (PI II, 209; cf. LW I, § 736). We know by now that this
is not the epistemological problem the empiricist takes it to be but
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a conceptual problem. The question amounts to a refusal to use the
concepts of e.g. ‘mean’ or ‘frightened’ in describing an object of sight
because these concepts do not serve exclusively for the description of
what is visual. And if it is ‘just’ a question of choosing the ‘right’ con-
cepts, why one does not take recourse to a purely visual concept for
describing a mean facial expression? How easy is this? Or how diffi-
cult? In the next remark Wittgenstein suggests that theirs might be
purely visual descriptions of a mean expression in the way the con-
cepts of major and minor may provide purely auditory descriptions
of music, including the emotional value of music. In the next remark
he observes that psychological concepts, e.g. ‘sad’, can be applied to
an ‘outline face’, such as an emoji, in the way major and minor can
be used to describe music: “The epithet ‘sad’, as applied, for exam-
ple, to the outline face, characterizes the groupings of line in a cir-
cle (Major, minor.)” (PI I, 209).

What is the difference between an emoji and a real human face as
far as their expression is concerned? A picture face can be described
by purely visual concepts. For instance, one can describe a nose as
acute-angled, thereby giving the face a certain expression. But in the
case of a human being there is no such equivalent to major and minor.
And this is not because we haven’t defined our concepts sufficiently
sharp in order to meet the varieties of the sense experience of a hu-
man facial. The reason rather is that the concepts we use for describ-
ing a human facial expression have a different use. When Wittgen-
stein earlier said that they have not merely a visual descriptive use,
this is not to be understood as if they are defective or vague, but to
remind us that our attitude to facial expressions is part of their mean-
ing. This is why he says: “We react to a hesitant facial expression dif-
ferently from someone who does not recognize it as hesitant (in the
full sense of the word)” (LW I, § 746). When we ‘sense’ the impact of
an expression we will often imitate it with our own (747).

In the third remark, Wittgenstein warns us for not overlooking
the ‘field’ of expression. Kohler’s preoccupation with visual reali-
ty precludes our eyes for this field, or these other dimensions of fa-
cial expressions: “Think of this too: I can only see, not hear, red and
green, but sadness I can hear as much as I can see it” (PI II, 209).
We do not see a person’s plaintive cries, we hear them, but especial-
ly: we react to them.

That the concept of seeing here reflects also our reactions to what
we see is illustrated by yet another striking example that is dis-
cussed by both Kohler and Wittgenstein. In his Dynamics in Psycho-
logy (1940), Kohler tries to explain what happens when we look at the
picture of a human face which is turned upside down. “They change
so much that what we call facial expression disappears almost en-
tirely in the abnormal orientation” (Kohler 1940, 25). His explana-
tion is that it is not abnormal orientation in perceptual space, but
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inversion with regard to retinal coordinates which alters the char-
acteristics of our visual percepts and thus makes it difficult to rec-
ognise these percepts.

Wittgenstein approaches this striking phenomenon from an en-
tirely different perspective. Unlike Kohler, Wittgenstein is not in-
terested in the causal question as to whether the radical change of
one’s visual impression when the photograph is turned upside down
is due to a change of perceptual orientation or of retinal orientation.
Instead he focuses on a remark that Kohler makes almost in pass-
ing, namely that we fail to recognise the face and its smiling expres-
sion in upside down position. For Wittgenstein the case of the upside
down face demonstrates a deep difference between language games,
or between different descriptions of what is seen. Or what comes to
the same, it demonstrates that the concept of description is a family
resemblance concept. Consider this remark:

Hold the drawing of a face upside-down and you can't tell the ex-
pression of the face. Perhaps you can see that it is smiling, but
you won't be able to say what sort of a smile it is. You wouldn’t be
able to imitate the smile or describe its character more exactly.

And yet the upside-down picture may represent the object ex-
tremely accurately. (RPP I, § 991)

The upside down picture may represent the construction of the face,
such as the width of the face in relation to its length, or the triangu-
lar relation between the outer corners of the eyes to the base of the
nose, exactly. Turning a portrait painting upside down is even a be-
loved practice of painters in order to check whether their construc-
tive drawing represents the model accurately. Yet despite all this ac-
curacy the character of the expression is gone. From the perspective
of a constructive description nothing has changed, but one cannot
conclude that the upside down picture of the portrait is seen in the
same way as before. There is a radical change of one’s impression of
the face. Sameness of construction therefore is not sameness of ex-
pression. The one can be without the other. The construction can be
described in constructive terms only, or by means of psychological
terms. As this example illustrates, every attempt at describing the
sort of expression of the inverted picture in constructive terms will
fail to convey what sort of expression is involved. For that psycho-
logical concepts are essential. More importantly it is the specific use
to which they are put which is essential. It is not just that we do not
recognise the photograph’s expression but the inverted photograph
does not make us smile. As Wittgenstein observes we would not be
able to imitate the smile. Imitating a smile is a way of representing
and describing what is seen that is radically different from describ-
ing what one’s sees in constructive terms. It is this deep distinction
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between uses of language (and pre-linguistic behaviour) that explains
what we want to say when we speak of inner states that are hidden
behind outer behaviour or, like Kohler, inner states that are similar
to behaviour.

6 Conclusion

As a concluding comment we can turn to a remark which has been
quoted quite often in the literature but which has not been under-
stood in the context of Wittgenstein’s dialogue with Kohler:

“We see emotion” - As opposed to what? - We do not see facial
contortions and make the inference that he is feeling joy, grief,
boredom. We describe a face immediately as sad, radiant, bored,
even when we are unable to give other description of the fea-
tures. - Grief, one would like to say, is personified in the face. This
is essential to what we call “emotion”. (RPP I, § 570)

Already the first sentence alludes to Kohler, who would emphasise
that we see emotion as opposed to seeing mere colours and shapes
and interpreting these visual data as emotion. For Wittgenstein the
opposition between seeing in Kohler’s sense and seeing plus inter-
preting in the empiricist sense misconstrues the concept of seeing
as well as of interpretation. Wishing to oppose the empiricist Kohler
puts all the weight on seeing. Replacing the idealised notion of see-
ing of the empiricist by the Gestalt concept of seeing, which includes
and even prioritises the field of the object of perception, he believes
to have found the explanation of social understanding which is in har-
mony with the naive view of ascribing psychological states to other
people. Seeing a person’s anger is not just scanning his face but al-
so seeing the dynamical development of objective experiences in the
field of the observer which mirror the dynamical development occur-
ring in subjective experience. As Kohler asks, who has not found him-
self occasionally walking faster when thinking about the disagree-
able remarks of an adversary. And who has not observed his friend
in the morning: “Sometimes his movements will be even and calm,
sometimes his whole visible surface, his face and his fingers, will be
unstable and restless” (249). For Kohler then the application of psy-
chological concepts describing one’s objective experiences of anoth-
er person’s experience depends on identifying the dynamical devel-
opment of all sorts of traits which mirror his inner life.

Note that Kohler’s descriptions of social understanding do not
make use of psychological concepts like embarrassment, shyness or
fear. Nor does he mention colour. Instead his descriptions remain at
the optical level. We see that a face lightens up, we see the crescendo

229

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,3,2024,213-232



Michel Ter Hark
Wittgenstein’s Methodology of Gestalt Psychology

and ritardando of behaviour and we see the direction of the eyes.
Psychological states like embarrassment and shyness are similar to
these objectively observable optical features.

Wittgenstein’s approach is sharply opposed to Kohler’s. Describ-
ing the emotion of another person is not to be understood as describ-
ing optical features of the face, or a larger sensory field which mir-
rors inner life and which for that reason is more than mere physical
behaviour. Describing emotions is not mediated at all, neither by an
inference to hidden inner states nor by a visible attunement of inner
feelings and optical features of the face or body.

For Wittgenstein the appeal to optical features is as much an ide-
alised notion of what counts as a description of what is seen as is the
empiricist notion of sense datum. Are optical features really involved
when attributing shyness to a person? Suppose I am drawing a sour
face. To see whether I have got the expression right, what do I do? Typ-
ically, I step back and look at the drawing. But I do not check whether
I got the expression right by comparing the expression with specific
lines or shades of colour. To be sure I know that there are some ways
to emphasise parts of the face to make a more convincing sour look. At
any rate a teacher will not give pure visual hints, pointing to specific
lines or halftones of colour. He may advise e.g. by building angular or
blocky shapes, but these are not optical. In his Lectures on the Philos-
ophy of Psychology, Wittgenstein remarks that the sentence “He looks
shy” is embedded in completely different language games than “His
face lightens up”. To draw more in angular or blocky way, but surely
drawing in this way belongs to the expression of the whole drawing.
At this point Wittgenstein’s occasional references to our native abili-
ty to imitate faces and ways of behaving may be profitable. In the first
part of the Philosophical Investigations he says, think of our ability to
imitate a facial expression without seeing ourselves doing it (e.g. in a
mirror). And elsewhere he writes that to imitate a facial expression is
a description, a language game (RPP I). To imitate a facial expression
is not to derive one’s description from visual or optical clues, since one
does not see what happens while imitating. Mimicking a face, there-
fore, is not an indirect description: it is immediate. It is an expression
which represents another expression.

To come back to Kohler’s ‘objectively observed behaviour’, or the
various optical features of the face. Suppose one is asked to imitate
these optical features, the lighting up of the face, the crescendo and
the ritardando of the ‘fear’, or the ‘joy’. If we follow Wittgenstein’s
line of argumentation concerning the concept of imitation, to imitate
the optical features would be to imitate the expression, for the imita-
tion leaves no room for a distinction between on the one hand scan-
ning optical features and using them for building one’s imitation on
the other. The imitation is itself an expression (of fear, of joy), hence
it is immediate and direct.
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Our application of psychological predicates to facial expressions
is in no way different from imitation. To be sure we use words like
shy or fear, but their application is immediate. “Even when we are
unable to give other descriptions of the facial features”, that is, even
when from the perspective of plain seeing we would fail to see col-
ours and shapes and other optical features, our description is direct.
And this because the description of what is seen has taken the form
of an interpretation of what is seen. Kohler is exactly in the position
Wittgenstein exposes with the preceding remark. Kohler thinks that
when we attribute emotion concepts to a person the sensory field in
which the person’s behaviour is perceived must be describable. As a
help Wittgenstein reminds us of the aesthetic domain.

But a painter can paint an eye so that it stares; so its staring must
be describable by the distribution of colour on the surface. But
the one who paints it need not be able to describe this distribu-
tion. (RPP I, § 1077)

Therefore, contrary to Kohler: “It is precisely a meaning that I see”
(RPP L §869).
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1 (Methodological) Remarks on Sense and Nonsense

Wittgenstein’s discussion of the possibility of a private language cer-
tainly ranks as one of the most debated philosophical issues over the
last seventy years. In 1954, Alfred Ayer and Rush Rhees initiated the
debate in a symposium titled “Can there be a private language”. Since
then, the discussions have taken various directions - some linked to
Wittgenstein’s general method of doing philosophy, others related to
various solitary men scenarios and the role of society in the inven-
tion of a private language, and some focusing on the general distinc-
tion between sense and nonsense, argument and therapy.

The main aim of this paper is to provide the readers with an over-
view of unknown or hardly known remarks from Wittgenstein’s un-
published manuscripts and his Whewell Court Lectures 1938-41, as
well as hitherto unpublished notes by Rush Rhees. What makes this
new material so important is that it may shed some fresh light on
the already existing old ways of reading and understanding Witt-
genstein’s discussion of a private language. The publication of this
vast amount of new material may thereby help to see some of the old
readings and standard interpretations from a different perspective.

In his review of the Investigations, Malcolm points out that Witt-
genstein’s discussion of a private language provides an argument
in the form of reductio ad absurdum by postulating a ‘private’ lan-
guage and then deducing that it is not a language in the first place.
Malcolm also identifies other external arguments in Wittgenstein at-
tempting to challenge the idea of a private language, such as PI, §
283 (cf. Malcolm 1954, 537).

In his paper “The Private Language Arguments”, Peter Hacker ar-
gues that it might be misleading to speak in terms of just a singular
argument, as Wittgenstein’s discussion of the possibility of a private
language is actually based on several arguments dealing with ques-
tions of epistemic privacy, private ownership, and private ostensive
definitions (cf. Hacker 2019, 1). However, other philosophers, such as
Barry Stroud, reject the idea of an argumentative structure in Witt-
genstein’s discussion of a private language. He writes:

There is widespread agreement that what Wittgenstein does with
the idea of such a language is to refute it - that he simply proves
that a private language is impossible. And from that proof many
powerful philosophical conclusions about the relation between
body and mind, about our knowledge of other minds, and about the
nature of psychological concepts - and no doubt about other things
as well - are thought to follow and thereby to constitute Wittgen-
stein’s philosophy of mind. Now I believe that no such conclusions
or theories - and especially those widely discussed semantic the-
ses we have heard so much about which would link ‘behavioural
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criteria’ to ‘mental concepts’ - are to be found in Wittgenstein’s
text. In fact, I think it was an important part of Wittgenstein’s
own conception of what he was doing and of what needed to be
done that no such philosophical doctrines or conclusions should
be found there. (Stroud 2000, 69)

This debate about argument versus nonsense has also given rise to a
broader question of how to interpret the private language debate in
the first place. (For a more in-depth discussion of various readings,
the resolute-substantial distinction, the Pyrrhonian-non-Pyrrhonian
distinction, cf. Candlish 2019.) The different shifts within the whole
issue have various reasons. Particularly, the question of whether ‘pri-
vate language’ is a concept we understand, or whether the concept
is nonsensical, has fuelled the debate on how to interpret Wittgen-
stein’s responses to his fictitious opponents.

Concerning his methodology, Wittgenstein stands out as a philos-
opher who is particularly unique in employing a myriad of thought
experiments, especially in his discussion of an essentially private
language. He is less involved in offering counter-arguments to his in-
terlocutors but rather invites us to meticulously go through each of
his developed experiments - always approaching them afresh from
different directions - (cf. Wittgenstein 2009, ix), to see where and
how far the experiments will lead us when philosophising. In PI, §
374, Wittgenstein remarks:

The great difficulty here is not to represent the matter as if there
were something one couldn’t do. As if there really were an object,
from which I extract its description, which I am not in a position to
show to anyone. - And the best that I can propose is that we yield
to the temptation to use this picture, but then investigate what the
application of the picture looks like. (PI, § 374)

This remark seems crucial to me for understanding Wittgenstein’s
method of doing philosophy: introducing a thought experiment, go-
ing through it, and trying to discern what its application would look
like and where it might lead us. Similarly, in PI, § 422, Wittgenstein
poses the question of what I am actually believing when I believe, for
example, that men have a soul or that a substance contains two car-
bon rings. His answer is:

In both cases there is a picture in the foreground, but the sense
lies far in the background; that is, the application of the picture is
not easy to survey. (PI, § 422)

And he continues:
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Certainly all these things happen in you. - And now just let me un-
derstand the expression we use. - The picture is there. And I am
not disputing its validity in particular cases. - Only let me now un-
derstand its application.

The picture is there; and I do not dispute its correctness. But what
is its application? (423-4)

These remarks are also connected with Wittgenstein’s general ap-
proach to doing philosophy, characterised by treating a philosophi-
cal question like an illness (cf. PI, § 255). Stroud points out that those

who demand philosophical results in the form of statable philo-
sophical propositions or theories will no doubt remain disappoint-
ed or worse. [...] Those who seek ‘results’ in that way should re-
main disappointed with Wittgenstein. This is still better, I think,
than inventing a set of definite doctrines and then claiming to find
them, perhaps evasively suggested or only rhetorically expressed,
in his unsystematic text. (Stroud 2000, 79)

Thought experiments, in my view, are often more effective in con-
veying a philosophical point than straightforward, systematic phil-
osophical arguments. Dennett refers to thought experiments as ‘in-
tuition pumps’ and notes:

Such thought experiments are not supposed to clothe strict argu-
ments that prove conclusions from premises. Rather, their point
is to entrain a family of imaginative reflections in the reader that
ultimately yields not a formal conclusion but a dictate of ‘intui-
tion’. (Dennett 2015, 13)

Malcolm also points out that assuming a private language is possi-
ble or even necessary would not be ‘eccentric’ but rather ‘natural’ for
anyone contemplating the relation between words and experiences
(cf. Malcolm 1954, 531).

However, these natural or ‘intuitive’ approaches also carry the risk
of leading in misleading directions from the very beginning. In PI, §
308, Wittgenstein uses the marvellous analogy of a conjuring trick
to highlight this danger: When dealing with mental and physical pro-
cesses, the first step often goes unnoticed because we already use
terms like ‘states’ and ‘processes’, leaving their nature open. But this
initial step commits us to a particular perspective, and we then strive
to understand these states and processes better. The crucial step in
the conjuring trick has already been taken, even though it seemed ‘in-
nocent’ (cf. PI, § 308). Hence, caution is needed when taking the first
step within a particular thought experiment. Wittgenstein provides
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numerous examples of propositions that appear meaningful at first
glance because we are familiar with their components. Also in the
case of a ‘private’ language, there seems to be an unassuming first
step. We talk about a language without determining its nature, but
this already commits us to view it in a particular way, that is as a
kind of language yet to be determined.

In PI, § 261, Wittgenstein warns against reverting to our ordinary
language when trying to find a sign for a sensation because ‘sensa-
tion’ is already a word in our common language. Calling it ‘something’
instead does not help because this expression is also part of our com-
mon language. If the term ‘something’ has any meaning, it has a pub-
lic meaning (cf. PI, § 261) A similar remark is found in “Notes for a
Philosophical Lecture” (cf. NPL, 449).

If we regard the combination of the words ‘private’ and ‘language’
senseless, this does not mean as some readers seem to suggest that
we are dealing with some kind of Meinongian ‘impossible object’,
which, according to Meinong, has a particular kind of being, be-
cause without a prior understanding of impossible objects, such as a
round square, we would not be able to ascribe impossibility to them
(cf. Meinong 1981, 76-117). Leaving aside what Wittgenstein would
say about “impossible objects” this way of reading his discussions of
an essentially “private language” would be very misleading. There
isn’t a private language,

something determinate that we cannot do, the idea that there is
something, namely, a private language, that cannot be achieved;
there is not a limitation on language. Rather, the idea is simply
nonsense. (Candlish 2019)

In PI, §§ 499-500, Wittgenstein notes that to say of a combination of
particular words that it has no sense, excludes it from the realm of
language, thereby delimiting its area.

When a sentence is called senseless, it is not as it were its sense
that is senseless. But a combination of words is being excluded
from the language, withdrawn from circulation. (P, § 500)

In Philosophical Grammar, Wittgenstein reinforces a related point by
questioning why we are more inclined to say that we cannot imagine
something being otherwise rather than admitting that we cannot im-
agine the thing itself. For instance, we tend to consider a sentence
like “This rod has a length” as a tautology rather than a contradiction.
Instead of deeming both “This rod has a length” and “This rod has no
length” as nonsense, we tend to affirm the first sentence as verified,
thereby overlooking that it is a grammatical proposition. Once again,
Wittgenstein emphasises that it is not the sense of these propositions
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that is senseless, but rather these words are excluded from language
in the same way arbitrary noises are: “[Alnd the reason for their ex-
plicit exclusion can only be that we are tempted to confuse them
with a sentence of our language” (PG, 130. Cf. also Diamond 1991).

In PI, § 251, Wittgenstein revisits this example in the context of
someone claiming that her mental images are private or that only she
can know whether she is feeling pain, etc.:

But the picture that goes together with the grammatical proposi-
tion could only show, say, what is called “the length of a rod”. And
what should the opposite picture be? (Remark about the negation
of an a priori proposition.)

“This body has extension.” To these words, we could respond by say-
ing: “Nonsense!” - but we are inclined to reply “Of course!” - Why?
(PI, §§ 251-2)

In PI, § 464, Wittgenstein presents a vivid picture of his teaching
aim when he notes: “What I want to teach is: to pass from unobvi-
ous nonsense to obvious nonsense” (PI, § 464). This, to me, is one
of the central tenets of his methodology, demonstrating that Witt-
genstein is not primarily concerned with the distinction between
something being true/false or nonsensical, but rather with reveal-
ing unobvious nonsense. This nevertheless implies that transition-
ing from unobvious to obvious nonsense will impart crucial philo-
sophical insights.

The words of an ordinary English sentence like “My images are
private” or “Only I can know when I am in pain” are as nonsensical
as some arbitrary noises, even though we are inclined to perceive
them as true. This inclination arises because we are tempted to re-
gard the sentence “as a sentence of our language”. Instead, we must
once again move from unobvious to obvious nonsense.

In “What Nonsense Might Be”, Cora Diamond convincingly argues
that

for Wittgenstein, there is no kind of nonsense which is nonsense
on account of what the terms composing it mean - there is as it
were no ‘positive’ nonsense. Anything that is nonsense is so mere-
ly because some determination of meaning has not been made; it is
not nonsense as a logical result of determinations that have been
made. (Diamond 1981, 15)

Moreover, as Diamond points out:

There is no ‘positive’ nonsense, no such thing as nonsense that
is nonsense on account of what it would have to mean, given the
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meanings already fixed for the terms it contains. This applies even
to Wittgenstein’s discussions of privacy. (16-17)

It is noteworthy that Wittgenstein frequently refers to fairy tales,
fictional stories, poems, etc., when discussing sense and nonsense,
both unobvious and obvious. It is therefore not accidental, I believe,
that Wittgenstein remarks at one point that philosophy should only
be poetised (cf. MS, 146, 25v). Particularly in his lectures spanning
over more than ten years, Wittgenstein often brings up fictional lit-
erature while discussing the concept of nonsense:

In his 1935-36 lectures on ‘private’ experience and ‘sense data’,
Wittgenstein begins to speak about different kinds of nonsense, such
as “I feel his pain”, and English sentences containing a meaningless
word like ‘abracadabra’, or a string entirely composed of nonsense
words. Regarding “I feel his pain”, Wittgenstein remarks:

Every words in the sentence is English, and we shall be inclined to
say that the sentence has a meaning. The sentence with the non-
sense word or the string of nonsense words can be discarded from
our language, but if we discard from our language “I feel Smith’s
toothache”, that is quite different. The second seems nonsense,
we are tempted to say, because of some truth about the nature of
things or the nature of the world. We have discovered in some way
that pains and personality do not fit together in such a way that I
can feel his pain. The task will be to show that there is, in fact, no
difference between these two cases of nonsense though there is a
psychological distinction in that we are inclined to say the one and
be puzzled by it and not the other. We consistently hover between
regarding it as sense and nonsense, and hence the trouble aris-
es (24.10.1936; Macdonald, unpublished. Cf. also Diamond 1981).

One reason for distinguishing between kinds of nonsense, as Witt-
genstein puts it, is a psychological inclination to say one and not the
other or to oscillate between seeing something as sense and seeing
it as nonsense. Similarly, in his notes for those 1935-36 lectures, he
points out that it seems not to be false but rather meaningless to say
that I can feel someone else’s pain due to the nature of pain and the
person, as if I were making a statement about the nature of things:

So we speak perhaps of an asymmetry in our mode of expression
and we look on this as a mirror image of the nature of the things.
(LPE, 277)

In his “Lectures on Belief” from Easter term 1940, Wittgenstein gives
the example of John Milton’s Paradise Lost. I will quote the passage
in full:

239

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5, Special issue, 2024, 233-296



Volker Munz
Discussions of a Private Language. Wittgenstein and Rhees

The other day I read a book which I didn’t understand, “Paradise
Lost”. Right at the beginning, it is said that Satan lies in hell a time
which measured in our time would be nine days. (Earth hadn’t
been created.) Now you might say: “What exactly does this mean?”
Suppose that this had been a scientific observation of his. If this
were a scientific observation, we might say we don’t know for our
lives what it means. How does he compare? “If Satan had lived ...,
he would have asserted ‘nine days’.” First of all, it can’t be giv-
en as an e