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Abstract

SENSE AND NONSENSE

Wittgenstein, Idealism and the Limits of Language

Matthew John Densley

It has become fashionable to describe Wittgenstein as some kind of idealist.
Encouraged by the Kantian influence evident in his early Tractatus Logico
Philosophicus, commentators have speculated about an implicit commitment to
idealism in his mature thought. Unfortunately, the debate has been marred by (a)
a lack of an agreed understanding of what it means for a philosophy to be
‘idealist’, and (b) a lack of supporting evidence at the level of detailed exegesis of
Wittgenstein’s texts. This thesis endeavours to address these problems and
resolve the debate. In part one, I set out to clarify the notion of an idealist
doctrine in general, and to define a form of idealism that is most suitable for
comparison with Wittgenstein’s work. This involves a brief investigation of the
historical significance of idealism, a description of the influence of Transcendental
Idealism on the early Wittgenstein, and a discussion of the kind of idealism that is
still prevalent today as an approach to metaphysics. Part two provides a faitly
detailed exposition of certain aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought. This exposition
is used in the first place to motivate the claim that Wittgenstein was an idealist,
but finally to argue that he did not, in fact, hold any such metaphysical doctrine.
Rather, I defend an interpretation of Wittgenstein’s thought that maintains that he
consistently held to his anti-theoretical principles, and thus avoided any of the
positive metaphysical commitments that would be entailed by an idealist doctrine.
The later Wittgenstein is described as a ‘quietist’ with respect to metaphysical
discourse. In part three I illustrate a quietist methodology by arguing that it is the
only approach that can settle our intuitions about certain problems in the
philosophy of subjectivity.
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Introduction

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.

Hamlet, Act 11, scene V.

At some point in the history of the universe, minds emerged that gradually came
to form a picture of the reality that they found themselves in. That picture
evolved, not only with the perceptual capacities available to those minds, but also
with their intellectual abilities. Most importantly, the understanding we humans
have gained of the universe has depended on our ability to use language: to
formulate and share new ideas, to reflect on them and test them against the world.
As new and better scientific theories are proposed, our picture of reality continues
to evolve. But pethaps what is most striking about the increasingly rapid advance
of human knowledge is just how little we comprehend. The task we have set
ourselves seems endless, and a complete understanding of the universe continues
to evade our limited minds. We are but a tiny fragment of the cosmos, and we

struggle to understand.

When one begins to reflect philosophically on these platitudes, however, it is
natural to form a conception of reality and its relation to mind that, while the
most obvious, is not beyond questioning. That conception is this. Reality is

essentially independent of our minds and our capacity to think about it. However



sophisticated our picture of the universe becomes, a true and complete picture
may always remain beyond the reach of our concepts. This is not only because of
the limited abilities of us as thinkers, with our limited memories and attention
spans, but because of the kind of concepts that are or could be available to us.
Reality may outstrip our ability to think about it because the kind of creatures we
are does not allow the cotrect concepts to be formed. Thete may be other
creatures that have a fundamentally different conceptual scheme to ours. That
other conceptual scheme may be more suitable for correctly characterising the

world.

The idea that reality is independent of our conception of it I shall call ‘conceptual
realism’. It is the most natural starting point to philosophical reflection on the
wotld, and is popular enough to be called the traditional view. It finds expression
in doctrines as diverse as Platonism, Empiricism and the Cartesian view of the

mind. But it is not the only view.

One reason for questioning the assumptions of conceptual realism is that it leads
to intolerably strong forms of scepticism about our grasp of the world. If the
wotld is independent of our ways of thinking about it, then how do we know that
our conception of it is, or ever will be, adequate? The best we can say is that our
scientific world picture has served us well to date. It is ‘true for us’. But what
about reality as it really is> How can we say anything about the way things really
are, rather than the way they seem to us, from our small epistemological corner of

the universe? In short, how is it possible to do metaphysics?



There is a Kantian answer to this question that, through a variety of modifications
and adjustments, has become very popular. The answer is to reject the natural
picture of the universe as independent of our concepts. This position I will call
‘conceptual idealism’. It should not be confused with what Kant called ‘empirical’
or ‘material’ idealism. It does not maintain that minds somehow create the world
we live in, or that material objects are reducible to mere ideas. It simply rejects
the picture of a reality that is independent of our concepts. It is essential to things

that they can be made sense of.

Conceptual idealism is an heir to Kant’s ‘Copernican revolution’ in philosophy,
but it is not transcendental idealism. Kant employed the notion of ‘the given’ in
his philosophy, that which is independent of the conceptual scheme imposed by
the understanding. Conceptual idealism, on the other hand, maintains that we
cannot consider anything as not having conceptual shape. This line of thought
can best be understood as a reaction to the empiricist philosophy of mind that
can seem so natural given the picture of our place in the universe sketched at the
start of this introduction. For it is clear that we can misunderstand the wotld and
that we can fail to apply the correct concepts to that which experience presents to
us. It also seems clear that experience must be the final arbitrator in our
judgements about the world. These two facts suggest that a non-conceptual
world impinges on a conceptual scheme, and that the upshot of this interaction is

thought about the world. But as Wilfred Sellars has argued at length!, this picture

1 Wilfred Sellars, Empiricism and the Philosgphy of Mind.
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will not work. In order to justify or provide warrant for our lowest level
conceptualisations, the impinging wotld must be thought of as alteady having
conceptual shape. Only something that has conceptual shape can stand in a
rational relation. The picture of the mind as a small part of the universe has its
place, but perhaps it is misused by this form of conceptual realism, in that it
commits a ‘naturalistic fallacy’2. For it assumes that the connection between mind
and world can be captured simply in terms of a causal relationship, and this is
insufficient. When we think of the mind as a rational agency, we cannot separate
it from a rational world — a world that we cannot help but describe under

conceptual constraints.

A further reason for accepting conceptual idealism is that it can support certain
‘naive’ realist intuitions. The picture of reality painted by the conceptual realist has
the frightening consequence that the things one normally takes to be the very
paradigms of reality — people, tables, chairs and other medium sized objects — may
turn out not to be ‘real’ at all. Our ordinary concepts may fail to pick out the real
furniture of the universe. We can only hope that further paradigm shifts bring us
closer to the truth. It has been argued, for instance, that since the ordinary
conception of a table is of a so/id object, and science has now shown that tables

are not solid®, tables as they are ordinarily conceived do not exist. Whatever is

2 One way to counter this attack on empiricism is to deny that the naturalisation of the mind is a fallacy. Such
a position, which McDowell labels ‘bold naturalism’, argues that rational relations are reducible to natural
relations. I think bold naturalism is an attempt to put the cart before the horse, though I shall not argue
that here. McDowell has argued against this view extensively. See, for example, Mind and World.

3 That 1s, what we normally take to be a solid object is made up mostly of empty space, the distance between
the particles that make it up being vastly greater than the size of those particles. Putnam criticises a
Scientific Realism that implies this eliminativism in The Many Faces of Realism, p. 3.
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wrong with this reasoning (and I think there is a great deal wrong with it) the very
idea that the most ordinary elements of our vocabulary may be empty terms may
strike one as nothing short of ludicrous. If the roots of our language are rotten,
what help can the new branches of science be? Conceptual realism seems to put
reality forever beyond our reach. Conceptual idealism attempts to give the term
‘reality’ a humbler meaning, one that can be properly understood and that is
useful for philosophy. It claims that the world is not independent of the way we
ordinarily conceive it to be. While each of our concepts may be corrigible to
experience and accountable to scientific investigation, our ordinary use of words
underwrites that investigation. On this view it is nonsense to suppose that we

may be wrong en mass about the concepts we use and the judgments we make

with them.

A concise definition of conceptual idealism would be that things (properties,
objects and facts) are not independent of the concepts that are used to pick them
out. This is to be taken in such a way that it follows that it is essential to all things
that they can be correctly described, in that they can be brought under a concept.
By the term ‘concept’ I mean that which is employed in a (potentially) shared
linguistic practice. I employ the concept table when I refer to tables or to a
particular table. I take it that the concept ‘table’ is also involved in any

propositional attitude that has a table or tables as its object.

It is tempting to desctibe a concept as a linguistic en#zty. Such a description can

mislead in at least two ways, however. The first is that the term ‘entity’ suggests
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something that can come into and pass out of existence. This would make the
doctrine of conceptual idealism, that things are not independent of our concepts,
into an absurd form of empirical idealism. Concepts are not here understood as
temporal entities. Hence conceptual idealism is 70# committed to the absurd
assertion that, should all our concepts be removed from the world, the world
would cease to be or become void of objects. The conceptual idealist is free to
hold that it makes no sense to talk about concepts being ‘temoved from the
world.” But this clarification can invite a second misconception: that concepts are
somehow akin to Platonic forms. The latter are mind independent entities, and
the problem of how the mind grasps them is just the problem of how the mind
can grasp a mind independent reality. Concepts, as they are here understood, are
not grasped or ‘perceived’ by some mental sense, but employed. Platonism is one

form of conceptual realism.

Conceptual Realism holds that the concepts that correctly describe the world are
(like Platonic forms) mind-independent. Conceptual Idealism holds that they are
in some way mind-dependent. The question “In what way?” is one of the
questions to be investigated here. A third position, quietism, denies that there is
any possible justification of there being a more ‘cotrect” way of describing the

world.

Conceptual idealism can also be crudely characterised as maintaining that what
there is must potentially be conceivable by us. This view is based on an argument

to the effect that “the notion of what cannot be thought about by us or those like
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us makes no sense.” The kind of argument in question claims that if we try to
make sense of the notion of ‘what we could never conceive’, we must use some
general notion of something being true (or being the case, or existing etc.), where
we could not in principle apply any further concept. The conceptual idealist
objects that to conceive of something in such vague terms is not to conceive of it
adequately at all. Hence, where we thought we could conceive of a notion that
we could not understand, we discover we understand nothing by this empty
conception. Put simply, the claim is that we have no conception of something of
which we could not conceive. Any attempt to speculate about what exists beyond
our understanding should be rejected as nonsense. Conceptual idealism maintains
that everything there is can be described and understood, on the basis that our
concept of what can exist is bound up with the concept of what can be described
and understood. The strength of this position can be summed up with the

following truism: It makes no sense to speak of that which cannot be spoken of.

This still leaves a number of questions concerning the nature and implications of
conceptual idealism. Some of the most important of these issues will be
addressed in the first part of the thesis, and I think many objections can be
countered or accommodated. But however one deals with the problems that are
faced by this approach to philosophy, conceptual idealism remains subject to a
powerful and intuitive objection. It is based upon the assumption that there is

nothing (at least nothing that we can speak of) that cannot be conceptualised and

4 This is how Nagel puts it in his critical discussion of Idealism’ in The 7ew From Nowbere, p. 93. Nagel goes
on to argue against the ‘idealism’ of Davidson, Kant, Strawson and Wittgenstein.
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hence described using publicly sharable concepts. But there does seem to be
something that we can speak about in general terms that resists analysis and
description in particular cases. For it is most natural to assume that our
experience itself is made up of elements that are not captured fully by the public
domain of discourse. While we are able to talk in general about the way things
seem to us as individuals, the first-personal nature of experience seems to
preclude any justified public agreement on what it is actually like. For that we
need to be acquainted with our own experience; we have no access to anyone
else’s. One of the aims of my thesis will be to assess the credibility of conceptual
idealism by investigating how it can be defended against what seems to be the
most important objection to it. Namely, that however fully I describe the world,
there will always be something missed out of that description: the way it seems to

me.

It is important to realise that however we assess conceptual idealism, it is to be
assessed as an answer to the question, “How is metaphysics possible?” If one
assumes that conceptual realism cannot answer this question®, then the fate of
metaphysics itself will hang on the answer. If we conclude that conceptual
idealism cannot provide a satisfactory answer to the Kantian question, though we
may not thereby provide a knock down argument against the tendency to do
metaphysics, we may throw some light on the history of post-Kantian philosophy

and the twentieth century disenchantment with metaphysics. It will also serve as

5 Though that assumption is not argued for conclusively here, the issue is discussed at length as part of
Wittgenstein’s rejection of Platonism in chapter 4.
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a caution to the current resurgence in metaphysical theories that use some form

of conceptual idealism as their justification.

Now, I must confess that all these question concerning the nature of idealism and
the reasons for holding it, though interesting and important in themselves, are
raised here with additional motives in mind. I am also interested in Wittgenstein’s
alleged commitment to this philosophical tradition. It has become fashionable to
argue that Wittgenstein, even in his later work, held some kind of idealism,
somehow related to transcendental idealism. The issues of conceptual idealism
are raised as a way of motivating and clarifying this claim. For it seems that if the
later Wittgenstein held any form of idealism at all, he held something akin to
conceptual idealism. In particular, Wittgenstein’s views on meaning seem to
amount to a rejection of conceptual realism, and he presented arguments directed
at the notion of privacy that could be construed as being motivated in a way
analogous to the conceptual idealist rejection of the dualism of scheme and
content. In any case the conceptual idealist may be tempted to argue that
Wittgenstein’s “private language argument” saves his own doctrine from

embarrassment with respect to the possibility of inherently private objects.

Despite these ptima facie reasons for associating Wittgenstein’s mature thought
with idealism, I will eventually argue that Wittgenstein’s work is not best
understood as a continuation of that tradition. On the contrary, Wittgenstein is
better understood as rejecting the dichotomy of conceptual realism and

conceptual idealism. While these are both general answers to the Kantian
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question “How is metaphysics possible?”, Wittgenstein’s central concern was to

show that it is not.

Although this exegesis is the focus of this thesis, it is achieved in three separate
stages. In part one the scene is set by desctibing the history of conceptual
idealism — including Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus — as a dissident heir
to Kant’s transcendental idealism. Part two deals with Wittgenstein’s mature
thought proper, and concludes that Wittgenstein held a kind of quietism. Part
three endeavours to illustrate such quietism by arguing that it provides the best
approach to an area of philosophy to which Wittgenstein gave a great deal of
attention: the philosophical problems of the self and subjectivity. The following

section describes each of these parts in more detail.
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Summary of Contents

Part One: Conceptual Idealism

Conceptual idealism can be seen as developing in the post-Kantian tradidon of
the first half of this century: it is characterised by an acceptance of a certain role
of philosophy as delineating the limits of language, but it rejects the role of the
given in this task. Indeed, it is tempting to view a great deal of analytic
philosophy as an adoption of the Kantian project where the philosophy and
analysis of language has replaced the epistemology of the original. Such a history
includes Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Laogico-Philosgphicus, the Vienna Circle, the
rejection of the given by such thinkers as Wilfred Sellars, as well as a great deal of
current work in analytic philosophy!. Whether or not the /Jater Wittgenstein can
be properly understood to be a part of that tradition is to be addressed in the
second part of this thesis. But if it is to be examined propetly we must first settle
the question as to which ideas constitute this post-Kantian tradition. This is the

aim of the first part of my thesis.

The whole history of conceptual idealism is too wide a subject for this work, but
some investigation of its origins will prove useful to clarify it, and to relate it to
and distinguish it from other forms of idealism. This is especially desirable since
‘idealism’ is more often than not used as a term of abuse. It is associated with the

errors of Berkeley and with Humean phenomenology. It is used to desctibe any

1 See, for example, Michele Marsonet, who argues that the “linguistic idealism” developed by the early Wittgenstein and the
Vienna Circle, undedies much of analytic philosophy (including Quine). “Linguistic Idealism in Analytic Philosophy of
the Twentieth Century’ in Coates and Hutto (eds.), 1996.



attempt to reduce the external world to an internal one. But the position I want
to explore attempts no such reduction. Indeed, according to conceptual idealism,
such reduction is evident nonsense. Our ordinary public concepts, which are the
focus of conceptual idealism’s realist claims, primarily pick out external objects,
and only secondarily an inner realm. It is the inner, not the outer, that is
problematic on this view. Why then use the term ‘idealism’ at all? One reason is
that the real assumption at the bottom of idealism can be maintained when one
rejects Berkeley’s mistakes. Or so I argue in chapter 1. For even though the idea
that ‘everything is mind and mental content’ is woefully wrong, it seems that the
temptation to think in such far fetched ways may have some truth lying behind it.
Thus in developing and defending the position of conceptual idealism, one of the

questions that I will be addressing is, “what is 7ight about idealism?”’

The purpose of the first chapter is to explore the history of idealism in order to
develop a characterisation of idealistic philosophy that is both general and
informative. This characterisation should be general enough to cover a variety of
doctrines that nevertheless have an important core element in common, while
being precise enough to avoid the charge of being empty or too vague. The
exploration should emphasise both the important similarities between diverse
doctrines, and the ideas that set them apart. Most importantly, we should mark
those ideas that have been of greatest influence to more recent philosophy. With
this final point in mind, the emphasis is placed firmly with Kant, arguably the
most influential of all modern philosophers. As we shall see, conceptual idealism

was preceded by, and developed from, Kant’s transcendental idealism. The final
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aim here is to sketch the connections between the notion of idealism in general,
transcendental idealism and conceptual idealism. In this way we may arrive at an
understanding of conceptual idealism that puts it in an historical context. It
should be noted from the start, however, that a detailed exposition of this history
is not the aim of this somewhat introductoty chapter, nor could it be. The
presentation of Kant’s ideas will be brief, and will therefore constitute little more
than a rough caricature of a subtle and complex philosophy. Furthermore, I am
aware that there exists a wide range of views on how Kant should be interpreted.
For the purposes of this first chapter, however, such exegetical debates have been
ignored. I have simply presented an interpretation that is conducive to my aim of
throwing light on certain twentieth century views in analytic philosophy. These
views were influenced, one-way or another, by Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason. Or
rather, because of the difficult and sometimes downtright obscure nature of Kant’s
work, it would be better to say that they were influenced by a certain reading of

Kant’s work. It is this reading that I have tried to capture.

The second chapter looks at a work that was subject to that influence:
Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. The main aim here is to present a
relatively detailed exposition of the ‘transcendental idealism’ of the Tractatus, thus
illustrating its relation to conceptual idealism. One of the most salient differences
between the early Wittgenstein and Kant is that the former’s views are openly
mystical: transcendental idealism (or something akin to it) is not a docttine that
can be expressed, according to Wittgenstein, but something that makes itself

manifest.
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The idealism of the Tractatus is still not conceptual idealism: the category of that
which ‘shows itself but cannot be said’ is not compatible with the insistence that
everything is in principle describable (though the non-factual and mystical status
of this category places Wittgenstein close to this maxim). And under this category
fall the simple objects that Wittgenstein argued can be named but not described.
They play a role in Wittgenstein early philosophy that is in some way patrallel to
the role of the given in Kant’s transcendental philosophy. The final phase in the
development of conceptual idealism is the twentieth century rejection of the
given, including Davidson’s rejection of the dualism of scheme and content. Part
1 will be concluded with a discussion of conceptual idealism proper and the
arguments that have been brought against it. Those objections that are based on
misunderstandings can be quickly cleared away. More important objections arise
when one considers the clash of intuitions between the conceptual idealist and the
conceptual realist. Unfortunately this debate has the problem shared by so many
questions at the foundations of philosophy: how one interprets the various
relevant examples depends on the very question at issue. So it seems that the
debate is irresolvable. It cannot be settled in favour of one or the other camp

without assuming a stance on the issue in question.

There is one objection, however, that cannot so easily be accommodated by the
conceptual idealist: the problem of subjectivity. Conceptual idealism, with its
emphasis on objectivity, goes hand in hand with a third person point of view of
the mind, and this can strike one as deeply unsatisfactory. It seems that however

fully I desctibe the world, including all my mental states — insofar as these can be
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described — there will always be something missed out of that description: the way
things seems to me. Thus Davidson’s rejection of the distinction between
conceptual scheme and content is put into question by the temptation to think
that there is something that is excluded from, or that precedes, our

conceptualisation of the world.

Part Two: The Later Wittgenstein

Even if the early Wittgenstein can be said to be a transcendental idealist, it
remains to be seen to what extent Wittgenstein’s later views can be also be
characterised as idealist. Chapters 4 and 5 explore the parts of Wittgenstein’s later
work that are relevant to the development of conceptual idealism. Chapter 4
looks at his views on meaning, and chapter 5 looks at the consequences of these
views for any account of subjectivity. Wittgenstein’s work in this area was
influential in the development of conceptual idealism because of its rejection of
the given, of the ineffable elements of experience. His views on meaning also
seem to involve a rejection of conceptual realism. However, this does not mean
that the later Wittgenstein was indeed a conceptual idealist, though it has seemed
to many commentators that Wittgenstein did hold a kind of post-Kantian
idealism?. In chapter 6 the rather vexed question of whether Wittgenstein was a
‘transcendental idealist’, given so much attention in the recent literature, is
replaced by the less ambiguous question of whether Wittgenstein can be

described as a conceptual idealist. The discussion concentrates on the way in

2 A discussion that was fuelled by William’s interesting paper ‘Wittgenstein and idealism’, reprinted in Mora/
Lack, pp 144 - 163.
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which the later Wittgenstein wanted to outline the limits of language. The
continuity with the overall project of the Tractatus is emphasised, since
Wittgenstein’s aims remained essentially the same in the most salient respect: both
works try to point out the limits of language, and in particular try to show that
much of philosophy is a transgression of those limits. Thus i the later
Wittgenstein held some kind of idealism, it is not distinguishable from
Wittgenstein’s anti-explanatory views with respect to philosophy. His views on
meaning are also discussed as an instance of his anti-theoretical stance. These
views also provide further basis for a comparison with conceptual idealism, in
particular with the idea that the natures of things are not independent of our
concepts of them. However, it is argued that Wittgenstein cannot be
characterised as a conceptual idealist, since he does not hold the thesis that reality
is constrained by our conception of it. What our concepts pick out is, of course,
determined by our concepts, but Wittgenstein is keen to demonstrate that there is
nothing special about o#r way of looking at the wortld. His meta-philosophy can
be summed up with the slogan that the philosopher has no special insight into the

nature of reality.

The primary purpose of this part of the thesis is to throw light on Wittgenstein’s
philosophy. In accordance with this aim, I have been selective in sampling from,
and responding to, the huge body of secondary literature on Wittgenstein. Those
commentators that are discussed, such as Kripke and McDowell, fill the role of
foils for the purpose of exposition. Even answering the question of whether

Wittgenstein was an idealist is secondary to that aim. The question strikes me as
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suitable for directing our attention to the real heart of Wittgenstein’s thought: his

quietism.

Part Three: Quietism and Subjectivity

Quietism is a way of rejecting conceptual idealism without accepting the ultra-
realism that stands in opposition to it. It accepts the intuition behind conceptual
idealism that philosophy is a conceptual or linguistic investigation, but rejects the
idea that this investigation provides us with a general or special understanding of
reality. In part three I argue that only quietism can provide a satisfying response
to the problem of subjectivity faced by conceptual idealism, or more generally the
perplexities one faces when one considers the limits of language. Conceptual
idealism seems to deny something undeniable, while the conceptual realist
postulates something incoherent. I want to urge that the correct response to such
antinomies should be sine. While the mind that has a natural bent for
philosophy often finds this call for humility somewhat frustrating, demanding
more in the way of explanation, I argue that this frustration will only be quelled by

a change in attitude.

Arguments for general quietism in philosophy will inevitably arouse suspicion.
To argue that we can never provide theories in philosophy will always risk the
charge of being self-contradictory. In order to express any quietist doctrine, one
must always specify and restrict the domain for which the claim holds. The
domain of discourse to which I would like to argue for quietism concerns certain

philosophical problems of subjectivity and the self.
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In the final chapter I endeavour to draw together the various philosophical
problem of the self and subjectivity that I otherwise deal with separately. I argue
that various lines of thought that result in philosophical doctrines concerning the
self, the tendency to idealism and solipsism (both material and transcendental),
and the postulation of qualia or sense data, are all based on a2 common mistake.
They each try erroneously to point beyond our concepts to something we cannot
articulate. The important thing, when treating this mistake, is to understand the
strength of the temptation to reason in these erroneous ways. It is not enough to
point out the inconsistencies in the theories in question, and then suggest
dispensing with them in a Quine-like fashion. Proper understanding of these
philosophical problems can only be achieved when one pays careful attention to
the idea of nonsense, and what it means to claim that a certain utterance is
nonsensical. It must be remembered that to deny a nonsensical proposition is
merely to utter more nonsense. It is not to assert that such-and-such a thing
cannot exist. All we can do is examine where we go wrong in philosophy, and
bring our investigations back to where we can say something. And in doing this

we must have sufficient respect for the temptation to utter nonsense.

The quietist response to the temptation to posit an ineffable element of
expetience (such as qualia) is to suggest that both the assertion of the disputed
entity, and thergfore its denial, are not significant propositions. The task of
philosophy at such an impasse is to accept that no further explanation is available
through philosophical investigation. The discovery that ‘nothing more can be

said here’ is one of the most important discoveries in philosophy. In general, any
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intuition that suggests that there is something beyond our capacity to
conceptualise can never be specified, and the only correct response is to offer no
theory or explanation at all. The problematic concepts that such intuitions give
rise to should not be rejected out of hand, however. They serve an important role

in philosophy. They are markers at the bounds of sense.

It is the emphasis placed of these markers that distinguishes the quietist from the
conceptual idealist. In his eager dismissal of all things beyond the limits of our
conceptual scheme, Conceptual idealism actually crosses that boundary. By
setting a limit to what there can be (rather than what can be said), the conceptual
idealist implicitly denies that there can be anything else. He denies, that is, the
claims of the conceptual realist. But if the conceptual realist’s claims are
nonsense, so is their negation. I conclude that neither conceptual idealism nor
conceptual realism can adequately articulate the limits of meaning and
metaphysics. At least sometimes when doing philosophy, we must accept that we
have reached the limits of language, and admit that ‘nothing more can be said
here” Beyond the limits of language, we cannot assert or deny anything. Where

our concepts and explanations end, there should be silence.
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PART ONE

CONCEPTUAL IDEALISM
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Chapter 1

THE FUNDAMENTAL VIEW OF IDEALISM

Objectivity and Conceivability

1.1 Kant’s Transcendental Idealism

In The Critigne of Pare Reason Kant addressed the problem of objective validity. He
set himself the task of investigating what it meant for a concept to be valid such
that genuine knowledge might arise from its application in judgement. One way
of gaining knowledge about the wotld is to derive concepts from experience, and
to apply them within experience. This is the usual method, for example, for
discovering the contingent propositions of the sciences. On the other hand,
certain concepts and the propositions detived from their application, have the
status of being 4 priori, of not being so detived from experience. Both
mathematics and physics contain 4 priori concepts and judgements; the former
being a thoroughly 4 priori discipline in its pure form, and the latter having certain

a priori concepts embedded in its basic principles.

Kant’s ptimary concern was with what he called synthetic 4 prior7 judgements:
judgements that provide objective knowledge, which are nevertheless made
independently of any particular experience. Synthetic judgements are contrasted

with analytic judgements, which proceed purely by analysing the concept



involved. This analysis shows that the concept contains the predicate that is
judged of it. Thus, logical reasoning proceeds analytically on the basis of the law
of non-contradiction!, while empirical propositions, which are not merely an
analysis of the concepts involved, are synthetic. One way to put this distinction is
to say that synthetic judgements generate knowledge, while analytic judgements
only expand on that which is already known (in the sense that the judged
predicate is already contained in a concept which one already has mastery over).
Synthetic 4 priori judgements are therefore intended to provide genuine
knowledge, while being based on pure reason rather than expetrience. Such is the

task of metaphysics.

The necessity to examine the possibility and foundations of synthetic a priori
knowledge was made all the more pressing by Hume, whose critical attention to
experience had found it unable to support the propositions of metaphysics. He
could not find anything in experience that justified such basic metaphysical
assertions as “every event has a cause”. Supposing that all 4 priori propositions
were analytic, and that the propositions of metaphysics were not, he concluded
that the latter were based on psychological habit rather than sound reasoning.
This sceptical conclusion overlooked the possibility, however, that propositions
might be both synthetic and known on 4 priori grounds. Kant therefore placed
special emphasis on the notion of the synthetic 4 priori, since he held that
judgements of this kind were known to exist in the form of mathematics. While

we know that 5+7=12 on a4 priori grounds, Kant claimed that this knowledge

1 A6/B10
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could not be gained analytically. He contended that the concepts of 5, 7 and
addition could not be said to ‘contain’ the concept of 12. Such mathematical
propositions must therefore fall into the synthetic a4 priori category. An
explanation of how such propositions are possible thus became of paramount
importance to philosophy, and Kant’s central question of The Critique of Pure
Reason was “How are synthetical @ priori judgements possible?”? How could pure
reason transcend the limits of experience, while still providing knowledge? If this
could be solved for mathematics, then we might gain some insight into how to do

metaphysics.

It was Kant’s radical solution to this problem that gave his philosophy its idealistic
nature. He ventured to produce what he called “the Copernican revolution in
philosophy” by questioning one of the most fundamental assumptions of
metaphysical thought. He questioned the assumption that our knowledge must
conform to objects, and suggested that more progress might be made if we
thought of things the other way about: that objects must conform to our

knowledge.

Kant explored this novel approach by making a distinction between things as they
appeat, or ‘phenomena’, and ‘things as they are in themselves’, or ‘noumena’.
This is not to be confused with a distinction that is commonly made between
how things seem and how they really are (according, say, to some completed

scientific theory), ot between representation and thing represented. (A distinction

2B17
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of the latter kind does indeed undetlie a kind of idealism — Berkeleian idealism.
We shall return to differences between this doctrine and Kant’s below).
Phenomena are not our (mental) representations, but that which must conform to
our representations®. By requiring that objects must thus conform, the problem
of knowledge a priori of these objects becomes soluble: we can know a priori the
contribution that our own nature makes to synthetic knowledge. That is, we can
investigate the conditions on which the possibility of knowledge rests. This
investigation, which Kant calls a ‘transcendental inquiry’, is supposed to reveal
how concepts and formal intuitions (forms of experience) that are not derived from
experience, are nevertheless to be found w7zhin experience, as part of its structure.
They are presupposed by experience, and according to Kant, the possibility of
their application as & priori knowledge can be revealed by a critical examination of

the nature of experience and its conditions.*

This critical examination has two parts, which correspond to the different kinds
of explanation Kant thought were needed for the synthetic 4 priori: in mathematics
on the one hand and metaphysics on the other. The first part, presented in the
Transcendental Aesthetic, deals with the formal ‘intuitions’ of time and space,
which provide the basis of mathematical and geometrical reasoning. This is an
analysis of ‘sensibility’, the ability to receive representations by being affected by

objects. The second part, presented in the Transcendental Analytic, gives an

3 By mental representation I mean something existing within 2 mind. Kant sometimes refers to phenomena as
“Vorstellungen’, which can be translated as ‘representations” (or ‘presentations’) but I take it that he means
not mental entities but objects considered as subject to the conditions of knowledge.

4 Kant’s thesis is not that all (synthetic) a priori knowledge is transcendental. Rather transcendental knowledge
arises from transcendental inquiry into how a priori knowledge is possible.
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analysis of the ‘understanding’. Objects are ‘given to us’ through sensibility, but
they are only thought about by means of the understanding, which is the source
of synthetic @ priori concepts. Both the faculty of sensibility and the faculty of
understanding play necessary roles in experience, which is a synthesis of the two.
“Without sensibility no object would be given to us, without the understanding
no object would be thought. Thoughts without content are empty; intuitions

without concepts are blind.””>

The Transcendental Analytic presents the categories that are employed by the
understanding, and argues that their employment is the source of synthetic 4 priori
knowledge. These categories are the twelve ‘pure’ concepts of the understanding.
Our ordinary concepts are determinations of these pure concepts. The concept
of a book, for example, is a determination of the concept of an artefact, which in
turn is a determination of the category of a substance. In this way, at least one of
the categories is employed in any judgement. So if knowledge involves
judgement, there can be no knowledge that does not involve one or more of the
categories. ‘This already makes them an integral part of what it is to have
knowledge of the world, for that world must conform to the categories in order
to be known. For Kant it is a farz, therefore, that knowledge involves certain
concepts, and these concepts can be known on purely 4 priori grounds. But
Kant’s justification of their employment does not end there. He argues in the

Transcendental Deduction that not only is it a fact that we do and must use the

5 A51 / B75.
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categories, but that we also have a rght to do so®. That is, he argues that the wotld

must be such that it really does conform to the categoties.

So transcendental idealism involves an analysis of what it means to have
knowledge and experience of an objective wotld. The analysis of the
understanding is supposed to say something about what it means to make
judgements: it involves, or presupposes, certain categoties. It is important to
Kant’s project that these categories constitute synthetic  priori knowledge that is
objectively valid. No only was the analysis supposed to hold for the notions of
judgement and knowledge in general (or at least as far as those notions are
comprehensible to us) but he argued separately for their objective validity in the

Transcendental Deduction.

This view of transcendental idealism, with it emphasis on objectivity and the
wortld, is not the only view however. Schopenhauer considered himself the true
heir of Kantian philosophy, and yet he criticised Kant for neglecting the
fundamental truth of idealism. So I will turn now to a discussion of his work in
order to investigate the fundamentals of idealism, and how it relates to

transcendental idealism.

1.2 Idealism in Schopenhauer, Kant and Berkeley
Schopenhauer begins his principal work’ by expounding “On The Fundamental

View of Idealism”. He urges that the wotld as it is known has been shown

6 The Transcendental Deduction is described briefly below, on page 41 f
7 See sections 1 - 7 of The World as Wil and Representation, volume 1, and chapter 1 of volume 2.
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through modern philosophy, especially through Berkeley and Kant, to be only a
“phenomenon of the brain”, encumbered with subjective conditions. Thus, “the
world is my representation” is the first axiom of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. He
takes his cue in part from Descartes, who, recognising the role of the intellect in
moulding the world, made his starting point in philosophy here with his cogito ergo
sum. Thus what is most certainly and immediately known is one’s own

consciousness. For this reason Schopenhauer endorses Berkeley’s idealism.

The idealistic starting point is taken as an attempt to ensure truth and certainty in
philosophy. The greatest influence on Schopenhauer was Kant, whose project
was, as we have seen, to discover firm foundations for philosophy. But
Schopenhauer saw no conflict between Transcendental Idealism and Berkeley’s
idealism, despite the fact that Kant did. Schopenhauer accepted the propositions
of the Transcendental Aesthetic, which presents Kant’s first and perhaps most
radical statement of Transcendental Idealism, as numbering “among the
incontestable truths™. And while he claims that the Antinomies do ne provide
the proof that Kant intended, that the objective order in time, space, causality,
matter etc. cannot even be conceived as a self-existing order, he nevertheless accepts
his conclusion. He goes on to say that, “Kantian teaching, even without the
antinomies, leads to the insight that things and their whole mode and manner of

existence are inseparably associated with our consciousness of them.”

8 P. 437, volume 1 of the E. F. . Payne translation.
9 p. 8, chapter 1, volume 2 of the E. F. J. Payne translation.
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True idealism, for Schopenhauer, is ‘transcendental’, but he takes the idealism of
Berkeley to be included under this title as well as Kant’s. Both “leave empirical
reality untouched”?, but differ in the way in which they claim objective reality,

(hence the empirically real in general), is conditioned by the subject:

(1) “Materially, or as object in general, since objective existence is conceivable only
in face of a subject and as the representation of a subject.” This corresponds to

Berkeleian idealism.

(2) “Formally, since the mode and manner of the object’s existence, in other words, of
its being represented (space, time, causality!’), proceed from the subject, and are

predisposed in the subject.” This is attributed to Kantian idealism.

Both kinds of idealism are implied when he claims “the objective existence of things
is conditioned by a representer of them, and that consequently the objective
world exist only as representation”. The representation of the subject, is
“conditioned by the subject, and moreover by the subject’s forms of
representation, which belong to the subject and not the object.” Thus, for

Schopenhauer, the most important aspect in transcendental idealism is a general

10 This is strange claim to make of Berkeley, who denied the reality of material substance external to the mind.
I think Schopenhauer has not so much misunderstood Berkeley (who claimed to be defending common
sense), as the way in which Kant wanted to defend empirical realism. This point will hopefully become
clear in what follows.

11 Schopenhauer rejects all but one of Kant’s categordes, explaining the perception and comprehension of
objects in terms of the subjective nature of causality. On wonders, however, if he is entitled to the concepts
of object and subject, which are central to his philosophy, and which are clearly involved in some of our 4
priori knowledge, but cannot credibly be subsumed under the category of causation. See his Critiism of the
Kantian Philosophy, which forms an appendix to The World as Will and Representation (Vol. 1 of the E. F. ].
Payne translation, pp. 413 - 534).
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recognition “that things and their whole mode and manner of existence are

inseparably associated with our consciousness of them.”

In trying to reconcile these two approaches, Schopenhauer’s work obscures some
important differences that I would like to examine. The true nature of Kant’s
Transcendental Idealism is done violence in ovetlooking the important
differences between it and Berkeley’s empiricism. Having given attention to these
differences, we will be in a stronger position to consider the real nature of

transcendental idealism, and how it is related to the fundamental view of idealism.

Kant’s philosophy famously arose as a considered reaction to the two
predominant philosophical schools of thought of his time: the empiricism of
Hume and Berkeley on the one hand, and the rationalism of Leibniz and Wolff
on the other. The dispute between them can be characterised with the question,
“How can we know the true nature of things?” The empiricist responds with an
appeal to experience, the rationalist with an appeal to reason. The Critigue of Pare
Reason can be seen as an attempt to both reconcile and criticise these two
positions by answering the question in a novel and ingenious way. One must
understand the originality and significance of this answer if one is to understand
what Kant meant by ‘transcendental idealism’, and the affect this idealism had on

twentieth century analytic philosophy.

The problem that both empiricists and rationalist were responding to detived its
distinctive character from Descartes’ methodological scepticism. The question

becomes, “How do we know that the world really is the way it appears to us?”
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Indeed, in his Medztations Descartes’ scepticism even extends to the very existence
of the objective world beyond appearances. The empiricist takes this scepticism
seriously, and in the philosophy of Hume and Berkeley, we find a denial that there
is anything known about that which is beyond expetience, or even that it makes
sense to speak of such things. For if all objective knowledge (i.e. knowledge of
what there is, or of which concepts are ‘objectively valid’) comes to us through
experience, how could that knowledge ever transcend experience? We are left
with an impoverished conception of reality, containing only minds'? and mental
entities. The rationalist, on the other hand, puts his faith in reason, and following
Descartes, uses it as a tool to investigate the ‘true nature’ of things. Leibniz made
extensive use of this tool, and developed a philosophy of metaphysical individuals
(‘monads’) that were known by reason alone, and thus did not bear a
straightforward relationship to the mere appearances found in expetience. It was
this metaphysical picture that IKant subscribed to, until Hume’s scepticism shook

it to its foundations. On what grounds is this faith in pure reason justified?

Supetficially, Kant’s response had much in common with the empiticism of
Hume and Berkeley. Reason must somehow be constrained by experience, and
one way it can be so constrained is by applying its concepts only within experience.
Kant follows the empiricist in claiming that the only objects that we can refer to
are possible constituents of sense-experience. Unique to the Kantian response,

however, was the provision for a further way that concepts might be objectively

12 Berkeley includes the mind of God in his ontology, as the sustaining force of the universe. Hume’s
scepticism brought him to question the concept of a subject, so that at its most extreme his view
constituted a radical form of phenomenalism, including only phenomenal entities in his ontology.
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valid. A concept is to be considered objectively valid if it is a transcendentally
valid concept, that is, one that is derived by considering the necessary conditions
for human experience to be as it is. This new grounding for synthetic @ priori
knowledge allowed him to argue for a position that is distinct from both the
empiricist idealism of Hume and Berkeley on the one hand, and the speculative
rationalism of Leibniz and Wolff on the other. He developed transcendental
arguments against the Cartesian dualism that brought about scepticism about the
external world, and thus challenged the notion of expetience that brought Hume

to his sceptical conclusions.

While nothing can be known of the thing-in-itself, the elusive reality beyond the
subjective conditions of expetience, this should not be taken to deride the
knowledge of ‘mere phenomena’ that we gain through expetience. His
philosophy involves a rejection of the separation of the wotld as it is from our
experience of it. He attempts to overcome this dualism by arguing that
appearances and objects are not two distinct kinds of entities, but are such that
they can only be understood in relation to each other. The world is necessarily
capable of being experienced by us, and we can desctibe appearances only in so
far as they are appearances of an objective world!?>. Thus Kant rejects the
epistemological dualism that undetlies the philosophies of his predecessors. This
dualism of world and experience is connected with ontlogical dualism, which

postulates a Cartesian ego that separates the private world of experience from the

13 See Vasilis Politis’s introduction to the edition of the Critigue he edited, (London: Everyman, 1993), pp. xxix

- XXX,
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objective world external to it. Kant also rejects ontological dualism. The subject
is not a part of the objective world, as the Cartesian ego is, but one of the
transcendental conditions of that wotld. However, simply rejecting the ego as a
substance is not enough to free one’s philosophical investigations from
epistemological dualism. Hume also rejected the Cartesian ego, on the basis that
nothing that he found within his expetience corresponded to it, but still found
‘himself’ trapped within that experience. Nevertheless, ridding one’s philosophy
of the Cartesian ego is an important part of escaping from the limitations of our
consciousness. Hume and Berkeley differ from Kant in a very import respect.
They assume we have access only to zdeas (the contents of our minds) rather than

to a (phenomenal) world that is in some sense ‘external’ to our minds.

In what sense external? Part of the answer to this question lies in the fact that
Kant makes a distinction between the representation of sensibility and the object
of that representation which is known through the understanding. In his critique
of Kant!, Schopenhauer rejects this distinction, referring the reader to both
Berkeley’s and his own discussion of idealism!>. And this rejection is connected
with Schopenhauer’s rejection of the Transcendental Analytic, which deals with
the categories. All but one of them is rejected, and only the category of causality

remains in Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. He argues, perhaps rightly, that causality

14 This critique forms an appendix to volume one of The World as Will and Representation, in Payne’s translation.
The rejection of the distinction between tepresentation and object of representation is stated on p. 444.

15 He refers to the first chapter of the supplementary volume of The World as Will and Representation, ‘On The
Fundamental View of Idealism’, a chapter in which he uses a version of Berkeley’s so called ‘Master

argument’.
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cannot be dealt with separately from sensibility, as it is in Kant’s philosophy, for it

is required in perception.

In so emphasising the importance of perception, Schopenhauer’s rejection of a
separable role for the understanding brings him closer to the idealism of Berkeley.
The sole role of the understanding is the application of the law of causality in
order to derive a cause of the sensations within experience. This cause is both
object and representation of the subject: object because it is taken to be cause of
sensation, and representation because the law of causality is of “subjective origin,
just as is the sensation itself”'¢. He goes on to claim that Kant’s confusions on

this matter were due to “his fear of Berkeleian idealism”17.

But Kant was not just motivated by a mere fear or aversion to Berkeleian
idealism. It was part of his purpose to refute it. Specifically, he wished to defend
the idea, attacked by Betkeley and Hume, that certain notions, such as (non-
mental) substance, are objectively valid. The separation of the object from the
tepresentation in Kant’s philosophy is part of this defence. While Berkeley
infamously claimed that to exist is to be perceived, Kant’s idealism claimed only
that to exist is to be perceivable. I take it that this is one of the consequences of
the ‘idealism’ of the Transcendental Aesthetic. To exist (as phenomenon) is to be
in time and space, and since these are ‘forms of intuition’, being in them entails

that something can be the object of intuition [perception]. This may seem a

16 p, 447.
17 Tbid,



contentious claim to the modem scientist (who posits impetceptible sub-atomic
entities!®), but it is nevertheless at least minimally realist: objects are not

dependent on actually being perceived.

Now while Schopenhauer may well have been right to question the distinctness of
the sensibility and the understanding, the Berkeleian conclusions he draws do not
follow from this criticism alone. The same distinction has been criticised by a
range of commentators of Kant’s work, from Hegel to the modern day. Politis,
for example, refers to the distinction as the “Achilles heel of the Critigue’!® But

this rejection is seen to have very different consequences.

Politis* concern is that a separate treatment of the sensibility leaves Kant open to
the charge of not succeeding in his effort to free himself from phenomenalism.
The separation of sensibility and understanding implies that we can refer to
objects within sensibility alone, and this is at odds with Kant’s claim (in the
Analytic of Concepts) that a phenomenal language is not sufficient to desctibe
our experience. To do this we must make judgements on how things or
substances are, and this is not possible with the use of a language that refers only
to the fleeting objects of phenomenal experience. Kant was aware that the
separation of the understanding from sensibility left open the possibility of
phenomenalism: that experience was independent of our concepts. Such a

possibility, with the cotresponding threat of Humean scepticism, was the target of

18 Though even the imperceptible entities of modern science must be ‘indirectly perceptible’ — they must have
effects that are perceptible — or they would play no role in explaining the world we observe.

19 Vasilis Politis, p. xlvi.
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the Transcendental Deduction. The details of this argument are obscure, and for
this reason alone it has been found less than convincing. But the general strategy
used by Kant contains a simple and powerful idea. In order to pose the question
of whether the world is as it seems, the sceptic must have a certain point of view
on the world. He must be able to identify his experiences as hés expetiences. It
must be the case that the thought ‘I think’ can be prefixed to all of his thoughts
and representations. This fact, which Kant called the “transcendental unity of
apperception”, is a transcendental fact: it is a subjective condition of experience.
From this subjective condition Kant argued, though perhaps with some difficulty,
for an objective world: a world that necessarily can be different from the way it
seems. He argued that, as a reflector on self-conscious expetience, I could have
no knowledge of experience without assuming that I persist in time, and that my
experience is of objects that persist independently of me. What I experience is
not merely sensation, but an objective world that must be described with the use
of certain categories, such as enduring substance and causality.?’ Kant went on to
argue?! that “our internal and, to Descartes, indubitable experience is itself

possible only under the previous assumption of external experience.”

So while the categories, like the ‘pure intuitions’ of time and space, were granted a
£ P P gr

subjective status by Kant, it is important to consider the nature of this subjective

20 For a condise description of the Transcendental Deduction, see Scruton, Kanz, p 33 — 35. Scruton makes the
Humean point that Kant’s argument is not quite successful since “it involves a transition from the unsity of
consciousness to the identity of the object through time.” (p. 34). The point relevant to the discussion in
hand, however, concerns what Kant was #rying to do.

21 In his Refutation of Idealism’, B274. This section of the Critigue was added to the second edition in order
to distance his Transcendental Idealism from Cartesian and Berkeleian idealism. It underlines his concern
with objectivity.
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status carefully. As already discussed, it was part of this idealistn not to confine
the phenomenal world to a mental realm. Rather, he aimed to show that the
subjective and the objective ways of describing expetience are not independent of
each other. And this dependence goes both ways. While subjectivity is
formulated as the conditions of experience, that expetience cannot be described
without it being expetience of an objective world. A world that may be different
from the way it seems. This emphasis on the dependence of subjectivity on
objectivity constitutes a rejecton of Cartesian dualism. Experience is not
confined within a ‘private realm’ of the mind, since it presupposes the public
world it is experience of. The idea of an ego, an object that is both within the

world, and yet separated from it, is rejected as a ‘paralogism of pure reason’.

The point about the categories and the pure intuitions being of subjective origin
was not to reject a world external to our minds, but to show that this world is not
independent of the subjective conditions of knowledge. His aim was to
demonstrate the possibility of objective @ priori knowledge of this wotld. Kant
rejects the suggestion that any ideality belongs to other representations, such as
sensation, for sensation does not provide us with objective # priori knowledge??.
If subjective forms of intuition are to provide us with knowledge that is truly
objective, then the object must be regarded as distinct from the subject, and yet its

Jorm must be dependent on the form of objective knowledge in general. The

22 A26 / B43. Sensation is regarded as being merely changes in the subject, and therefore not a form of
knowledge of the object.
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object is not merely ‘my representation’, for it is not dependent on me for its

continuing existence. If I ceased to exist, the object would not thereby disappeatr.

Kant’s purpose was to show that certain concepts that we possess a priori are
nevertheless objectively valid, and that the way things seem to us does in fact
provide us with real knowledge. As he put it in the Transcendental Aesthetic,
appearance is not mere illusion, for a proper conception of experience

presupposes that our representations are of something external to our minds:

For in an appearance the objects, nay even the properties that we
ascribe to them, ate always regarded as something actually given...2

Furthermore, the ideality that Kant ascribes to time and space is supposed to

support the idea that the objects that appear in them are ‘real’ (i.e. not illusory):

It is only if we ascribe objective reality to these forms of representation
that it becomes impossible for us to prevent everything being thereby
transformed into mere ilusion.?*

His point seems to be that if time and space “inhered in things themselves” then
they would become strangely incoherent: both necessaty for, and external to,
experience. In which case the objects we were aware of would have to be
regarded as merely (made up of) mental entities, and we would not be able to

“blame the good Berkeley for degrading bodies to mere illusion.”

It seems to me that Schopenhauer did not see the central importance of some of

these ideas because he interpreted Kant as reacting first and foremost to the

2 B69.
24 B70.



“dogmatic philosophy” of his rationalist predecessors. This was only part of his
project, which could be characterised more correctly as a middle way between
sceptical empiricism and speculative rationalism. In addition, Schopenhauer
failed to see the importance of the rejection of Cartesian dualism for this project.
It was the underlying assumption common to both empiricism and rationalism
that set up the problem they were trying to solve: “How do we know that the
world really is the way it appears to us?” It is this rejection of the sharp
distinction between experience and objective wotld that most strongly
characterises transcendental idealism, which ultimately claims both that the world

is the way we expetience it, and that we experience it the way it is.

1.3 Three Kinds of Idealism: Empirical, Transcendental and Conceptual

Idealism is a doctrine of dependence. It can be variously characterised as
asserting dependence between world and mind, object and subject, or objectivity
and subjectivity. None of these charactetisations make clear a particular view
without a further explanation of the terms involved, and most importantly, a

further explanation of what is meant by ‘dependence’.

There is in Schopenhauer and Berkeley a dependence between object and subject
that is best characterised as existential or empirical. That is to say, the continuing
existence of a particular object is dependent on the continuing existence of a
subject as a substance. The subject plays this supporting role as a particular in the
world. It is a dependence between conzingent states of affairs. This is evident from

the conclusions they draw from certain arguments. Berkeley’s so-called ‘Master

45



Argument’, for example, claims that we can no more conceive of something

existing unconceived than we can see something unseen:

HYLAS. ...What more easy than to conceive a tree or house existing
by itself, independent of, and unperceived by any mind whatsoever? I
do at this present time conceive them existing after that manner.

PHILONOUS. How say you, Hylas, can you see a thing which is at the
same time unseen?

HYLAS. No, that were a contradiction.

PHILONOUS. Is it not as great a contradiction to talk of conceiving a
thing which is #nconceived?

HYLAS. Itis.

PHILONOUS. The tree or house therefore which you think of, is
conceived by you.

HYLAS. How should it be otherwise?
PHILONOUS. And what is concetved, is sutely in the mind.
HYLAS. Without question, that which is conceived is in the mind.

PHILONOUS. How then came you to say, you conceived a house or
tree existing independent and out of all minds whatsoever?2s

Note that Berkeley begins with a claim about the inconceivability of something
unconceived and concludes that it must be existentially dependent on a mind —

that it must exist in a mind. Schopenhauer offers a similar argument:

25 Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonons, [200), p. 86 of the edition edited by Jonathan Dancy.
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That the objective world would exist even if there existed no knowing
being at all, naturally seems at the first onset to be sure and certain,
because it can be thought in the abstract... But if we try to rzadse this
abstract thought, in other wotrds, to reduce it to representations of
perception, from which alone (like everything abstract) it can have
content and truth; and if accordingly we attempt to imagine an objective
world without a knowing subject, then we become aware that what we are
imagining at that moment is in truth the opposite of what we intended,
namely nothing but just the process in the intellect of a knowing being
who perceives an objective world. .. and so in the assumption that the
world as such might exist independently of all brains there lies a
contradiction.?6

Again we start from the natural thought that things could exist unconceived,
followed by a questioning of the validity of this assumption on the basis of a
conceivability (i.e. imaginability) argument, and finally we have an existential
dependence claim drawn from this argument. The conceivability argument used
by Schopenhauer, like the one used by Berkeley, involves an appeal to perception,
but whereas Berkeley’s appeal is by way of analogy, Schopenhauer’s is more
direct. He claims that the content and truth of an abstract thought must come

from its realisation in the representations of perception.

Both arguments share some serious problems. For example, both are apparently
far too strong, in that if they work, they prove far more than their authors
intended. It is true that I cannot see a tree that is unseen, but if this analogy
carries over to the case of what is conceivable, then why not the fact that I cannot
see any tree that is not seen by me? This thought brings us to the unhappy
position of solipsism, for I cannot conceive, on Berkeley’s and Schopenhauer’s
notion of conceivability, of anything that is not conceived by me. Berkeley only

avoids solipsism by an appeal to the mind of God, but it seems that I can no

26 The World as Will and Representation, chapter 1 of the first supplementary volume, p. 5 of Payne’s translation.
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more conceive of something conceived by God but not me than I can conceive
of something unconceived by any mind. Indeed, the mind of God itself is quite
unimaginable to me, and so would be excluded from existence by Betkeley’s own
reasoning®’. Schopenhauer also rejects solipsism, but offets no argument for this
rejection. He merely claims that those convinced of its truth must surely be
confined to the madhouse, but admits that “theoretical egoism”, as he puts it, is
irrefutable?®. He should have done more to defeat it, for if it is implied by his

philosophy, this can only tell against it.

This unwanted solipsism is implied by the notion of conceivability used by
Berkeley and Schopenhauer. On this notion, if I imagine anything, I must count
myself, as knowing subject or mind, as part of what is imagined. A defender of
realism might question this notion of conceivability. This is the position taken by
Bernard Williams in ‘Tmagination and the Self?%, where he argues from analogies
between the act of imagining and the act of watching a theatrical performance
such as a play or film. When one watches a play, there is a very real sense in
which one sees the events and characters that form the elements of the play. One
‘sees’ Othello, and one ‘witnesses’ Othello strangling Desdemona. Yet these
truisms involve a deviant use of ‘sees’ and ‘witnesses’ that is analogous to changes

of meaning when one talks of ‘seeing’ in the case of imagination. What one sees

27 And just as Berkeley’s argument seems to exclude God, Schopenhauer’s insistence that truth and content
require the reducibility of thought to the “representations of perception”, leads to the exclusion of the
noumenal world. The thing-in-itself, which he uncritically inherits from Kant, and which does so much
work in his philosophy, is defined as that which is independent of experience and its conditions.

28 Schopenhauer, A., The World as Will and Representation, Vol. 1, §19, p. 104 in Payne’s translation.
29 Williams, B., Imagination and the Self, reprinted in his Problems of the Self.
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when one attends a performance of Ozhello is a cast of actors and actresses playing
the parts of characters in a play. While Emila discovers Desdemona’s dead body,
it does not follow that the actress who plays her then sees a dead body, and
neither do the audience. If we follow this line of argument, we come to the
conclusion that one can conceive of something unconceived®, for one is not

necessarily part of what is imagined, even as subject.

Williams® point is well taken, for what I imagine does not inc/ude me. If we accept
Hume’s insight that no part of one’s expetrience corresponds to the subject, then
it follows that no part of one’s imagination corresponds to the subject. I am nota
necessary part of the content of what is imagined. So it cannot be the case that
such conceivability arguments of the kind put forward by Berkeley and
Schopenhauer show that minds must exist in the world in order for objects to
exist. In fact, despite Schopenhauer’s conclusion that the world depends on the
operation of brains, his discussion of the dependence between subject and object
often sounds more conceptual® than existential. Insofar as the knowing being
appears as object, he would have to concede that it could be eliminated from our
imagination. And what is left when we remove the self that is known as object?
It cannot be the Cartesian ego, for that is supposed to be some kind of object in
the world32. The Kantian alternative is that it is just the transcendental conditions

for a world that can be known and expetienced. But if such conditions are not to

30 Williams actually takes the argument to be an attempt to prove that something cannot exist unperreived. The
confusion is caused by Berkeley, who seems to equivocate between perceivability and conceivability.

31 The term ‘conceptual dependence’ will be clarified in due course.
32 Though not, of course, part of the material world.
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be considered as objects in the world then nothing can be existentially dependent
on them. Existential dependence, if it is to make any sense, must be a
relationship between particulars. To say that something is existentially dependent
on something else implies that both entities could come into and pass out of
existence. At least, it is extremely unclear what it would mean for something to
depend for its existence on something that was outside time and space. It cannot
mean, as Schopenhauer suggests, that if the conditions ceased to be, then so
would the dependent entity, for it makes no sense to talk about timeless

conditions ceasing to pertain3.

Concentrating on Schopenhauer’s claims of existential dependence may, in any
case, produce a misleading picture of his philosophy. His love of flamboyant
language and powerful imagery obscures what this existential dependence is
supposed to consist in. It is a dependence that occurs on the ‘transcendental
level’, and it is not clear what this means (and is not much clearer in Kant’s work)
but it is supposed to imply that it leaves empirical truths untouched. The coming
into being and passing away of things, and the dependencies between such ezents,

surely constitute empirical facts.

Kant comments in the appendix of the Prolgomena that he would rather that
transcendental idealism were known as ““formal’ or, better still, ‘critical’ idealism,

to distinguish it from the dogmatic idealism of Berkeley and from the skeptical

33 This issue is revisited in chapter 3, in the discussion of Morris’ Conceptualism, which he defines in terms of
a dependence on the timeless conditions for possessing a concept.
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idealism of Descartes.”** In what does its being formal or critical consist? Part of
the answer lies in Kant’s repeated insistence that the analysis of the understanding
is not a kind of empirical psychology. He was not offeting a theory of how the
human mind makes judgements, but rather an analysis of what it is to make
judgements at all. The dependence between subject and object is not existential,
between actual minds and particular objects, but formal, between concepts and

their objects.

One way to put this is to say that Kant was interested in the relationship between
‘thought’ and the world. The objects of knowledge must conform to the
structure of thought, but the world would continue to have that structure if every
thinking being were eliminated from it. We can think of thought in this sense as
independent of empirical psychology. It is tempting then to think of idealism as
asserting an existential dependence between thought and the world. But to think
of this as an existential dependence is to introduce strange Platonic entities, both
abstract and existent, that are simply not needed. Indeed, this seems to be a case
of applying the concepts of the understanding without regard to the limitations of
expetience that Kant was at such pains to delineate®. The temptation to posit
them stems, I think, from a tendency to model all dependence in terms of
dependence between objects (as the body is dependent on the heart). This, it
seems to me, is the real root of confusion in Schopenhauer’s treatment of

idealism.

34 Prolegomena, 375.

35 See, for example B370, where Kant criticises Plato’s use of the term ‘idea’.
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Kant was engaged in an analysis of how concepts are employed in knowledge,
and his work was based on the idealistic assumption that the natures of things as
they are known are not independent of our ways of knowing about them. Thus
Kant was engaged in a conceptual analysis that placed epistemology at its
foundation. This approach to conceptual analysis has been largely rejected by
analytic philosophy, which has rejected the ‘psychological idiom’ and emphasises
the philosophy of language rather than epistemology. We might note, however,
that Kant himself considered his method to be closely connected with linguistic
analysis. He comments in the Prokgomena that the analysis of @ priori concepts
“presupposes neither greater reflecion nor deeper insight than to detect in a
language the rules of the actual use of words generally and thus to collect
elements for a grammar”. While his inquiry is primarily an analysis of knowledge,
rather than language, he acknowledges that “both inquires are very closely

related’3s,

Let us take the term ‘conceptual dependence’ to mean a dependence between
concepts. Thus there is a conceptual dependence between the concept
‘substance’ and the concept ‘table’: the latter being a subcategory or determination
of the former. No doubt thete are other kinds of conceptual dependence.
Analytic dependence (containment) and synthesis (as some kind of combination)
are both candidates. But we might also take the term ‘conceptual dependence’ to
include dependences between concepts and objects. Take the ‘form’ of an object

be the concept or intuition that cotresponds to it. Then we can use the term

36 p. 323
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‘formal dependence’ to mean a conceptual dependence between a concept and
the object, property or fact it picks out, such that there is a formal dependence
between any object (property / fact) of kind .4 and the concept C that picks it out
as an object of kind 4. When we think about a table a5 a fable, we necessarily
employ the concept ‘table’ (and, by implication, the concepts on which ‘table’
conceptually depend, such as ‘substance’). The concept C tells us something
about the kind 4. The nature of an object is thus dependent on the sortal
concepts that correctly individuate it. So, on Kant’s view, all phenomenal objects
are formally dependent on the categories and the forms of time and space. And
that is to say that the natures of objects are in part presctibed by certain abstract
conditions.  Note that while the dependence relation in Berkeley and
Schopenhauer is between contingent states of affairs, this is not the case for
conceptual dependence. This is because concepts and intuitions do not have to
be regarded as contingent particulars, but can be regarded transcendentally as the
conditions for thought (regardless of whether any being happens to fulfil those

conditions).

We might say that at the heart of Kant’s Transcendental Idealism is a doctrine of
formal (and other conceptual) dependence. While describing Kant’s philosophy
in such terms is a somewhat incomplete characterisation of Transcendental
idealism, it does allow us to see how it is related to what I shall call ‘conceptual
idealistm’, the doctrine that the wotld is limited by our possible concepts. A full
discussion of this view will have to wait until chapter 3, but we can already point

out some differences between it and Kant’s idealism. Both the acceptance of the
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thing-in-itself and the role of the given in Kant’s philosophy, however restricted, set
his doctrine apart from conceptual idealism. These two conceptually real aspects

of Transcendental Idealism are related.

Let us take first the notion of the noumenal world. In Kantian philosophy, the
wortld limited to our possible concepts corresponds to what he calls the
‘phenomenal’ world. Kant contrasted this world with the ‘noumenal’ world,
which is independent of the understanding and the subjective conditions of
knowledge. One way to view transcendental idealism is as a combination of
conceptual idealism (with respect to the phenomenal world) and conceptual
realism (with respect to the noumenal wotld). The acceptance of the thing-in-
itself represents a departure from full idealism, though the extent of this departure
is not altogether clear from Kant’s work. Conceptual idealism is committed to
saying that it makes no sense to refer to that which is independent of our
concepts. The true nature of reality is not hidden by our inability to comprehend
it. This mistaken way of thinking comes about by thinking of ‘true reality’ as
something independent of our concepts: a ‘pre-conceptualised reality’ that we
must ‘interpret’. According to conceptual idealism, nothing corresponds to this

empty conception of an independent reality of things-in-themselves.

If the categories provide the concepts of thought, the role of the given will also
make Kant’s philosophy distinct from conceptual idealism. The given is not
subject to such transcendental conditions — hence Kant’s insistence that no

ideality belongs to sensation. While Kant argued in the transcendental deduction
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that we cannot make sense of the unity of experience simply in terms of the
given, he still saw the given as something that imposed upon the sensibility. His
point in the transcendental deduction was that this was not a sufficient
characterisation of experience. But since the given is formed by the sensibility
and synthesised by the understanding, it is not understood as having conceptual
form prior to apperception. This again brings Kant into opposition with the

conceptual idealist.

One way to view the relationship between Transcendental Idealism and
conceptual idealism is in terms of the critique of the separable treatment of the
sensibility and the understanding that I discussed in the previous section. We
noted that this separable treatment has also been stoutly criticised by many other
commentators on Kant, from Hegel to the present day. One of the consequences
of this rejection, acknowledge by Schopenhauer, is that there is no longer scope
for a pre-conceptual ‘given’ that impinges on the faculty of sensibility. But there
is also a consequence that was not anticipated by Schopenhauer. For one may
draw conclusions about the very notion of the noumenal, which is beyond our
power to objectively apply the categories of the understanding. Kant maintained
that, while we could have no knowledge of the ‘thing-in-itself’, noumena are
nevertheless ‘intelligible’. According to Kant, the understanding “problematically”’
extends further than sensible intuition, “but we have no intuition, indeed not even
the concept of a possible intuition, through which objects outside the field of

sensibility can be given, and through which the understanding can be employed
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assertorically beyond that field””3” Thus we can think, but have no knowledge,
beyond the limits of sensibility. But then to question the separation of the
understanding from the sensibility is also to question the notion of noumena. If
one replaces the analysis of the faculties of understanding and sensibility with a
single analysis of, say, conceptual experience, one has no understanding left over,
so to speak, to make ‘noumena’ intelligible. This thought leads to philosophies
that not only limit knowledge within the bounds of sensibility, but also limit truth
and thought within those bounds?8. Conceptual idealism sees experience and the
world as essentially conceptual. We cannot make sense of something without
conceptual form (such as the so called ‘given’) or something existing outside time

and space (such as so called ‘noumena’).

Transcendental idealism nevertheless has an important relationship to conceptual
idealism, not least from an historical point of view. Many of the philosophers
influenced by Kant, including, for example, Hegel and the Absolute idealists,
rejected the notion of the noumenal world  More importantly, analytic
philosophy can be seen as the programme of linguistic analysis hinted at by Kant
in the Prokgomena to Any Future Metaphysics®®. Any analytic philosopher who
accepts that the wotld is necessarily conceivable on the basis that the idea of a

reality that is inconceivable is nonsense, is an idealist as I am using the term.

37 A255/B310

38 In verificationism, for instance, one finds the idea that there can be no meaning or truth where there can be
no knowledge.

39 See the remark quoted above which is from p. 323 of the Prokgomena.
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1.4 The Fundamental View of Idealism

Idealism then, comes in many different forms, each with very different
commitments. Is there some idea that undetlies these diverse doctrines? I think
that Schopenhauer’s discussion of idealism, though it involves many mistakes, can
still point the way to the fundamental view of idealism in general. The claims of
existential dependence in Schopenhauer and Betkeley are the results of
arguments, but the fundamental truth of idealism is not supposed to be
something that one needs to argue for. The fundamental view should be
something that all idealists can agree on as a starting point, while disagreeing on
its implications. According to Schopenhauer, it is something that should be clear
to all once we have turned our reflective attention to it. For him, this
fundamental truth concerns the division into subject and object, on which he
says, “it is that form under which alone any representation. .. is generally possible
and conceivable.””*® But as we have already seen, what counts as subject and object is
an issue of dispute amongst idealist. In any case, it is not the division of subject
and object that is most fundamental in Schopenhauer’s reasoning, but the basis
on which he puts this suggestion forward: the implied connection between the

possible and the conceivable.

The existential dependence between subject and object may be the conclusion of
an argument in Schopenhauer’s work, but it would be a mistake to think of him as

arguing for the idealistic starting point. Both the passage quoted above, and the

40 The World as Will and Representation, §1 of the first volume, p. 3 of Payne’s translation. Italic added.
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argument based on Berkeley’s Master argument, already contain an idealistic
assumption, and one that is not so much argued for, as taken for granted. That is
the assumption #hat reality is limited by onr ability to conceive i, ot that if something is
in principle inconceivable, then it must be regarded as impossible*!. It is this
assumption that seems to be the fundamental idea of idealism. So one general
way to use the word ‘idealism’ is to use it (as Nagel does*?) as an adherence to this
principle. Differing claims of dependence, both in respect to the nature of the
dependence, and what the dependence holds between, can be seen as deriving
from differing notions of conceivability. Conceptual idealism, for instance, claims

that the possible is coextensive with our possible shared public concepts.

Kantian idealism can also be charactetised as a conceivability claim, for this is a
general consequence of formal dependence. If the nature of things is not
independent of our knowledge, then the world is limited by what judgements we
could make. Note that while this could in some sense be desctibed as an
‘existential’ dependence claim, in that what could exist is said to be dependent on
what concepts there could be, this is not an existential dependence in the sense
attributed to Berkeleian idealism. As we have already seen, Kantian philosophy
does not have the implausible implication that things are merely representations

of our minds. Itis a conceptual dependence between world and understanding.

41 Or better put: there is nothing that is inconceivable. The impossible is not a something, and ‘the impossible’
is not a referring expression.

42 Nagel attacks the idealism which “holds that what there is is what we can think about or conceive of, or
what we or our descendants could come to think about or conceive of—and that this is necessarily true
because the idea of something that we could not think about or conceive make no sense.” (The Vew From
Nowbere, p. 90.) See chapter 3 of this thesis for a discussion.
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This concludes our brief review of transcendental idealism and its relation to the
fundamental idea of idealism. Of course, there is more to transcendental idealism
than a claim about the limits of the phenomenal world. Nevertheless, this idea is
at the heart of Kant’s transcendental idealism. It is also this idea that we can
discern in Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which has been described as
Kantian by many commentators. It is to the work of the young Wittgenstein that
we shall now turn to get a more detailed view of the development and influence

of idealism in twentieth century analytic philosophy.
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Chapter 2

IDEALISM AND REALISM IN EARLY ANALYTIC PHILOSPHOPHY

Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus

Kant began a new era in German philosophy, but it was not until the end of the
nineteenth century that idealism had a profound affect on British philosophy.
The golden age of British idealism was led by T. H. Green, who put forward a
Kantian critique of empiricism. He argued that certain formal conceptions, or
‘categories’, were necessary conditions for the possibility of experience. By
conceiving of the real as totally independent of the mind, the empiricist makes it
inaccessible to knowledge and thought, and thus makes it the ‘unmeaning, the
empty, of which nothing can be said’?!. But like Schopenhauer, Green thought
that Kant had not held firmly to his idealist principles. For Green, this failure was
not only manifest in Kant’s acceptance of ‘the given’, but also in Kant’s talk of the
thing-in-itself, the noumenal world beyond the conditions of experience. His
rejection of these aspects leaves Green with a philosophy that could be described

as ‘Hegelian’.2

1 Works, vol. 1, p. 41.
2 See Hylton, p. 32.



Central to the ‘absolute idealism’ made popular by philosophers such as Green
and Bradley was adherence to some form of the coherence theory of truth.
Propositions, it was claimed, cannot be assigned truth-values independently, but
must be considered as part of ‘an organic system’. And in contrast to a
correspondence theory of truth, a coherence theory claims that propositions
cannot be considered as only externally related to facts. Rather, both facts and

propositions are considered as abstractions from judgement.

As a follower of Bradley, Bertrand Russell was himself an idealist for a petiod, but
as he became more involved with the philosophy of logic, he turned away from
idealism. His initial ‘refutation’ concentrated on attacking the coherence theory of
truth®. One problem emphasised by Russell was that, since a proposition cannot
be considered in isolation from the system of propositions, it could not be
considered absolutely true. Propositions were said to be ‘more or less true’, a
view that Russell found to be absurd, for it was self-refuting. The very suggestion
of a coherence theory turns out not to be absolutely true, but only more or less
true. Thus Russell insisted that beliefs were true independently of each other.
Furthermore, they were made true by mind independent facts to which they were

externally related.

The traditional theory of truth more often favoured by empiricists is the
cotrespondence theory, according to which a proposition is true if and only if it

cotresponds to the facts. While Russell initially rejected this alternative, he later

3 See ‘The Nature of Truth’, 1905.
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formulated his views in terms of correspondence. In ‘The Nature of Truth and
Falsehood’ (1910) he uses the term ‘correspondence’ somewhat cautiously, but in
The Problems of Philosophy he says that ‘a belief is #rue when it corresponds to a certain
associated complex, and fale when it does not* Above all else, this way of
putting the matter allows him to emphasise his main point that while beliefs
depend on minds for their existence, they do not depend on minds for their

truth.5

It was soon after his rejection of idealism that Russell met and taught Ludwig
Wittgenstein. In the opening sections of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus one can see
Russell’s influence in an apparent commitment to something like Russell’s
realism. “The world is the totality of facts,” states Wittgenstein, and it is these
facts that make a proposition true or false. The theory of meaning that emerges
from what follows involves some elements that one might find in a
correspondence theory of truth.  Wittgenstein does not define truth as
correspondence with the facts, but on his theory of meaning, propositions are
pictures of facts, and the elements of the picture correspond to the elements of
the fact it represents. A picture either agrees or disagrees with realitys, and its

truth consists in the agreement of its sense with reality’. Furthermore, elementary

4 p. 74 (Italics supplied) C.f the somewhat more cautious expression in The Philosophy of Logical
Atomism’, where he says a proposition can correspond with a fact in either a true or a false way.

5 Ibid p. 75.

¢ Tractatus 2.21.

7 Tractatus 2.222.
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propositions are independent of one another, in that their truth-values do not

depend on one another.

This is by no means the only influence Russell had on Wittgenstein’s eatly work®.
Wittgenstein inherited from Russell and Frege a certain conception of philosophy
that placed the philosophy of language at the centre, with the logical analysis of
both language and mathematics providing the foundations. Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus Lagico-Philosophicus is largely a work in the philosophy of language and
logic, and much of the detail can be attributed to the influence of Russell and
Frege, or to a reaction to their work. It would be a mistake however, to see the
Tractatus solely in relation to the philosophies of Russell and Frege. While
Wittgenstein inherited the conception of philosophy with linguistic analysis at its
centre, the nature of its importance is given a distinctive character by

Wittgenstein. And this character, I will argue, is both Kantian and mystical.

It is often remarked that the Tractatus was influenced by Kant ‘through
Schopenhauer’, who he was known to have read extensively. Certainly
Schopenhauer’s influence can be seen throughout the Noebooks and in the section
of the Tractatus that deals with solipsism. But I think it is implausible that the
Kantian character of the Tractatus derives exclusively from Schopenhauer’s The

World as Will and Representation®. Perhaps Wittgenstein had already read Kant

8 The influence, at least at the time that many of the ideas of the Traaatus were being formulated, went both
ways. At the beginning of The Philosophy of Logical Atomism’, Russell attributes the ideas that were to
follow to Wittgenstein. In fact Russell admits that he had not seen Wittgenstein since 1914, and the lectures
were as much a presentation of his own views as Wittgenstein’s.

9 Although some understanding of Kant’s work can be gained from the Appendix ‘Criticism of the Kantian
Philosophy’ in Schopenhauer’s work.
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before he wrote the Tractatus'®, or pethaps he learnt of his work through
discussion, possibly with Russell. Either way, the general approach of the
Tractatns has more in common with Kant’s work than Schopenhauer’s. It is
primarily concerned with the limits of the world and the bounds of metaphysics.
The Tractatus argues that the world is limited by the conditions, not of experience,
however, but of representation. The parallel with Kant lies in the combination of
this idealism with the conceptual realism that supports it. According to
Wittgenstein, the subject matter of philosophy is just those conditions of
representation, but those conditions are not subject to themselves. Strictly
speaking then, they are not describable at all. They make themselves manifest.
And therein lies the mysticism of the Tractatns. The combination of conceptual
realism and conceptual idealism in Wittgenstein’s philosophy results in a third

position: quietism.

2.1 The Metaphysics of the Tractatus

The Tractatus Logico-Philosophicas is based on some fundamental assumptions about
the connection between logic, philosophy and the wotld. Wittgenstein presents a
picture of the logical form of the world and language — a form that the world
and language must share if language (and thought) is to be possible at all. The
picture Wittgenstein presents at the beginning of the Tractatus goes something like

as follows.

10 He was certainly reading The Critigue of Pure Reason shortly afterwards. See Monk’s biography of
Wittgenstein, p 158.
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The wortld is the totality of facts. Facts are constituted by atomic facts and atomic
facts consist of objects standing in relation to one another. Analogously,
descriptive language is the totality of propositions, propositions are constituted by
(are truth functions of) elementary propositions and elementary propositions

consist of names standing in relations to each other.

The link between language and the world is made by two semantic relations:
naming and picturing. Both are forms of representation: Names name objects and
propositions picture possible facts. The elementary propositions picture possible

atomic facts:

4.311 One name stands for one thing, another for another thing, and
they are combined with one another. In this way the whole group —
like a tableau vivant — presents a state of affairs.

If the picture presented by elementary propositions agrees with reality, then that
picture (and thus the proposition) is true. It is false if the possible atomic fact that

it represents does not exist in the actual world.

All this metaphysical mechanism #nderlies ordinary language. The Names’ are not
the proper names or definite descriptions of ordinary language, and ‘Objects’ are
not the ordinary objects'!. Rather, they are to be found at the theoretical limits of
analysis. A fully analysed sentence of English is supposed to consist of groups of

simple Names concatenated, which in turn are related to one another by some

11 ] use capitalisation to indicate that the terms ‘Name’ and ‘Object’ refer to theoretical, rather than ordinary,
entities.
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truth functional operator. Thus we have the three levels of analysis shown in

figure 1:

Ordinary language propositions Arrangements of ordinary objects

(are true functions of) elementary propositions | (are constituted by) atomic facts

(are combinations of) Names’ (are combinations of) ‘Objects’

Fig. 1: Levels of analysis in the metaphysics of the
Tractatus.

The bottom two levels are theoretical requirements to a theory of meaning.
Objects, for instance, are ‘simples’. They are rather puzzling theoretical entities,
and Wittgenstein, it seems, never made up his mind what they were besides
specifying some of their properties in a rather abstract manner!2. Neither did he
think it was necessary to specify them in more detail in order to see that they exist

(subsist). They were required on transcendental grounds.

2.2 The Realism of the Tractatus: Objects as ‘the Given’
According to Wittgenstein, there subsist simple objects that cannot be broken

down into constituent parts:

12 Though he did think, at least at one point after writing the Tradatus, that we were acquainted with them. We
learn the use of names by examining them. See ‘Some Remarks On Logical Form’, and chapter 4 of this
thesis for a discussion.
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2.02 Objects are simple.

2.0201 Every statement about complexes can be resolved into a
statement about their constituents and into the propositions that
describe the complexes completely.

Object are absolutely simple so that we can (at least in theory) reduce statements
about ordinary objects down to elementaty propositions that relate to the world.
To say that Objects are simples that make up the substance of the world is to say
that this theoretical limit of analysis exists, and that it corresponds in some
primitive way to the structure of the world. Wittgenstein’s point is that it must
exist if language is to picture the world. The world and language must share a
structure: they must share their lgia/ form. The requirement that objects are
simple and unalterable (2.026 — 2.0271) is the requirement that they cannot be
described by means of a further (contingent) proposition. That words stand for
objects must be a necessary truth. It cannot depend on whether another
(empirical) proposition is true, for then it would be a contingent matter whether
ot not it had sense. And this cannot be the case if language is to depict the world.
That propositions already have sense is a necessary condition on them being true

or false:
2.021 Objects make up the substance of the world. That is why they
cannot be composite.

2.0211 If the wotld had no substance, then whether a proposition had
sense would depend on whether another proposition was true.

2.0212 In that case we could not sketch any picture of the world (true
or false).

This point can also be made in terms of possibility. What is possible is equivalent,

for Wittgenstein, with what is thinkable (what is imaginable, 2.022), and this is
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equivalent to what is representable (that which we can picture to ourselves, 3.001).
The conditions for representation are thus given for all possible wotlds, so these
conditions cannot be given by what happens to be the case in this or that
particular possible wotld. These conditions, which include the requitement that
there are simple Objects, are also the conditions that a proposition has sense.
Thus, whether there are objects cannot depend on any empirical proposition
being true or false. It is a necessary condition for us to be able to describe the

world (2.211):

2.022 It is obvious that an imagined wotld, however different it may be
from the real one, must have something— a form — in common with it.

2.023 Objects are just what constitute this unalterable form.

The requirement that there are simple objects could also be called a
‘transcendental’ condition. While there is some controversy concerning what
propetly constitutes a ‘transcendental argument’, a rough characterisation will be
sufficient for our purposes. Kant uses the term for anti-sceptical arguments for
(synthetic) g priori claims established on the basis that their truth is necessary for
the possibility of expetience. But more generally, a transcendental argument is
any argument where a certain phenomenon p (or the structure of this
phenomenon) is argued to have a set of conceptually necessary conditions §'3,
thus establishing the ‘transcendental validity’ of the concepts included in those

conditions. Whilst Kant was interested in the conditions of knowledge, the

13 To put this in terms introduced in the previous chapter, a phenomenon is argued to be formaly dependent
on the concept of p, and the concept of p is concgptually dependent on the (transcendentally valid) concept C.
See chapter 1, p. 25.
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Wittgenstein of the Tractatus was interested in the conditions for describing the
world.  These necessary conditions included the idea that the sense of
propositions must be independent of whether they are true or false (2.22 What a
picture represents it represent independently of its truth or falsity, by means of its
pictorial form.) There must be contact between language and the wotld that is
prior to the truth or falsity of any proposition about the wotld. This contact he
characterises with the relations of naming and picturing, relations that presuppose

a certain logical form that is shared by language and the world.

The Objects of the Tractatus play a role that is in some ways analogous to the role
played by ‘the given’ in Kant’s Transcendental Idealism. According to Kant, the
faculty of sensibility is distinct from the faculty of the understanding. It is
through the sensibility that the mind has a ‘receptivity’ to the given, and through
the understanding that they are thought about. Both are required for meaningful
thought. “Thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are
blind”.1* A thought without content is a thought that does not take in elements
of the given. Such thoughts are merely representations, produced by the
understanding, but without real application. The psychological idiom in which
this idea is cast by Kant is completely missing from Wittgenstein’s philosophy of
logic and language, but a similar idea is central to his thinking. Any thoughts that
do not picture possible states of affairs are senseless precisely because they do not

picture combinations of objects.

14 A51 / BT75.
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Now this idea that Kant and Wittgenstein share contains a problem. The thought
that ‘thoughts without content are empty’ is devoid of any specific reference to
the given. It is without content, and therefore empty. Similarly, the thoughts
about Objects in general are presumably not combinations of names that refer to

specific Objects.

Both the given and tractarian Objects are transcendentally ‘real’ in that they are
independent of the subjective conditions of thought and representation. The
given cannot be considered to have conceptual form since it provides the raw
data on which the understanding grounds its lowest level conceptualisations.
Elements of the given form part of the very conditions for meaningful (non-
empty) thought. Likewise, tractarian Objects are not part of what can be
described, but are part of the conditions for being able to describe anything. But
then how can we speak of them at all?'> Wittgenstein considered his radical
solution to this problem as the central point of his early philosophy. Strictly
speaking, we cannot speak of them (and Wittgenstein acknowledges that his own
propositions are nonsense, 6.54), but the fact that we can speak at all, shows that

they exist. They make themselves manifest.

15 Other than, of course, naming them.
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2.3 Showing and Saying
After receiving Russell’s comments on his work, Wittgenstein responded by
writing that Russell had not understood his ‘main contention, to which the whole

business of logical propositions is only corollary.” He goes on:

The main point is the theoty of what can be expressed (gesag) by
propositions — ie. by language (and what comes to the same, what can
be thoughi) and what cannot be expressed by propositions, but only
shown (gegeigd); which, I believe, is the cardinal problem of
philosophy.. .1

This ‘cardinal problem’ is related to the task that Wittgenstein claims to be
addressing in the preface to the Tractatus. His work is an attempt to ‘draw a limit
to thinking, or rather—not to thinking, but to the expression of thoughts’. The
distinction between saying and showing is Wittgenstein’s solution to the problem
of critical philosophy: to draw the limits on what can be meaningfully said!?, ‘and

what lies on the other side of the limit will be simply nonsense.’

Wittgenstein only uses the word ‘transcendental’ twice in the Tractatus. Once (in

6.421) to consign ethics to the transcendental, and once with regard to logic:

6.13 Logic is not a body of doctrine, but a mirror-image of the world.

Logic is transcendental.

16 Quoted in Anscombe’s An Introduction to Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, p 161.

17 It could be argued that this is distinct from the Kantian problem of critical philosophy, which was to draw
the bounds on what could be &nown. Kant wanted to restrict knowledge in order to “make room for faith’.
Thus, for Kant, it makes sense to ask questions about things-in-themselves, it is just mistaken to think we
can answer them. We cannot talk “assertorically’ about noumena (A255 / B310). This is in contrast with
the Wittgenstein who claimed that where there can be no answer, the supposed question is really
meaningless (Tracdatus 6.5).
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Despite this frugal use of the word, it is enlightening to compare the
‘transcendental’ in Wittgenstein with that which ‘shows itself” as opposed to that
which can be said. It is clear, especially from the No#ebooks, that Wittgenstein was
greatly influenced by Schopenhauer, but it could not be said that the final form of
the Tractatus has any straightforward cotrespondence to the idealism of
Schopenhauer. The most striking aspect of Wittgenstein’s approach to
philosophy is his concern with the limits of sense, and this is closely related to the
problem that Kant addressed in The Critigne of Pure Reason. Kant used his
transcendental philosophy to delineate what could be known. Wittgenstein was
interested in the limits of what could be said (by which he seems to mean what
could be described or asserted), and his transcendental philosophy is an attempt
to draw these limits. But therein lies a problem, for to see a boundary one must
see the other side, or at least confront its impenetrability. What marks the
boundary of meaning is not something that can be, strictly speaking, described.

Thus the transcendental philosophy of the Tractatus is inherently ‘mystical”:

6.522 There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They
make themselves manifest. They are what is mystical.

For Wittgenstein, the transcendental cannot be expressed, but shows itself — it
makes itself manifest in the ‘unalterable form’ (2.022 - 2.023) of the world and
language, but any attempt to express explicitly [sagen] what that form is,
necessarily results in nonsense. The propositions one tried to produce in such an
enterprise would not be propositions at all, for they would be nonsensical, and

genuine proposition cannot fail to have sense. This enterprise is, in fact, what
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most of philosophy consists in, and consequently its propositions and questions
more often than not turn out to be not propositions or questions at all: they are

nonsense and the questions neither have answers nor require them.!8

The connection between what can only be shown (the form of logic, language and
the world that makes itself manifest) and the transcendental can best be
understood if we bear in mind the emphasis Wittgenstein placed on the
philosophy of language. Just as Kant sought to uncover the subjective conditions
of the possibility of knowledge and experience, Wittgenstein’s eatly philosophy
sought to discover the conditions for the possibility of language and thought.
Wittgenstein thought that it was precisely because these conditions were always

presupposed in language that they could not themselves be represented:

4.12 Propositions can represent the whole of reality, but they cannot
represent what they must have in common with reality in order to be
able to represent it—logical form.

In order to be able to represent logical form, we should have to be able
to station ourselves with propositions somewhere outside logic, that is
to say outside the world.

In order to consider the conditions of language and the world, one must take up
the transcendental perspective that is outside logic and the world. But in taking

up this perspective, we necessarily leave behind the conditions that give our

18 See Traaatus 6.5. Between meaningful propositions (Gedanke) and nonsense we have the propositions of
logic and mathematics, which are pseudo-propositions. While they lack sense (sinnlos) in that they say
nothing about the world, they are not nonsense. They are tautologies and contradictions, and have truth-
values — without being contingently dependent on their truth conditions. (One might say that a tautology
has no truth-conditions, since it in unconditionally true; and a contradiction is true on no condition (4.461)).
They are not nonsensical. They are part of the symbolism of logic, and therefore of language (4.4611), and
they show the formal (logical) properties of language and the world (6.12)
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thoughts meaning. The best we can do is to allow those conditions to make

themselves manifest as a part of our ordinary thoughts:

4.121 Propositions cannot represent logical form: it is mirrored in them.
What finds its reflection in language, language cannot represent.

What expresses #se)f in language, we cannot express by means of
language.

Propositions show the logical form of reality.

They display it.

Now, despite the claim that logical form cannot be stated by means of
propositions, this is exactly what Wittgenstein attempted to do from the first page
of the Tractatus. He built a picture of language and the wotld that makes clear
how both can share their logical form. This picture building is presumably an
attempt by Wittgenstein, not to say what logical form is, but to bring the logical
form of language and the world into focus for the reader: to show us the logical

form of language and the world.

2.4 The Idealism of the Tractatus: Logic and the World

We now have a certain picture of the relation between language and the world in
terms of a common logical form. It is worth pondering for a moment just how
tight a connection between the world and language Wittgenstein has proposed.
‘The world is all that is the case’® and nothing more?’. And what is the case can

be represented:

19 Tractatys 1.

20 2.05 “The totality of existing states of affairs also determines which states of affairs do not exist”
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2.18 What any picture, of whatever form, must have in common with
reality, in order to be able to depict it—cotrectly or incorrectly—in any
way at all, is logical form, i.e. the form of reality.

2.181 A picture whose pictorial form is logical form is called a logical
picture.

2.182 Every picture is at the same time a logical one. (On the other
hand, not every picture is, for example, a spatial one.)

2.19 Logical pictures can depict the world.
Moreover, we cannot even conceive of a state of affairs that cannot be pictured,

for to conceive of a state of affairs is just to picture it:

3 A logical picture of facts is a thought.

3.001 ‘A state of affairs is thinkable> what this means is that we can
picture it to ourselves.

And language is a pervasive phenomenon. To think of the world at all, to project
a proposition, is to use ‘language’ in some sense. All thoughts (Gedanke) also

have logical form.

4 A thought is a proposition with a sense.

4.001 The totality of propositions is language.

Now it is becoming clear why I thought that thinking and language were
the same. For thinking is a kind of language. For a thought too is, of
coutse, a logical picture of the proposition, and therefore it just is a kind
of proposition. (INezebooks 11.9.16)

Now, I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that Wittgenstein’s picture
theory appeared to have much in common with a correspondence theory of truth,
but several other elements are now in place that distinguish it from this kind of

realism.
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The realist insists that propositions must correspond to an independent world,
and the idealist contends that we have no access to that which is mind
independent. Limited by our own consciousness, we cannot make the distinction
between the ideal and the real. The transcendental idealist, however, claims that
this distinction can be made, but one must bear in mind on what level it is being
made. At the empirical level it is simply the distinction between minds and
mental content on the one hand, and the rest of the real world those contents
cotrespond to on the other. At the transcendental level, however, the distinction
is between the world that we expetience and represent, and which is therefore
necessarily subject to the conditions of experience and representation, and the
wotld considered (as far as it can be) as independent of those conditions. It is at
the transcendental level of analysis that these conditions are considered as
forming the necessaty structure of both knowledge and the world. Wittgenstein’s
approach in the Tractatus can be seen as a kind of transcendental idealism. The
wotld, under this conception, is the phenomenal world, where to be part of the
phenomenal wotld is to have logical form. It is the world considered as subject to
the conditions of description and representation — the world that has logical form.

It is therefore this logical form that limits the world.

2.5 The Solipsism of the Tractatus

By now, the meaning of 5.6 and 5.61 should be clear:

5.6 The himits of my language mean the limits of my world.

5.61 Logic pervades the world: the limits of the world are also its limits.
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So we cannot say in logic, “The wotld has this in it, and this, but not
that

For that would appear to presuppose that we wete excluding certain
possibilities, and this cannot be the case, since it would require that logic
should go beyond the limits of the wotld; for only in that way could it
view those limits from the other side as well.

We cannot think what we cannot think; so we what we cannot think we
cannot say either.

The limits of the world are it logical limits, which are given by its logical form.
According to the metaphysics under discussion, nothing in the wotld, or in
language, can fail to have logical form. That form therefore marks the limits of
both language and the world. Thus the first line of 5.61 can be taken to be an
expression of the transcendental idealism alteady evident in the metaphysics of
the Tractatus®!. What follows can then be seen as a rejection of the idea that one
can talk about the transcendentally real: we cannot say, in a language that is based
on logical form, what there is that is independent of logical form. The

transcendentally real falls outside of logic, language and the world.

And of course 5.6 follows from 5.61: the limits of both my language and my
world are given by their logical form. But why introduce the first person at all

here? Why speak of 7y wotld and my language?

Consider again the picture of the relationship between language and the wotld in
terms of logical form. Where does the subject fit into that picture? One answer,
suggested by 5.542, is that the subject contains the names that are configured in

such-and-such a way. The empirical subject must be a part of the world, and

21 Indeed, it is a clear statement of that part of transcendental idealism that constitutes a kind of concgptual
idealism. See chapter 1.
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therefore consist of objects standing in relation to one anothet. (And some of the
facts of which it consists will constitute propositions). But this would, at best,
only be the empirical subject — which is not the metaphysical subject discussed
in §5.6ff (In any case, 5.5421 indicates that this empirical ‘subject’ is not

considered a subject (soul) at all by Wittgenstein, on the basis that it is composite).

What then is the metaphysical subject discussed here? The possibility of language is
the possibility of thought about the world. But what does this possibility consist in? It
consists in the world and language having logical form. The subject is introduced
as a kind of transcendental subject? it is the boundary of the wotld and language
in that it is presupposed by the possibility of world and language. This is what is

revealed in the fact that the world is 7y world and language is 7y language.

Wittgenstein eventually admits (in 6.54) that his propositions are nonsensical,
stating that their value lies not in their literal meaning, but in their power to
elucidate. The picture of language and the world that emerges from his
philosophy is not one that can be desctibed, but rather one that makes itself
manifest to someone who follows Wittgenstein’s thoughts. Wittgenstein is trying
to show us that which cannot be said. But whose language emerges as connected
with the world in this way? Whose language shares its limits with the substance

of the world? If this picture is made manifest to me, by my reflection on my

22 Though not one that is to be equated with ‘the self proper, as it exists in itself as it is in Kant’s Critigue of
Pure Reason A492/B520? It at least has something in common with the transcendental subject of the
Paralogisms of Pure Reason, which must be assumed but of which nothing of metaphysical significance can
be said. It is transcendental because, like Kant’s subject, we must posit it, but cannot observe it. And, as
Williams (‘Wittgenstein and Idealism’, in Mora/ Luck, pp. 145-146) has pointed out, it is not that, with
Hume, we happen to find nothing in our experience that corresponds to the subject, but that the subject is
necessarily not a part of experience. It is presupposed by experience.
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language and 7y wotld, then there can be only one answer to that question. It is
my language. Furthermore, I am stuck within the bounds of this language:

anything that counts as a proposition for me will be a proposition in my language.

This is how Wittgenstein first explains how solipsism is made manifest in 5.62:

The world is 7y world: this is manifest in the fact that the limits of
langnage (of that language which alone I understand) mean the limits of
my world.

“of that language which alone I understand” is a translation of “der Sprache, die
allein ich verstehe”. Both in the German and in the translation given by Pears
and McGuinness, this is an ambiguous description. One obvious translation
emphasises the T’ to produce a statement of crude solipsism: no one else can
understand my language and my thoughts — they are ‘private’. On this reading,
solipsism is supposed to follow from this privacy of language. I will call this
reading the ‘privacy of language’ reading. It has something in its favour, since one
might think that the privacy of language is implied by Wittgenstein’s picture
theory. While all language shares the same logical form, my language is not the
same as your language. The analysed form of sentences that attribute mental
predicates to me will presumably be different to those attributing mental
predicates to others. For example, there will be an asymmetry in my language
between the proposition that says, “I am in pain” — or better, “There is pain” —
and the proposition that you are in pain. This is the asymmetry that is

emphasised in Wittgenstein’s later wotk?. The point is that my language has a

2 See, for example, The Biue and Brown Books, pp. 66 — 69.
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certain ‘perspectival’ relation to the wotld. It is not clear, however, to what extent
this perspectival nature implies privacy of language. The strongest kind that could
possibly be attributed to Wittgenstein would be if all the objects of the wotld were
private to a particular subject, as the sense data of acquaintance are ptivate in
Russell’s version of logical atomism?*. Indeed, a comparison with Russell’s logical
atomism would seem to provide the most persuasive evidence that what is at issue
in this passage is precisely the question of privacy. Russell’s objects are those that
are named with the word ‘that’. That can be, as it were, pointed to inwardly, and
Russell admits that this inward acquaintance is private. While the Objects of the
Tractatus are not introduced in the same fashion, but are rather required on
transcendental grounds, Wittgenstein did seem to believe that that it was possible
to examine them as private objects: he thought that that we learn how to form
propositions from names by examining the Objects they cotresponded to?.
While the view in question does not strictly imply privacy, one would suspect the
early Wittgenstein of holding that this examination goes on in private from the
extent of his attack on private definition in his later work, which to a great extent

is a critique of his eatlier views.

Be this as it may, the privacy reading of §5.6f is flawed in a crucial respect: that
the kind of privacy in question does not lead straightforwardly to solipsism. To

get there requires the addition of a kind of scepticism that one would rather

24 See Russell, Logic and Knowledge, 1956, p. 195.

25 See ‘Some Remarks on Logical Form’, originally printed in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Sodety, Supplementary
Volume, vol. 9, 1929, pp. 162 — 71. Reprinted in Philosgphical Occasions. See chapter 4 of this thesis for a
discussion.
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associate with empirical (rather than transcendental) solipsism or idealism.
Having distinguished my language from everyone else, I must then use an
epistemological scepticism of the kind used by Descartes and Hume?6: I deny the
existence of other subjects on the basis that I have no evidence of them. Not
only does this seem to be far removed from Wittgenstein’s thoughts in §5.6, it is
not even consistent to use the notion of privacy here either. For while I have
distinguished my experience on the basis of privacy, that concept is undermined
by the scepticism that follows from it. There can be no privacy whete thete are

no other subjects to ‘not get a look in’, so to speak.

Perhaps it is more in line with the spirit of §5.6 if we disambiguate the description
in the other way, by binding the ‘allein’ (‘alone’) to the language. As the later
version of the Ogden translation puts it, it is “#he language I understand”?’. That
is, the only language I understand is my language, and I have no way to climb
outside it, and view the world from some point external to my thoughts. My
language is the only language I have, and it represents the only wotld I can think

about: 7y wotld.

Now, this could be seen as another way of endorsing a perspectival view of

language. One might say that this is required to emphasise the uniqueness of my

% Neither Descartes nor Hume derives solipsism from this scepticism. Descartes considers that he has
overcome his scepticism with rational argument, and has thus broken out, if only in thought, of the confines
of his consciousness. Hume goes on to deny that his experience is owned by anything at all, since nothing
in his experence corresponds to an owner. This phenomenalism is different, if related to, empirical
solipsism.

27 Though the suggested change was not discussed in the written correspondence between Wittgenstein and
Ogden, it appears to be in Wittgenstein’s own handwriting on a script of the English translation. Russell
translates the phrase as “the only language I understand” in his introduction, p. 18.
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language, and thus justify the introduction of the first person. Furthermore, one
might want to express this in terms of the privacy of my language, thus blurring
the distinction we made between the two interpretations of 5.62. But such an
interpretation must be treated with caution: the solipsism of §5.6 does not
individuate my language from many. It does not pick out my world from the
wotlds of other subjects. My language is the o7/ language I have, and it holds me

captive inside my world.

The most important distinction between the private language interpretation and
the kind of interpretation that I would like to advocate is that former uses the
notion of privacy as an antecedent in the argument to solipsism. This leaves it
mysterious why Wittgenstein would want to argue for such an esoteric position,
and indeed why he introduces the subject at all. On the other hand it is clear that,
since Wittgenstein does introduce a metaphysical subject, the question of
subjectivity is at issue. Perhaps the issue of privacy should be seen, not as

explanans, but as explandum.

After all, Wittgenstein’s idealism has a certain problem. There does seem to be
something inherently private about my experience. It is not so much that my
language is inherently private, as that my language is inherently public. If the limits
of language are the limits of the world, then what of the facts that seem to fall
outside of language? What about the facts that I cannot describe, namely the way

thing seem to 7¢? As David Bell has put it, the whole of subjectivity seems to fall
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outside of the machinery of objectivity®®. But of course Wittgenstein has an
obvious answer to this problem. Subjectivity is part of that which shows itself.
That which shows itself but cannot be said constitute the subjective conditions of

language and the world.

Logical form is made manifest in the fact that there is a world at all. That there is
a world at all is connected with the fact that I live. Wittgenstein expressed this at
one point in the Notebooks by noting that the subject is not a patt of the wotld but
a presupposition of its existence (NB 2.8.16)%. He expresses it in the Tractatus by
saying, “The wortld and life are one” (5.621), “I am my wotld” (5.63) and by
saying that the subject is not a part of the world, but a limit of it (5.632). And if
the subject is a necessary condition of the world, it cannot be a contingent part of
that world. (And if it was, we would not have transcendental solipsism, but
empirical solipsism - things would depend on my perceiving them). This, I take it,
is the main point of the metaphor of the eye in 5.633, and at least partly explains

the remarks of 5.634:

5.634 This is connected with the fact that no part of our expetience is at
the same time 4 priori.

Whatever we see could be other than it is.
Whatever we can describe at all could be other than it is.

There is no a priori order of things.

8 ‘Solipsism and Subjectivity’, Eurgpean Jr. of Phil, 4 (2), 1996, pp. 155 - 174.

2 Here it seems that Wittgenstein was influenced more by Schopenhauer than by Kant. Schopenhauer put
more of an emphasis on the subject. It is worth comparing 5.63 with Schopenhauer’s talk of “the thread of
consciousness” in the first chapter of The World as Will and Representation I1. Schopenhauer’s influence on
Wittgenstein’s thought is evident throughout the Notebooks. (See, for example, 2.8.16).
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Wittgenstein held the general principle that if something is known a prior, it
cannot also be part of the world. A4 priori propositions are not meaningful in that
they say nothing about the world. The only propositions with sense are
empirical®. Nevertheless, thinking of the subject as that which is presupposed by
the possibility of representation and the world is a kind of transcendental
solipsism: A transcendental idealism considered for my world and my language.
This form of expression fits with Wittgenstein’s own report of the development

of his ideas:

This is the way I have travelled: Idealism singles men out from the
world as unique, solipsism single me alone out, and at last I see that I
too belong with the rest of the wotld, and so on the one side nothing is
left over, and on the other side, as unique, zbe wor/d. In this way idealism
leads to realism if it is strictly thought out. (NB15.10.16)

Transcendental Idealism leads to solipsism, but not a solipsism that can be
expressed, but one that shows itself. The transcendental cannot be said, and yet
the world consists only of what can be said. (The world is the totality of facts, and
facts can be described). So we are left only with the empirical facts, and hence a

kind of empirical realism.

Now, this interpretation still leaves us with a problem, for it is still unclear in what
sense the subject can be considered as a ‘limit’ of the world. In 5.6 — 5.62, when
Wittgenstein refers to the limits of language and logic also being the limits of the
world, he must surely be referring to the limits he discusses elsewhere in the

Tractatus: limits that are ‘logical’ limits in quite a narrow sense. Contradictions,

30 This rejection of a priori propositions is connected with his rejection of the categories and the synthetic 4
priori in §6.
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propositions with sense, and tautologies cotrespond to the notions of
impossibility, possibility and (analytic) necessity. The limit of the wotld is given
by what is possible, and that, according to Wittgenstein, coincides with what can
be pictured. Since contradictions and tautologies picture nothing (any pictures—
propositions—contained within them ‘cancel out’), they say nothing about the
world. But they show the logical form of the world by showing something about

what is essential to picturing it.

By 5.632, however, Wittgenstein refers to the subject as ‘a limit of the world’.
Again in 5.641 Wittgenstein talks of ‘the metaphysical subject—the limit, not a
part of the wotld” I have claimed that this is because the subject must be
presupposed by the possibility of the world. But how does this idea fit with
Wittgenstein’s conception of logic? Moreover, some of the statements of §5.6f
do not seem, at first sight, to be consistent. How can the subject (me) be a /mit of
the world, while at the same time T am my world’ and ‘The world is my world’

(from which we can derive T am the world’)?

The first point to note is that the word Jlimits’ [‘Grenzen’] can be given a more
general meaning that the strict logical limits of tautology and contradiction. The
limits of the wotld include the logical form of the objects, for example. In
general, the limits of the world are the limits of language: that which can be
shown but not said. For this showing takes the form of deriving the conceptually
necessary conditions of language (and the wotld that can be described by means

of this language). Being necessary conditions of that wotld, they are neither a part
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of it, nor independent of it. They manifest its limits. Thus, all the transcendental
concepts in the Tractatus, including ‘objects’, ‘logic’, and even ‘language’ and ‘the
world’ are limits of language and the world. The wortld in its entirety is not
something that can (strictly speaking) be referred to, but lies at the limit of what

can be said.3!

The second point is that when Wittgenstein relates solipsism to his discussion of
the limits of language he is working together two separate lines of thought from
his notebooks. In fact, the Notebooks contain a huge variety of ideas, which
Wittgenstein tries to draw together, linking each one back to his ideas on logic.
This is as one would expect from the ambitious nature of the project.
Wittgenstein was trying to settle a/ of the questions of philosophy once and for
all. The sources of the various ideas he looks at are diverse, but he constantly
tried to unify them in a single scheme of ideas, so that they can all be ultimately
settled in a similar fashion. For example, the ideas on solipsism can be found in
the coded sections of his notebooks — that is to say his more private diary —
long before they appear in his philosophical notes. So at least one motivation for
taking solipsism setiously seems to have been the loneliness and isolation he felt

while serving on the eastern front. At one point in his coded diary he remarks on

31 The concepts of ‘what can be shown’ and ‘what is transcendentally presupposed’ and the notion of a limit’
are all roughly equivalent for Wittgenstein. Thus the concepts of ‘the world’ and ‘the limit of the world’ do
indeed coincide. This may be vague, but it is at least not a manifest contradiction. One must remember
that Wittgenstein is at his most mystical in §5.6f. More than anywhere else in the Traatatus, one gets the
impression that here Wittgenstein is making the deliberate attempt to say what cannot be said.

86



these solipsistic ideas that, ‘Oddly enough,” he could not make the connection

with his ‘mathematical modes of thought.s2

But in the next few weeks we find that connection being forged in the
philosophical notes in the ideas that eventually formed §5.6. Wittgenstein, I
believe, linked his ideas in the following way: language and the wortld make
manifest a picture of their own form. This form implies a kind of solipsism, and
this explains the philosophical tendency to solipsism: the fact that solipsism is also
made manifest in our ordinary experience. The fact that everything seems to be,

at one and the same time, both part of my subjectivity, and part of the world.

The connection between these ideas can best be made by stressing the sense in
which the solipsism of the Tracatus also concerns subjectivity. =~ When
Wittgenstein says that what solipsism means is quite correct, only it cannot be
said, but makes itself manifest, he is inviting us to reflect on the world in a certain
way. Transcendental reflection here becomes at once both the reflection of the
necessary structure that the world and language must share, and reflection on the
wortld as experience: “The microcosm’. And when we reflect on the world in this
way, what we want to say is this: that the wotld is 7y world. It is not that it is my
wotld as opposed to yours. That is not the point. The point is that I am struck
by a certain limitation on the world: that everything in it is in some sense mine.
When I reflect on the world as experience, I only have my experience to reflect

on. But of course, this way of expressing the matter will not do. On

32 Diary 6.7.16 - Quoted by McGuinness (1988), Wittgenstein, A Life: Young Ludwng 1889 -1921, p.255
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Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning, this kind of reflection cannot be exptessed at
all. Tt is part of what makes itself manifest. And that this particular way of trying
to express it will not do is shown by the fact that, once I have started to reflect on

the world in this way, there can be no me 7» this experience to own it.

The expression T am my wotld’ will not capture this form of reflection either.
The T of this expression refers to nothing in the world. Again, on Wittgenstein’s
theory of meaning, this makes the expression meaningless. Furthermore, we
cannot refer to ‘the world’ either. Nevertheless, in following this meaningless line
of thought we come up against ‘something’ that shows itself but cannot be said.
We are confronted by it. And that we are confronted with it explains why a

certain philosophical line of thought is tempting.

Now the more analytically minded readers will find some of this reasoning
unsatisfactory. Compared to the tight logical reasoning of much of the Tractatus,
the comments in §5.6 have struck many readers as incomprehensible, or
unnecessarily mystical®>. And I must admit that, even if the interpretation given
here is correct, it leaves a great deal mysterious. For example, for all the flesh I
have tried to put around the idea that the limits of the wotld are the limits of 7y
language, it remains mysterious why Wittgenstein felt entitled to introduce a
metaphysical subject at all here34. Ultimately one is tempted to resign oneself to

the idea that Wittgenstein simply made a mistake. Given that the metaphysical

33 This was Russell’s reaction — see his introduction, which was published with the English version of the
Tractatus, where he refers to Wittgenstein’s ‘curious discussion of Solipsism”’ (p. 18).

3¢ This point was repeatedly emphasised to me by Malcolm Budd.
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subject and solipsism seem to be the target of a great deal of Wittgenstein’s later
critique of his early work, it is clear that he came to think this himself. (But by the
same token, it shows that he continued to think that the temptation to think that
way was important). We will return to this matter in Part 3 of this thesis, when
we discuss quietism with respect to subjectivity. For now we will get by with a
brief discussion of that element of the Tracatus that I think provides the greatest
clue to understanding these matters, and indeed his approach to metaphysics
throughout his work. This is the fact that Wittgenstein eventually concedes: that

one can, strictly speaking, say nothing on these matters.

2.6 The Quietism of the Tractatus

We have seen that the transcendental idealism of the Tracfatus combines both a
conceptual idealism and a conceptual realism in its metaphysics. It presents a
conceptual idealism in that the world is limited by the conditions of
representation. The world is all that is the case, and the possible facts correspond
to that which can be pictured. But in order to discuss the transcendental
conditions of representation and the world, Wittgenstein had to discuss those
conditions themselves, such as the necessary existence of objects, which could not
be themselves subject to those conditions. In order to combine this realism with
idealism, Wittgenstein made a distinction between that which can be said and that
which makes itself manifest. For the most part the subject matter of
Wittgenstein’s metaphysical statements is the latter, that which can only be

shown. So these propositions themselves are nonsensical, since the subject
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matter of any meaningful proposition can only be that which can be said. Their

value, according to Wittgenstein, lies in their elucidatory power:

6.54 My propositions setrve as elucidations in the following way: anyone
who understands me eventually recognises them as nonsensical, when
he has used them—as steps—to climb up beyond them. (He must, so
to speak, throw away the ladder after he has climbed up it.)

He must transcend these propositions, and then he will see the
wotld aright.

Seeing the wotld aright, the reader is supposed to be cured of the temptation to
utter nonsense. The final position we are left with is neither idealist nor realist,
since neither of these positions can be meaningfully stated. The final meta-
philosophical outcome is quietism: “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must

remain silent.”35

We are still left, of course, with a feeling of discomfort: a feeling that a trick has
been pulled. There is a contradiction, of which, I think, Wittgenstein was
petfectly aware. To say that we have come up against something that cannot be
said is to contradict oneself. Somezhing that cannot be said? But have I just not
said it, by referring to it as a ‘something’® And there is no way to re-express the
matter so that the ‘something’ drops out, and the contradiction with it3.
Sometimes this contradiction appears to be a tautology: ‘We cannot think what
we cannot think’ (5.61). But the contradiction always remains, even in the final
proposition of the Tractatus, when Wittgenstein uses the phrase ‘Whereof we

cannot speak’. So right to the end, even after Wittgenstein has ‘pulled up the

35 The final ‘proposition’ from the Ogden translation.

36 At least, not on Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning.
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ladder,” he leaves us with a contradiction. But I think it is a contradiction that
bears reflection. For that very contradiction makes manifest the limits of what

can be said.
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Chapter 3

CONCEPTUAL IDEALISM

Twentieth Century Idealism and the Possibility of Metaphysics

We are now in a position to describe and discuss the doctrine of ‘conceptual
idealism’. In so doing I want to characterise a certain prevalent approach to
philosophy as being roughly Kantian, or at any rate post-Kantian, in interesting
respects. Not that every aspect of transcendental idealism has an echo in
conceptual idealism, or vice versa. It is rather that the latter can be seen as an heir
to Kant’s philosophy. More precisely, conceptual idealism is an heir to the
question ‘How is metaphysics possible?” and to the ‘Copernican revolution’ that

formed the basis of Kant’s answer.

The assumption that Kant questions at the beginning of his critical philosophy is
* ‘that our knowledge must conform to the objects’. Since nothing, Kant claimed,
had been achieved on this assumption, it is worthwhile pursuing the path that
starts with its converse: that objects must conform to our knowledge!. Given the
linguistic-analytic turn of the twentieth century, this starting point becomes:
‘things must conform to our concepts’. This is the central tenant of conceptual

idealism.
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We are in immediate danger of several misunderstandings. Most importantly, the
conceptual idealist shares Kant’s aversion to any form of empirical idealism, such as
Berkeley’s immaterialism. Indeed, so averse are most conceptual idealists to any
philosophy that implies that things are dependent on actually being perceived ot
thought about, that they eschew the label of ‘idealism’ completely. While this
hides the debt that their philosophies owe to Kant, the move is understandable.
Witness the difficulty that Kant himself had distinguishing his idealism from that
of Berkeley’s. And since the demise of both German and British ‘Absolute
Idealism’, the label has fallen on even harder times. Nevertheless, we will call
those philosophies ‘idealist’ just in case the ‘fundamental idea of idealism’ (which
we formulated in chapter one) can be discerned in them. A doctrine will be called
idealist just in case it presupposes that reality is somehow constrained by (or
corresponds with) our ability to conceive it. A doctrine will be awarded the title
of “conceptual idealism’ just in case it maintains that reality is somehow constrained
by our publicly shared concepts. Different forms of this idealism can be

differentiated by the sense they purport to give to the terms ‘reality’ and ‘concept’.

A second point to note about conceptual idealism is that it is not committed to
the claim that objects are necessatily perceivable as Kant’s idealism of time and
space implies?. The claim is that things are necessatily conceivable, or better still,
describable. The latter way of putting the matter has the advantage of making it

clear that what is at stake here is not the ability of some individual at some point

2 See chapter 1.
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in time to be able to conceive of a thing (a claim of a kind with empirical
idealism). The claim is that things must necessarily fall under some possible
concept. How the phrase ‘possible concept’ is cashed out will determine how

credible a particular version of conceptual idealism is.

3.1 Conceptualism
We can illustrate these issues by discussing a version of conceptual idealism that
has been presented in an admirably clear and explicit form: the ‘Conceptualism’ of

Michael Mottis®. This is the conjunction of two (telated) claims:

(A) There can be interesting metaphysical explanations.

(B) The nature of the objects, properties, and facts to which our
concepts correspond is not fixed independently of the nature of the
concepts which correspond to them.*

What does the phrase ‘not fixed independently of’ mean here? Motris rephrases
(B) as ‘there would not have been #hose objects, properties, and facts, if they had
not corresponded to #hose concepts’. And he expands this a little further with ‘It
follows that the nature of the wotld we think about is at least partly determined by
the thoughts we have about it.” Someone who denies (B) is labelled ‘Platonist’ by
Morris, a term he borrows from discussions of Wittgenstein’s views on meaning

(that is, Platonism, in Fregean guise, is one of the views of meaning that

3 See his The Good and the True, Oxford University Press, 1992. See especially chapters 1 and 2. Morris borrows
the term ‘conceptualism’ from Wiggins, and though he stresses its Kantian nature, he avoids the term
‘idealism’.

4 Ibid, pp. 15 - 16.
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Wittgenstein attacks in Philosophical Investigations®). The third major position is the
No-theory view, which denies (A) for non-Platonic reasons. Since the
conceptualist proposes (B) partly because she does not see how metaphysics is
possible given the assumptions of Platonism, claim (A) is an important part of
conceptualism. Above all else, conceptualism is a starting point for metaphysical

theorising.

A couple of points about the dependence relation specified in (B) are worth
stressing. Firstly, the connection between a concept and a fact is not to be seen as
a completely determining relation from the former to the latter. (B) allows for an
externalism that goes the other way. The natural kind that I refer to when I say
‘water’, may partly determine what the word ‘water’ means in my mouth.
Secondly, there must be a gap between concept and object, on Mortis’ account, in
order to allow for interesting metaphysical explanations. He goes on to specify a
condition for factual equivalence for expressions in order to constrain
metaphysical reductions. If there was no ‘space’ between fact and concept (if two
concepts could not count as concepts of the same fact), the only condition for
factual equivalence could be conceptual equivalence. But this would not allow for
interesting reductions. Morris therefore wants to allow for different concepts to

count as concepts of the same thing.

5 See chapter 4. The term ‘Platonism’ is not meant to imply all of the doctrines that were advanced by Plato.
It is important, however, that in order to maintain the distinction between conceptualism and Platonism,
the timeless existence of concepts is not conflated with Platonic forms. The latter, and not the former, are
mind independent. Morris is committed to the existence of abstract objects (i.e. atemporal concepts),
though he reduces them to what is involved in having a belief involving them.
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In order to avoid the charge of empirical idealism, Morris makes it clear that what
he is talking about is not a connection between some psychological particular (a
‘concept’ or ‘thought’ that exists in some mind) and the nature of things. The
world existed, and contained many of the things with which we are familiar
(rocks, trees, etc), long before anyone was around to think about it.
Conceptualism avoids denying this truism by insisting on an atemporal notion of
concepts. A particular concept, for Mortis, is that which is common to anyone
who possesses that concept. Someone possesses a concept just in case they can
have a propositional attitude that involves that concept in its contentsS. The
timeless existence of concepts is then explained as ‘a matter of there being
something which it would be to possess that concept’’” One important
consequence of this notion of timeless concepts is that the sense in which (B)
suggests that our concepts ‘determine’ reality cannot be an ‘empirical sense™. It
should not be taken that (B) suggests that we ‘construct’ the world with our
concepts, or that our concepts ‘carve up’ the world. But this way of putting the
matter is not very informative. If ‘determines’ can be given a non-empirical sense,
then why not ‘constructs’ and ‘carves up’® And it leaves open the question of

what non-empirical sense we can give to ‘determine’.

6 Cf. Peacocke, A Study of Concepts, p. 5.

7 Morris, gp. at. p. 18: “the existence of a concept is a matter of there being some condition which would have
to be met by anyone for her to count as having a belief involving that concept. And that there is such a
condition in the case of any given concept is timelessly true.” It seems to me that this unnecessarly
commits Morris to the thesis that there exist necessary conditions for possessing a concept. Whether or not
this is a contentious claim depends on what one takes as counting as a ‘condition’. The conditions of
meaning will be considered in detail in chapter 4.

8 Ibid. p. 19.
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One apparent answer to this question that Morris has to offer is a reformulation
of (B) as the statement that there would not have been zbose objects, properties
and facts if there had not been zhose concepts. Given the notion of concepts as
timeless, however, Morris also concedes that conceptualism (and its denial,
Platonism) is thereby committed to the view that there can be subjunctive
conditionals with impossible antecedents that are nonetheless non-vacuously true.

But this is controversial, to say the least.

Is it meaningful to claim, for instance, that if 2+2 was not equal to 4, then not p’,
for any filling in of p? A good teason to think that this is not meaningful is that p,
it seems, is not going to affect the overall truth-value of the ‘statement’. It maybe
that there is an analysis of subjunctive conditionals that admits of interesting cases
of impossible antecedents, though Morris gives none?. In any case this way of
expressing conceptualism remains obscure, to say the least!®. Is there not an
alternative way of spelling out the difference between it and Platonism? One
other formulation given by Motris is worth considering, since it illustrates more

cleatly what I mean by ‘conceptual idealism™

{)f the world is capable of being thought about at all, it must be
essential to the world that it is such as to be thought about... it is
essential to the world that the world can be made sense of 1!

? Though he does present some reasons why he thinks subjunctive conditional with impossible antecedents are
not vacuous. In brief: in some cases, we entertain subjunctive conditions with impossible antecedents in
order to convince ousselves that the antecedent is indeed impossible. The demonstrative power of such
conditionals depends on the meaning of p, not just its truth-value. I4d. pp. 62-67.

10 One point that it obscures is that Platonism, at least as it is traditionally understood, holds that there are
certain abstract forms that do have the dependence relation with objects, properties and facts that Morrs is
struggling to spell out. In contrast to concepts, however, these forms may be unknowable.

1t Morsis, gp. a. pp. 16 — 17.
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Mottris points out that this way of putting the matter suggests a link with (A) (the
claim that there can be interesting metaphysical explanations) which he goes on to
exploit. His understanding of (A) demands an operable condition of adequacy for
metaphysical explanations. This operable condition is given in epistemological
terms: different concepts of the same object, property or fact are distinguished by
different ways of knowing about that object (different ‘modes of presentation’).
All this is in line with the roughly Kantian nature of conceptualism that Morris
emphasises!2. However, I wish to pursue a different line of argument from (B) to
(A) that replaces epistemological concerns with issues in the philosophy of
language. This linguistic turn’ is in line with the development of conceptual
idealism in the context of twentieth century analytic philosophy, and it also brings
us into line with the discussion of idealism in chapter 1. The idea that ‘it is
essential to the world that the world can be made sense of® can be then put like
this: ‘it is essential to the wortld that it can be described’, where desctibing
something means to bring it under a public concept. That is to say that the
determining relation in (B) (‘not fixed independently of)) is to be taken in such a
way such that the world (that we can think about at all) is limited by our possible
concepts. All objects, properties and facts necessarily fall under some possible
concept, since to be an object, property or fact just is to fall under the relevant

concept.

12 Although Morris is keen to distance himself from some aspects of Transcendental Idealism that he
associates with empirical idealism, for example that ‘the order and regularity in the appearances, which we
entitle nature, we ourselves introduce.” (Critigue of Pure Reason, A125). He also rejects the idea that we cannot
have knowledge of things as they are in themselves. (Op. a. p. 68.)
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3.2 A Topology of Metaphysics

I would like to adapt the characterisation of approaches to metaphysics provided
by Motris to my own ends. Instead of the term ‘conceptualism’ I will make use of
the label ‘conceptual idealism’ as the denial of the approach called ‘conceptual
realism’. Any approach that denies the possibility of metaphysical explanations or
philosophical theories in one or more areas of philosophical reflection will be
regarded as ‘quietist’ with respect to that area. I make this change in terminology
in order to avoid any unnecessary commitments to the details of Morris’s own
philosophy, and also to avoid falsely attributing commitments to him. The
positions are supposed to be quite general, since my aim is to reflect on the nature
of philosophical theorising as generally as possible. I call this a ‘topology’ of
metaphysics since I intend to map out some fixed points to which particular
theories can be seen as relative to, rather than strictly subordinated to. Any
metaphysical system can be located on the map by examining how it attempts to
deal with the problems of metaphysical theorising that one can identify at this

general level.

A conceptual idealist approach to philosophical explanation maintains that

@ there can be interesting metaphysical explanations;

(ii) there is a necessary correspondence between the concepts we use and the

natures of the objects, properties and facts picked out by them; such that,

(ii)  insofar as a thing can be thought about at all, it necessarily falls under

some possible concept.
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By ‘interesting’ in (i) I mean non-trivial and justifiable. That is to say,
metaphysical explanations generate &knowlkdge. A metaphysical explanation is one
that explains the way things seem (or happen to be conceptualised) on the basis
of the way things really are. While the conceptual idealist will help herself to such
a distinction, she disregards the idea of a thing-in-itself that nnot be thought
about or predicated in judgement. Conceptual realism denies (i) and
consequently (iif). While the conceptual realist maintains (i), he holds that the true
nature of reality is described truly by mind independent concepts, such as platonic
forms. It is therefore a contingent matter whether or not that desctiption can be
understood, or even recognised by us. Quietism denies (i) with respect to a
particular area of philosophical discourse. Note that this might simply be a claim
about the nature of the discourse, denying the possibility of philosophical
explanation in terms of the nature of reality it purports to describe. It is not self-
evidently refuting (in the way the verification principle is). This topic will be
taken up again in chapter 6. The possibility of quietism with respect to

subjectivity will be examined in part 3 of this thesis.

There is a certain conception of reality that does not fit neatly into the topology.
According to Kant, the noumenal world, things-in-themselves, are necessarily
beyond the reach of the understanding, and therefore knowledge. The
conceptual realist wants to maintain a contingent relationship between the
understanding and things-in-themselves, the conceptual idealist a necessary one,
whereas the Kantian position apparently denies any possible connection. One

reason for not immediately granting this position a separate location on the
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topological map is that it is apt to strike one as nonsense. It is at least arguable
that the idea of something of which we can necessarily have no knowledge
whatsoever is not, as Kant claimed, intelligible. A second reason for denying it
independent status is that, depending on further assumptions, the position
collapses into one of the others. Such a position holds that the notion of ‘being’
is independent of our concepts in general, though the latter presumably
presupposes the former. If, when pressed, the proponent of such a view wants to
admit that, say, the progress of science or philosophy provides us with a glimpse
of ‘an actual, mind independent reality’, then he is really being a conceptual realist.
If, on the other hand, he maintains that nothing can be known of the thing-in-
itself, but that we can nevertheless produce metaphysical explanations wzthin our
understanding of the phenomenal world, then the thing-in-itself plays no apparent
role whatsoever, and he has turned to conceptual idealism. Finally, if he admits
that metaphysical explanation must refer to the thing-in-itself, while maintaining
that such a thing must remain mysterious to us, he has offered a general argument
for quietism. But I do not wish to argue conclusively for the instability of a
Kantian position here. Whether or not it collapses into one of the other three
positions under pressure of argument, transcendental idealism at least begins by
staking a claim for the middle ground. I use the term transcendental idealism to
mean any doctrine that maintains that the world that is knowable or representable
at all is necessarily knowable ot representable, and that anything else is necessarily
beyond the reach of knowledge or representation. While Kant first advanced

such a position in part to constrain free wheeling metaphysics, he also did so to
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defend the idea that certain philosophical justifications are possible. In so far as
these justifications involve metaphysical commitments, this position is distinct

from quietism.!3

Conceptual realism denies (ii). This allows for considerable scepticism about our
knowledge of Reality. If the connection our knowledge and conceptual scheme
have with the true order of things is merely a contingent one, then there is always
room for doubt as to the absolute validity of our metaphysical conclusions. If
there is more than one conceptual scheme, and some of those conceptual
schemes are inaccessible to us lowly humans, it remains a distinct possibility that
we will never gain knowledge of the real, mind independent wotld. One attempt
to contain this scepticism is to claim that the mind independent concepts that are
manifest in the things we take ourselves to be talking about are involved in
bestowing meaning on our wotds, albeit in a contingent manner. Such a
conceptual realist theory of meaning holds that the meaning of our terms is given
by the things they refer to. This idea introduces a further complication to our
topology. The conceptual realist may make some concessions to conceptual
idealism in order to give his thesis some justification. He may allow that certain
general considerations (for example, about the nature of representation) will
constrain both the shape of our propositions and the nature of those objects and
facts he takes to be the referents of those propositions. The existence of internal,

necessary relations between the form of propositions and facts is suggested to

13 A position that has much in common with transcendental idealism is discussed brdefly in longer footnote 0.1
in the appendix.
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answer certain sceptical worries about how our thoughts can really be about a
mind independent world. This produces the hybrid between conceptual realism
and conceptual idealism that denies (ii) but accepts some correlate of (iii). On the
one hand, such a theory of meaning will involve abstract objects that are beyond
our conceptual reach, in the sense that they cannot be subordinated to our
concepts (they cannot be described, other than pethaps by ostensive definition).
The objects are presupposed by any description. On the other hand, the nature of
those objects, which necessarily coincides with representational form, limits the
nature of the world. Such a hybrid would be a form of the transcendental
idealism discussed above, and the most notable example is the theoty of meaning
in the Tractatus. That this particular attempt fails is evidenced by Wittgenstein’s
later rejection of it, as will be discussed in chapter 4. But what is most significant

about the metaphysics of the Tractatus is that it collapses into quietism.

There is one final point about the formulation of conceptual idealism given above
that I would like to note. So put, (iii) is a fairly minimal way of disambiguating the
dependence relation in (ii). It suggests only that there could be no object,
property or fact that has no conceptual form. This is what rules out the given for
the conceptual idealist: it doesn’t have the richness of structure that (iii) requires.
But the conceptual idealist may have something stronger in mind. (i) is an
instance of the ‘formal dependence’ relation I defined in chapter 1'4. If one also

rejects the idea that the task of philosophy is to find some remotely reductive level

14 There is a formal dependence between any object (property / fact) of kind A4 and the concept C that picks it
out as an object of kind 4. The concept C tells us something about the nature of the kind A.
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of analysis (such as the level of quantum mechanics or sense data), then (ii) can
also be taken to imply that the essences of objects, properties and facts that we
normally talk about are formally dependent on our ordinary concepts. Such a
conceptual idealism holds that radical scepticism is misguided (and the idea that
most of our ordinary terms fail to refer does seem intolerable, since it thereby
makes language vacuous). It can therefore use ordinary language as a source of

metaphysics.

3.3 A Conceptual Idealist Argument for the Possibility of Metaphysics

Conceptual realism allows for considerable scepticism about metaphysical
theorising. For if it is merely contingent whether our concepts correspond to the
true nature of reality, it remains mysterious how we could come to any firm
conclusions about that true nature. Experience, at least on the empiricist
conception, remains hopelessly ambiguous as a basis for our metaphysical
judgements. (Humean scepticism, like all forms of empiricism, is a kind of
conceptual realism. Empiricism allows that experience can get between the world
and our conception of it). Such considerations may motivate the advocate of (i)
to accept (i), and consequently (iii), in the search for some justification of (i).
One argument from (i) to (i) goes like this. The first step is to argue that the
concepts that we use to describe the world are, by and large, the ‘correct ones’.
That is, there is no interesting conceptual relativism with regard to truth. This
view goes naturally with conceptual idealism because it rejects a wotld that is
independent of our concepts. The second step is to argue that the large features’

of language, which embody our concepts, reveal the large features of reality. The
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task of metaphysics is thus to decide what those large feature of language are (and
of course there is room for disagreement here). Both these steps can be found in

the work of Donald Davidson.

3.3.1Step 1: The Rejection of Conceptual Relativism

In the discussion of idealism in chapter 1 we identified the fundamental idea of
idealism as the claim that “what there is must be possibly conceivable or
describable by us”. 1> This claim can be given support with an argument to the
effect that the notion of what cannot be thought about or described by us, or those
like us, makes no sense. The kind of argument in question claims that if we try to
make sense of the notion of what we could never conceive, we must use some
general notion of something being true (or being the case, or existing etc.), where
we could not in principle apply any further concept. The conceptual idealist
objects that to conceive of something in such vague terms is not to conceive of it
adequately at all. Hence, where we thought we could conceive of a notion that
we could not understand, we discover we understand nothing by this empty

conception.

Davidson, in rejecting ‘the very idea of a conceptual scheme’, presents an
argument to this effect. He asserts that we do not possess a general notion of

truth that goes beyond the truth of all possible sentences in any language that we

15 See Nagel’s critical discussion of Davidson’s views in The I/7ew From Nowkere (pp. 93 — 99), from where this
characterisation of Davidson’s argument in ‘On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme’ is derived. The
view that Nagel advocates is what I am calling conceptual realism.
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could understand, or that could be translated into a language that we could

understand.

The criterion of a conceptual scheme different from our own now
becomes: largely true but not translatable. The question whether this is
a useful criterion is just the question how well we understand the notion
of truth, as applied to language, independent of the notion of
translation. The answer is, I think, that we do not understand it
independently at all.16

Now Davidson’s concern here is to reject conceptual relativism: the idea that we
can make sense of there being a conceptual schemes that is not our own, to which
truth would be relativised. His claim is not that our conceptual scheme is the only
true conceptual scheme, for, as he put it, ‘even monotheists have a religion’. If it
does not make sense to talk of different conceptual schemes, it does not make
sense of all conceptual schemes being one. Rather, Davidson would reject the
very idea of a conceptual scheme at all: he argues against the idea of a conceptual
scheme that is somehow separate and independent of the empirical content

(‘expetience’, ‘the given’) to which it is then applied:
[Clonceptual schemes (languages) either organige something, ot they fit
it... As for the entities that get organized, or which the scheme must fit,
I think again we detect two main ideas: either it is reality (the universe,

the world, nature), or it is experience (the passing show, surface
itritations, sensoty promptings, sense-data, the given).!?

Davidson describes the dualism of scheme and content as the third and final

dogma of empiricism, and in rejecting it he sees himself as severing his ties with

that tradiion. But this dualism is also to be found in Kant (‘the given’), so

16 Donald Davidson, ‘On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme’, reprinted in Inguires into Truth and
Interpretation, Oxford: OUP, 1984, p. 194.

17 Ibid. pp. 191 — 192.
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Davidson is also a long way from Transcendental Idealism. Indeed, we can see
some important differences. From his denial that we can make sense of the
concept of truth independently of the concept of translation, it seems that
Davidson is committed to reject not only the given, but also the (Kantian) idea of
the thing-in-itself. To speak of reality free of our conceptual scheme, however
generally, would be a misuse of language that returns to the dualism of scheme

and content.

As already discussed, both the rejection of both the given and the noumenal
world is an essential part of conceptual idealism. In the case of the latter, the
rejection is explicit and straightforward. Conceptual idealism is committed to the
idea that things are not independent of our concepts of them, and the Kantian
idea of a thing-in-itself is just the notion of things considered independently of
our concepts. The rejection of the given also follows from the rejection of things
independent of our concepts, for the given is supposed to be that which enters
our experience yet cannot be described. Davidson, in rejecting the given — that to
which our conceptual scheme is supposed to be applied!® — is stating his

conceptual idealist credentials.

3.3.2 Step 2: The Connection Between Language and Reality
The second step in the argument from (iii) to (i) is to spell out the connection

between language and reality to establish conceptual investigation as a method of

18 In ‘On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme’.
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metaphysics. Davidson’s contribution to this debate is set forth in “The Method

of Truth in Metaphysics’. The central idea is a simple one:

In sharing a language, in whatever sense required for communication,
we share a picture of the world that must, in its large features, be true.
It follows that in making manifest the large features of our language, we
make manifest the large features of reality. One way of pursuing
metaphysics is therefore to study the general structure of out language.!?

He then goes on to argue for the importance of such a method, before describing
what he takes that method to be. Firstly, he has to erect the notion of a shared
picture of reality to replace the ‘very idea of a conceptual scheme’ that he rejected
earlier. The connection between the two notions can be easily discerned in his
argument for a shared world-view. ‘Those who understand one anothet’s speech
must share a view of the wortld’ (correct or incorrect) because ‘we damage the
intelligibility of our readings of the utterances of others when out method of
reading puts others into what we take to be broad etror.’ In other words, the
common picture is required to interpret others utterances, and it is assumed that
another person’s utterances can be translated into words that we understand. The
salient difference between a conceptual scheme and a world picture would seem
to be the fact that the latter can be considered (latgely) true or false, rather than
something to which truth must be relativised. But Davidson goes on to argue

that we can make little sense of our shared picture being largely false2":

19 Donald Davidson, The Method of Truth in Metaphysics’, reprinted in Inguires into Truth and Interpretation,
OUP, p. 199.

20 One worry here is that if we cannot talk of it being largely false, we cannot talk of it being largely true, either.
But perhaps it does make sense to say that a world picture is Jargely true’ in the following respect: it consists
of a number of truths, rather than concepts. The later cannot be considered true or false apart from their
application in judgement. Davidson’s point is that most of our beliefs must be true. If the concept of a
world picture is problematic, it could probably be dispensed with.
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[Olbjective error can occur only in a setting of largely true belief.
Agreement does not make for truth, but much of what is agreed must
be true if some of what is agreed is false... too much actual etror robs a
person of things to go wrong about.?!

There follows the rather curious argument of the omniscient interpreter:

[H]e attributes beliefs to others, and interprets their speech on the basis
of his own beliefs, just as the rest of us do. Since he does this as the
rest of us do, he perforce finds as much agreement as is needed to make
sense of his attributions and interpretations; and in this case, of course,
what is agreed is by hypothesis true. But now it is plain why massive
error about the world is simply unintelligible, for to suppose it
intelligible is to suppose there could be an interpreter (the omniscient
one) who correctly interpreted someone else as being massively
mistaken, and this we have shown to be impossible.22

I will not defend or dispute this argument here, though it is worth making a
couple of comments on it. Firstly, the argument assumes that the omniscient
interpreter can interpret the speaker. This is not adequately explained by merely
pointing out that the interpreter is omniscient. By hypothesis, the interpreter does
not use his ‘all-seeing eye’ to ascertain the beliefs of the speaker, for if he did that,
there would be no need to interpret at all. The assumption is that the interpreter
does not have a conceptual scheme that is incommensurable with the speakers.
Thus this argument rests on the previous commitment (in step 1 above) that truth
is not relative to a conceptual scheme. The second point worth making is that
Davidson’s view excludes the kind of radical scepticism that Descartes
contemplated. It cannot be that our beliefs about the world diverge ez mass from

the objective order of things, for the notion of truth only has meaning for us

2t Itid. p. 200.
22 [bid. p. 201.
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against the background of the actual judgement that we make and in general agree
on. If we are radically wrong about the meaning of our wotds, nothing we say
can make sense, and hence Cartesian scepticism is not possible. This rejection of
an objective order somehow beyond all our ordinary judgements about the wotld
is, of course, just the rejection of conceptual realism that marks Davidson as a
conceptual idealist. Conceptual realism on the other hand, to the extent that it
allows for a notion of truth external to our conceptual scheme, allows that we
might be massively in error. Hence brains-in-a-vat scepticism is a real problem

for conceptual realists®.

3.4 An Irresolvable Dispute

Having made the case for the study of language as a method for metaphysics,
Davidson presents his own slant on conceptual investigation. His method
involves a theory of truth as a constraint on metaphysical theorising. Rather than
using metaphysical considerations to decide issues in the philosophy of language,
he suggests we do things the other way around: a ‘comprehensive theory of truth’,
he says, ‘makes its own unavoidable demands.” This should not blind us to the
fact, however, that using such a method is based on some major metaphysical

assumptions.

The central features of his philosophy of meaning and truth are well known, and
for the most part they do not concern us. Conceptual idealism is not restricted to

the kind of theory of meaning that Davidson favours. But there is one feature of

% A point made by Hilary Putnam in his arguments against ‘external realism’. ‘Two philosophical
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this theory that is relevant to the discussion of conceptual idealism in general.
Davidson argued in ‘The Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme’ that we have no
notion of truth that goes beyond the sentence of our language that we take to be
true. The notion of truth, he claims, is dependent on the notion of translation
into a familiar idiom, and this is dependent on a theory of meaning. The most
important restriction on this theory of meaning for Davidson is that it must be
learnable?*. 1t must explain how an infinite number of sentences can be potentially
understood by a finite mind. The notion of truth is therefore tied to what is
potentially learnable by finite minds like ours. This makes his philosophy
somewhat more obviously idealistic. What is real for Davidson is restricted to
what is learnable (in terms of competence, not petformance based criteria). This

can strike one as counter-intuitive, to say the least.

The intuitions this conflicts with are good old-fashioned conceptual realist ones.
They are the intuitions that have been defended by the likes of Nagel and
Williams. Nagel argues that we can easily imagine that there are minds that are
superior to ours in an analogous fashion to the way our mature adult minds are
superior to the undeveloped minds of twelve year olds. The vast majority of
twelve-year-olds would not be able to grasp the concept of relativity as it features
in theoretical physics. We could imagine a species of beings whose mental

capacities were restricted in a similar way, and who could therefore not grasp

perspectives’, in Reason, Truth and History.

24 See, for instance, “Theories of Meaning and Learnable Languages’, (1965), reprinted in Inguirtes into Truth and
Interpretation.
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sentences and concepts that we take to be meaningful. If one of these beings
(Realist Junior) were to postulate that there were concepts and truths beyond their
comprehension, we would have to agree with him. And if one of these beings
(Idealist Junior) were to disagree, arguing that they had no notion of truth beyond
what they could comprehend, we would be inclined to object. There are truths
that are (by hypothesis) not understandable by the race of mentally-nine-year-olds.
So is it not comprehensible that we might be in the same position with regard to
some superior alien minds? Might some alien race have concepts that were

beyond our comprehension?

To be consistent with his anti-relativism, Davidson must allow that the sentence
uttered by the junior idealist is translatable into a sentence in our idiom with the
same truth-value. Since the sentence ‘there are no truths beyond zheir
comprehension’ is cleatly false in our idiom, Davidson cannot allow this as the
correct translation while maintaining that the junior idealist is right. The
possibility of claiming that the junior Platonist is right but conceptual idealism is
correct in oxr idiom is merely chauvinistic given the possibility of the superior
alien minds. The one plausible claim open to the conceptual idealist is that the
meaning of the sentence ‘there are no truths beyond our comprehension’ is exactly
the same whether spoken by a junior, a human or an intellectually superior alien.
On this account, talk of ‘comprehension’ is somewhat misleading. Davidson is
committed to claiming that all three groups have the same conceptual scheme (or
rather, that there is no such thing as a conceptual scheme, but we shall put that

point to one side as a mere terminological dispute). Admittedly, some of the
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concepts of this ‘scheme’ are not fully grasped by all members of this three-tiered
group of language speakers, but that is just to point out a limitation in the relative
performance of their minds, not their potential capacity. Furthermore, given the
possibility of trustworthy communication between the groups, a member of one
of the lower two tiers has epistemological access to the truths discernible by their
intellectual superiors. Just as I can know the difference between gold and fool’s
gold by consulting an expert, so the race of nine-year-olds can consult a
theoretical physicist on matters pertaining to relativity. What prevents them
grasping these matters more directly is merely their limited attention span, lack of

general intelligence and mental acuity, and so on.

Davidson is already committed to the claim that any sentence used by the aliens is
translatable into English, and into the language of the Juniors for that matter?.
The translation maybe unbearably difficult to understand, but it must be possible.
No doubt there are some theoretical concepts understood by a small elite of
actual humans. These concepts will be forever out of the grasp of the masses, but
they are nevertheless, in principle, understandable. The defence of the conceptual
idealist might be that at most our failure to grasp the concepts of an imaginary
alien race is comparable to the failure of some of us to master the subtleties of

theoretical physics.

While this response does just enough to meet the realist objection formally, it

hardly settles the matter. The conceptual realist is going to continue to insist that

25 It follows that Davidson would have to claim that any language that does not have the expressive power of
English cannot be considered a fully-fledged language.

113



the aliens could have concepts that we could not grasp in principle, and it is
difficult not to feel some sympathy with the intuitions behind this thought. On
Morris’ account of concepts, a concept exists just in case there is something that
there is to have a propositional attitude involving that concept. Could there not
be something that there was to believe p, even though human minds could not
instantiate those conditions? The matter seems irresolvable, since to prove his
case the conceptual realist must come up with an example of a concept that we
cannot understand, and this, by the very nature of the required example, he
cannot do. For what is there to show that there is a concept at all there, if not
that we understand it? Of course, the realist can complain that the idealist has not
spelt out what it means to say that all concepts are ‘in principle’ understandable by
us. But we can imagine possible answers. The Davidsonian response would
presumably be that the concept is expressible in our language, allowing that the
resulting sentence maybe so long as to render it practically ungraspable?. In any
case the realist is no better off, for he cannot spell out what it would be for a
concept to be ‘in principle’ ungraspable. He can merely gesture in the direction of
other kinds of minds. We must concede at least this much to Davidson: the
concept of a conceptual scheme, applied at a very general level, is not entirely

clear.

In any case the response I have proffered for the conceptual idealist does not go

to the heart of his claim. His point is rather that what we take to be meaningful

26 We might note that Davidson’s general restrictions on a theory of meaning (namely, learnability) apply with
no greater or lesser force to the language of the 9 year olds.
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and concept-involving behaviour is bound up in our own use of concepts. The
fact that we cannot make sense of some behaviour would amount to evidence

that the behaviour was not intelligent.

But what about the following situation: we come across a strange group of
creatures, who appear to be communicating with each other, though all our best
efforts fail to throw any light on what they are communicating. The noises they
make seem to bear no consistent relation to the things they do. If we gag them
however, their behaviour is thrown into confusion (as our behaviour might be if
we were prevented from communicating). That is to say, we have evidence that
they are indeed communicating in a language that we could not understand.
Merely pointing out that nothing “could count as evidence that some form of
activity could not be interpreted into our language that was not at the same time
evidence that that form of activity was not speech behaviour,” will not suffice, as
Davidson admits. He concedes that to be convincing, this should be the result of

an argument.

To the extent that Davidson does go on to present an argument, it involves
rejecting the idea of a pre-conceptual ‘something’ that is independent of the
conceptual scheme, the mystetious given or thing-in-itself. He claims that the
various ways that have been proposed to make sense of the idea of interpreting or
organising the world involve some notion of the world that is beyond
comprehension. But this is just to restate the belief that there can be nothing

beyond our conceptual scheme. (Or rather, that thinking of the world as
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something interpreted or organised by our conceptual scheme is a mistake. The
notion of a ‘conceptual scheme’ is not meaningful at this abstract level) So finally
we come up against the intuitions that mark the fundamental distinction between
conceptual realism and conceptual idealism. It would seem that the debate is

irresolvable without recourse to the very assumptions that are at issue.?’

3.5 The Problem of Subjectivity

But there is a simple objection to conceptual idealism that cannot be so easily
deflected as begging the point at issue. Put simply, it is this: there are some things
with which we are acquainted, that necessarily evade any effort to fully
conceptualise them; namely, sensations. The traditional Cattesian view is that
sensations are inherently private in a philosophically significant sense. Since my
sensations are only known to me, and are known only by ‘acquaintance’, they
remain forever beyond the reach of public discourse. There is something
‘ineffable’ about them. No matter how sophisticated my descriptive (public)
language, nothing I say seems to capture the true essence of ‘the way things feel to

o4

me’. Of course, it comes as no surprise that conceptual idealism is incompatible
with the Cartesian view of experience. Transcendental idealism involves, as we
saw in chapter one, a rejection of this picture of the mind, and conceptual
idealism reinforces that rejection. Cartesian philosophy is a form of conceptual

realism, and it is the apparent insolubility of Cartesian and Humean scepticism

that lends the first support to conceptual idealism. But the notion of sensations

27 One way to try to resolve the debate is to try and find some compromise between the two extremes of
conceptual realism and conceptual idealism. See longer footnote 0.1 in the appendix for a brief discussion
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being private and ineffable is a very hard one to shake off. Surely it is true that I
can only know how something feels by actually feeling it, and no mere concept
can stand in place of that direct acquaintance. So is there not something very real
that I could never conceptualise in a public manner? Does this not show

conceptual idealism to be wrong?

This is not the traditional ‘problem of privacy’. The traditional problem is a
sceptical problem in the philosophy of mind. It comes about by reflecting on the
nature of experience with the thought that ‘you can’t see what I can see’. This
leads one into philosophical problems that it is hard to free oneself from. It leads
to scepticism about other minds, or even about mind-independent reality in
general. Whatever the difficulties involved with such philosophical reasoning,
they are not the problems faced by the conceptual idealist. The traditional
problem of privacy is set up using something like the Cartesian conception of
mind. It presupposes that the world is distinct from my impression of it. The
problem for the conceptual idealist is that this traditional problem, while it seems
to make sense at least as a philosophical problem, cannot even be expressed
without making concessions to conceptual realism. Conceptual realism makes
sense of scepticism about other minds, while conceptual idealism simple denies

there is a problem.

The problem for conceptual idealism can be made vivid by considering two

related questions in the philosophy of mind that lead one to believe that the world

of one possibility.
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necessarily outstrips our conception of it. Nagel raised the first question when he
asked, “What is it like to be a bat?”?® Simply contemplating the mind-boggling
difference between a bats form of life and our own can bring one to the
conclusion that such a different form of subjectivity must be completely alien to
us. And this is such that it suggests that the bat’s subjectivity must necessarily be
missed out of our objective wotld-view. The point is not that we do not yet have
the relevant objective facts about the bat’s perceptual and nervous systems. The
intuition that is invoked by this example is that there are some facts (some
‘subjective facts’) that are fundamentally inaccessible to creatures that do not

navigate by sonar. Call this the ‘inter-species problem of subjectivity’.

In addition to this, a further problem that privacy presents to the conceptual
idealist might be called the ‘inter-personal problem of subjectivity’. For while
considering alien forms of life may vividly demonstrate the limits of our
conceptual scheme, the problem arises much closer to home. My conception of
what it is like to experience, say, red, has been learned through my own
expetience: by looking at red things. But nothing about those experiences
demonstrates that they are just like the way other people experience red. Sure, we
may agree on what things are to be called ‘red’, and have similar reactions to its
presentation (e.g. the tendency to describe it as a ‘warm’ colour and to act more
aggressively in red environments). But how do I know that it feels the same for
you as it does for me? I only have my own expetience to go on. (The answer

that I have the same reactions does not settle the matter: for how do I know that

28 Thomas Nagel, What Is It Like To Be A Bat?’ The Phrlosophical Review, 83, 1974.
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it feels the same way to have those reactions). And nothing that we say about our
experience will settle the matter. For what we say will eventually be rooted in our
experience, and any amount of agreement will always leave room for a systematic
difference between the way it seems to me and the way it seems to you. And this
is because there seems to be something missed out of our inter-subjective ways of
describing things. It seems that, contra to the claims of the conceptual idealist,
there does indeed seem to be something that is missed out by our conceptual
scheme. And that is the very thing that makes that conceptual scheme possible:

subjectivity.

The tempting answer for the conceptual idealist to give is that Wittgenstein has
already dealt with the illusion of privacy, most famously in the “private language
argument”. But it is easier to pay lip service to a philosophy as subtle and
complex as Wittgenstein’s than to demonstrate its validity or persuasive power.
In the next part of this thesis I will look closely at the ideas in Wittgenstein’s later
philosophy that may give support to the conceptual idealist, and may have
influenced present day idealism. I will argue, however, that they can only be
understood (and are therefore only persuasive) as part of Wittgenstein’s
philosophy as a whole. And that philosophy is not idealist, but quietist.
Eventually I will argue (in part 3) that it is not possible to solve the problem of

subjectivity without giving up the claim to substantial metaphysical theories.
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PART TWO

THE LATER WITTGENSTEIN
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Chapter 4

WITTGENSTEIN ON MEANING AND RULE FOLLOWING

“I set the brake up by connecting up the rod and lever.”—Yes, given
the whole of the rest of the mechanism. Only in conjunction with that
is it a brake-lever, and separated from its support it is not even a lever; it

may be anything, or nothing.

Philosgphical Investigations, §6.

The initial problem investigated in the Tractatus was the question of meaning: how
can our words signify anything? On the basis of the assumption that, in order to
say anything at all, our words must have a determinate meaning!, Wittgenstein
constructed a metaphysical theory that had far reaching consequences. The result
was not just a treatise on the central question of meaning, but a work that made
concise pronouncements on a wide range of metaphysical disputes: on the self
and subjectivity, ethics and religion. Furthermore, it was intended to act as a kind
of ‘Prolegomenon to Any Future Metaphysics’, albeit one that was more radical
and restrictive than most other philosophers would want as a solution to the
‘problem of metaphysics’. Metaphysical truths, Wittgenstein concluded, cannot
be expressed in meaningful discourse, which is restricted to the statements of

natural science?. That Wittgenstein went on to draw such conclusions from the

1 This is not entirely accurate: while our ordinary use of words may be indeterminate, underlying that use is a
more precise and logically regular set of names that have determinate meanings (in the ‘nexus of a

proposition.’)
2 See Tractatus 6.53.
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original question of ‘what is meaning?” shows how central he took this question to
be. The answer to this question, he assumed, must surely provide the key to all
metaphysical problems. Under the influence of Russell, Wittgenstein took the
question of meaning to be the metaphysical investigation par excellence. And the
solution to the problem of meaning was to provide the key for a general solution

to the problems of metaphysics.

Philosophical Investigations begins with ‘a particular picture of the essence of
language™ provided by a passage from Augustine. ‘The individual words in
language name objects—sentences are combinations of such names This
picture, whether or not it was one held by Augustine, was certainly held by
Wittgenstein himself during the period of the Tractatus. It is presented at the
beginning of Philosophical Investigations as a target to be attacked, which
Wittgenstein does by pointing out inadequacies in this picture: it is too narrow a
characterisation, for instance, for not everything we call language can be so simply
described. The assumption that words must have a determinate and precise
meaning is also brought into question, as is the idea that language must consist of

simple names that stand in a pictorial relation to simple objects.

Some commentators have wondered why so much fuss is made of this obviously
inadequate picture of language, one that was not even really held by Augustine.

In particular, why did Wittgenstein choose to begin his work in such a way? The

3 Philosgphical Investigations, §1.
4 Ibid.
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standard view is that the extent and rigour of the attack on the ‘Augustinian
picture’ reflects the extent of Wittgenstein’s break with his eatlier thought. It
seems clear to me, however, that the picture of meaning in question, and the
emphasis Wittgenstein places on its rejection, has far more significance in his later
work than this simple view suggests. It does show a rejection of the Tractatian
notion of meaning, but the importance it is given also shows a salient continuity
with his previous work. Meaning is stil seen as central to philosophical
theorising, and since Wittgenstein’s concern is still to show how this entetprise is
misguided, he again begins with the concept of meaning. One difference between
the two approaches is this: in the earlier work he tried to show that the
philosophical concept of meaning necessarily excluded itself, along with all other
metaphysical notions, from the realm of meaningful discourse. This is presented
as an inevitable consequence of correct metaphysical investigations. In the later
work, however, metaphysical theorising is attacked at a more fundamental level.
His aim is to question the intuitions and motivations that bring us to suggest
philosophical theories in the first place. He examines the tendency to produce
theories, and the result is a series of remarks on where we go wrong in
philosophy. It is only natural then, that Wittgenstein should take the tendency to
theorise about meaning as his departure point. Just as in the Tractatus metaphysics
begins with a theory of meaning, so Philosophical Investigations takes as its starting
point the tendency to provide metaphysical answers to questions about meaning.
These metaphysical misconceptions all have one thing in common: they take the

meaning of a word or proposition as something independent of its use. The
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model of meaning that Wittgenstein rejects places too much emphasis on the
things that we talk about, and treats them as if they were all objects, with essences
that are independent of our concepts. Wittgenstein’s remarks amount to nothing

less than a rejection of conceptual realism.

4.1 Wittgenstein on Applying A Rule

At the beginning of the Philosophical Investigations we are introduced to the notion
of a primitive language-game in which we can see clearly the functions of the
words and phrases used by those involved. In particular, Wittgenstein pays
special attention to the use of the words that function as names in these language
games, emphasising the contexts and conditions under which it is appropriate to
apply names to objects, and what role their application might play. In section 43

he makes the following observation from his reflections:

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

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

It is worth emphasising that Wittgenstein did not see these observations as
constituting some sort of theory of meaning. They are simply meant to be
observations. But describing the meaning of a word as its use does bring it into
conflict with a certain prevalent philosophical notion of meaning: that the meaning
of a word is given solely by the object it refers to. On this philosophical
conception of meaning, how a sign should be used (it rule for use) is provided by

the nature of the object it refers to. But then the use is not its meaning, but
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something derived from it meaning. Wittgenstein thinks this false conception of
meaning comes about when we make too much of the fact that the meaning of a
name is sometimes explained by pointing to its bearer. This thought tempts us to
confuse the meaning of the word with its bearer, and to generalise this misleading

model of ‘object and designation’ for the whole of language.

This conflict between meaning as use and the rejected model can be stated more
generally using the notion of mk following. one applies a word correctly if one
applies it in accordance with a rule, and this implies the possibility of using it
incotrectly, in conflict with the rule. But what is this rule, and what counts as
acting in accordance with it or against it? The answer that tempts us supposes
that the rule is always determined by something external to its use (as if it were
latent in the ‘object’ that a sign refers to). The thought is that unless the rule is
determined by something independent of my actual application of a sign, that rule
could not justify that application. (It must provide an independent standard of

correctness).

Consider the way this question was dealt with in the Tractatus. The central
question there was ‘what (metaphysical) facts determine the meaning of a
sentence?” The answer was that names refer to objects, and these objects are the
meanings of the names. So the meaning of a name (the object to which it refers)
is something external to it. But then how can we guarantee that the name has the
meaning we suppose it to have? Well, Wittgenstein supposed that the logical

form shared by a fact and a corresponding proposition constituted a set of
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isomorphic relations between names and objects. A name refers to an object so
long as that name is part of a logical picture that corresponds to the state of affair
to which the object belongs®>. More generally, a sign has meaning in virtue of
having a logical syntax (in virtue of being used in accordance with a rule) that
matches the internal properties of the object that it refers to. But the meaning

itself zs the object referred to®.

At one time after writing the Tractatus Wittgenstein talked about the possibility of
a certain ‘phenomenology”. The logical form of elementary propositions is not
revealed by ordinary language use, which uses the same forms for grammatically
quite different propositions (“This paper is boting” and “The weather is fine”
have the same supetficial subject-predicate form). Since he held that the logical
grammar of analysed language reflects the nature of the objects it refers to, he also
held that the analysis of phenomena could provide an insight into the grammar
that ordinary language disguises. So Wittgenstein held that the grammatical form
of words could be derived from the phenomena (objects) that they refer to. In this
paper he expresses a change of opinion from a certain tractatian position (that the
elementary propositions are independent of each other), but in the main the
model of meaning from the Tractatns is still presupposed. Though more complex
in its details, it is the same model of language that is presented at the beginning of

Philosophical Investigations. Given a proper analysis of the way we use words, the

5 For a fuller discussion of the theory of meaning in the Tractatus, see chapter 2.
6 Tractatus 3.203: ‘A name means an object. The object is its meaning.’

7 ‘Some Remarks on Logical Form’, originally printed in Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Supplementary 1V olume,
vol. 9, 1929, pp. 162 — 71. Reprinted in Philosgphical Occastons.
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underlying grammar must accord with the objects that they signify. So when we
learn to use words, we do so on the basis of examining the objects they refer to.
One might say that Wittgenstein assumed that the objects that our words refer to
present us with 7u/es for the use of those words: that the rules we use in language
must somehow be answerable to the natures of objects. By examining the nature
of objects directly — that is their logical form — one learns how to use a name such
that it will have the same logical form and hence refer to that object. At the titne
of writing, however, Wittgenstein gave little in the way of detail of how this
derivation might take place. He took for granted our ability to grasp essences that
are somehow intimated to us by external objects. But how do we know that we
have grasped a logical form (and thus discerned a rule for the use of a name)
correctly? The Tractatus left unanswered the question of how we know we are
using a sign correctly; how we know we are applying a rule in accordance with the

object we take it to signify.

He reassesses this question in more general terms in Phélosgphical Investigations by
introducing the concept of interpreting a rule. How are we to know how we are
to interpret a given expression of a rule? Philosophical Investigations offers a new
description of meaning—that it can often be defined as its use. But if the
meaning of a word is its use, what does understanding the meaning of a word
consist in? The answer that tempts us drags us back to the tractarian conception
of meaning: that what we grasp is something external to our use of a sign. When

we are taught the meaning of a sign (or asked to guess it from examples of its use)
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we often have the feeling that we have caught hold of something that lies behind’

the examples that we have been shown.

The notion of ‘grasping’ a rule is problematic for Wittgenstein’s later conception
of meaning as use, for clearly we can grasp the meaning of a2 word ‘in a flash’.
“We #nderstand the meaning of a word when we hear or say it.”® What kind of
strange mental state is it that constitutes grasping a whole use of a word, or more
generally, the whole application of a rule, which is extended in time? What does
one grasp then? The obvious answer is that what one grasps is an interpretation
of some kind. But any interpretation of a rule that we have in mind is apparently
nothing more than a rule for how the first rule should be followed. It too must

be grasped, and this seems to only deepen the regress.

Consider what we mean when we say, ‘I now understand how to go on,’” in the
case of being given a segment of a seties of numbers. Pethaps a formula comes
to mind. We are given, say, the numbers ‘1 3 5 7’ and the formula ‘x,,, = 27 + 1’
occurs to us. Does this constitute our understanding how to go on? The formula
is a symbolic expression, and as such can be interpreted in an indefinite number
of ways. For now we need rules for how we should interpret the signs of this
expression. Any rule, or expression of that rule, can be interpreted in any number
of ways. Even an arrow, which points in one direction, could be interpreted as
meaning, ‘walk in the opposite direction’, and this interpretation in turn could be

given a further interpretation. Eventually we must just act, and the meaning of

8 Philosgphical Investigations, §138.
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the last interpretation can only be given in terms of our following it or going

against it. But what counts as following it or going against it here?

4.2 The “‘Sceptical Paradox’

In the Tractatns Wittgenstein asked the question ‘what is meaning?’ In Philosophical
Investigations he reassessed the assumptions that brought him to his earlier
conclusions. He had assumed that for a proposition to have meaning it must
have a determinate sense. From this he concluded that certain (inexpressible)
metaphysical facts must determine unambiguously what our words mean. But the
later Wittgenstein realised that this requirement amounted to a kind of scepticism.
And once one expresses this scepticism explicitly, it seems to have no answer.
For if we consider the theory offeted in the Tractatus more carefully, we realise it
will not solve the problem that it was designed to. The picture theory of meaning
demonstrably fails in its task, for any arrangement of (mental) elements can be
taken in any number of ways. We still have the problem of how the arrangement
of (mental) elements should be taken as one picture rather than another. Any

image or picture can always be applied in a different way?.

In Philosophical Investigations the question ‘what is meaning?’ has been replaced by
the more general question ‘what is it to follow a rule”” The scepticism that
brought him to his eatlier (flawed) solution can then be made explicit in the
following way: what is it that justifies me in thinking that, in using a sign on a

patticular occasion in a patticular way, I am using it in accordance with a rule that

9 Philosophical Investigations, §139.
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endows it with meaning? But note that this way of reformulating the question
presupposes a notion of meaning analogous to the tractarian model of ‘object and
designation’. It demands that meaning has the form of a justification’ of the use
of the word in the sense that it must both (a) be something (some ‘object’) that is
independent of that use, and (b) provide me with reasons for using it (it must guide
my use, or determine how I ought to use it). So it seems that an independent
standard of correctness!® must be compared to any particular application of a
word. But whatever this standard is, it must also fill the role of the thing that
guides my application of a rule. So the search is on for this thing that we grasp
when we understand a rule. But every time we think of a way of grasping the
rule, it seems to slip away from us as we think of new ways of interpreting what

we have grasped.

As well as rejecting the picture theory of meaning, Wittgenstein also rejects a
setries of other natural proposals. The application of a rule cannot be fully
determined by some kind of look up table, for it could always be read in another
way!l. Neither can meaning be fully determined by a mental process, or some
kind of formula or logically pure expression of a rule. Any formulation could
always be interpreted differently. None of the proposed solutions are up to the

job of determining how a rule should be applied, for the scepticism that was first

10 Note that this independence does not imply mind independence, but merely independence from my
decisions to apply a sign in a particular case, in the sense that an object is independent of my perceiving it as
an object.

\U Philosgphical Investigations, §86.
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raised can be reformulated for any proposed solution. Nothing in my act of

understanding a rule seems to justify my application of it.

The strangeness of the act of understanding a meaning is also reflected in the case
of intending. If I intend to play a game of chess, I surely know what I intend to
do. But the meaning of the word ‘chess’ is wrapped up in the fact that chess is
defined by its rules. Does the whole set of rules then flash before my mind?
Surely not. Then do I not really know what I intend until I have played the game?
Surely I do. So what is the connection between my act of intending to play chess
and the rules of the game? Wittgenstein answers, “Well, in the list of the rules of
the game, in the teaching of it, in the day-to-day practice of playing.””'? That is to
say, in the actual rules, teaching and practice of the game, not in a mental shadow
of them. Once I have learned to play chess, I am in the position to intend to play
chess (as opposed to merely intending to play the game that everyone refers to as

‘chess’, however that is played).

The significance of this simple answer is easily overlooked. Indeed, it may not
strike one as an answer to the sceptical problem of meaning at all. The problem
was how a rule can show me how to proceed at any particular point, and whatever
one does is in accordance with the rule on some interpretation. What this shows,
says Wittgenstein, is that interpretations do not support rules. The connection
between a rule and following it in the correct way lies in the training one receives,

and the actual instances of following it. This is not to merely give a causal

12 Philpsophical Investigations, §197.

131



connection, he insists, for a use exists for a rule only in so far as there exists a
regular use for the rule — a custom. Thus language is characterised as an activity,
which in turn is characterised in terms of an abiity to act. And, he adds, there is
no such thing as a single isolated act. There is only action in the context of a
common custom. This is the only way we can give meaning to a particular
application of a rule, and we should neither look for a more independent measure
of correct application, nor think we can give meaning to a word without the

possibility of a regular use.

But how does this answer the sceptic’ The short answer is: it does not.
Wittgenstein did not intend to answer scepticism, but to reject it. The real
question is ‘what is it to follow a rule?’ and this is what he has answered. It was
the sceptic who demanded that this question must be taken to mean ‘what
justifies my using a sign this way?” This sceptical question has been rejected. We
have looked for justification behind justification, and finally the “spade is turned”

and we are inclined to say, “This is simply what I do”3.

Before I give a longer answer, it will help to examine the somewhat different
interpretation of Wittgenstein given by Saul Kripke. Kripke has characterised
Wittgenstein as offering “a sceptical solution to a sceptical problem”. A ‘straight
solution’ would be an argument to the effect that the sceptic has overlooked some
justification. A ‘sceptic solution’, on the other hand, starts by admitting that there

is no answer that will meet the sceptic’s challenge. Kripke reads Wittgenstein as

13 Philosgphical Investigations, §217.
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reaching a sceptical conclusion: nothing determines meaning, and there is no fact
of the matter as to what I mean with my words'¥. Kripke’s interpretation of

Wittgenstein is wrong, but wrong in an interesting respect.

4.3 The Sceptical Paradox and Wittgenstein’s Rejection of Scepticism

Kripke has endeavoured to reformulate Wittgenstein’s problem of meaning and
the sceptical paradox that it gives rise to in a more precise form. Take ‘quus’ to
be an operation defined as follows: x quus y is the same as x plus y, so long as x
and y are both less than 57, otherwise x quus y is 5. So for numbers less than 57,
the results of ‘quaddition’ are identical to addition, and thereafter they are radically
different. Assume for the sake of argument that I have not previously added
numbers greater than 57 (or move the point at which plus and quus diverge to a
point greater than any actual addition I have so far petformed or considered).
The ‘sceptical problem of meaning’ can be raised with the following question:
How do I know that in the past I meant plus and not quus? And if there is
nothing that distinguishes these two cases, what makes it the case that I am
carrying on as before? For we feel that some fact about my past intentions to use
the plus function must justify my current responses to certain arithmetic question

in that it must defermine what I oxght to say.

Saul Kripke claims that his version of the ‘sceptical paradox’ is somewhat more
carefully formulated than Wittgenstein’s problem. He has indeed defined a more

precise sceptical problem. But in doing so he has lost sight of Wittgenstein’s

14 Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, p. 70 — 71.
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motivations for raising the problem in the first place. Kripke is one of many
commentators who find a strong sense of tension in Wittgenstein!>. On the one
hand Wittgenstein is explicitly and ardently opposed to any kind of philosophical
theorising. On the other, these commentators find substantial philosophical
projects that are (a least partly) undertaken in his work, but because of
Wittgenstein’s anti-philosophical attitude, they claim, he is unable to acknowledge
them as such. Thus Kripke talks enthusiastically about the ‘new form of
philosophical scepticism’¢ that Wittgenstein has invented, but concedes that
‘Wittgenstein never avows, and almost surely would not avow, the label
“sceptic”...”"7. Thus Kripke sees Wittgenstein as setting up a ‘real’ philosophical
problem, and offering a sceptical solution it. But it is well known that the later
Wittgenstein explicitly rejects the method of philosophy that offers solutions on
the basis of their explanatory power!8, So I think we should look for another

interpretation.

Fortunately we do not have to look far. There is a sceptical element to
Wittgenstein’s remarks, and he is accepting that nothing will answer the sceptic.
No metaphysical or meta-logical facts determine that I mean plus rather than
quus. There are no metaphysical facts that justify language use. This is also an
anti-sceptical result, however, for Wittgenstein takes it to show that, since nothing

could possibly satisfy the sceptic’s desire for justification, the sceptical question

15 Crispin Wright is another. See, for example, ‘Self-knowledge: the Wittgensteinian Legacy’, 1998.
16 Kripke, gp. at., p. 60.

17 Ibid, p. 63. See also the discussion on pp. 69 — 70.

18 The apparent difficulties with such a position will be addressed in chapter 6.
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must have been misguided in the first place. Itis the sceptic after all who requires
such metaphysical justification, and this is just what Wittgenstein concludes

cannot be given:

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

It can be seen that there is a misunderstanding here from the mere fact
that in the course of our argument we give one interpretation after
another; as if each one contented us just for a moment, until we
thought of yet another standing behind it. What this shows is that there
is a way of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation, but which is
exhibited in what we call “obeying the rule” and “going against it” in
actual cases...1?

The ‘answer’ that Wittgenstein offers is not a solution to, but a rejection of the
sceptical paradox. (A fortiori, he is not offering a sceptical solution). And the
‘misunderstanding’ that Wittgenstein goes on to talk about is not just the mistaken
nature of the answers, but also the sceptic’s insistence that some such answer is
needed to support meaning. The sceptic began with a misconstrued concept of
meaning in the first place, so it should not worry us that nothing answers to that
concept. In asking for a justification for a particular application of a word, the
sceptic had a particular model in mind. The justification must be in the form of
something that is independent of the use I make of a word (indeed, independent
of the use that the community I am part of make of it). He wanted something

(some object) that was external to the use of a word, which nevertheless gave the

19 Philosophical Investigations, §201.
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meaning of that word. Nothing will fill that role because the meaning of the

word (for a large class of cases) simply is its use.

The result is not that there is no fact of the matter about whether I mean plus or
quus. I mean plus. I have been trained at school in the practice of adding
numbers together and I quite rightly call my acquired skill ‘the ability to add.” If
you asked me what 73 plus 91 is, I would answer (in the majotity of cases), 164.
Furthermore, when I learned to add, a new fact became true of me: It became
true that I could add. I gained an abi/ity. (I mastered a technique). But does this
not miss the sceptic’s point? In a way it does, but Wittgenstein is saying that the
sceptic does not have a point worth answering. The question of whether I mean
plus or quus only arises if we imagine that these functions exist (already, as it

were) independently of our application of the plus sign.

The confusion about the demand for a justification can be made clearer with the
use of some Wittgensteinian analogies. Imagine you are playing chess, and a
sceptical observer demands that you offer a justification for moving you king in
such-and-such a way. He is not quieted by an explanation of your strategy within
the game. He wants to know what the rule is that you thought you were being
guided by (why you moved the King one square and not two). How do you
know, he says with a rye smile, that you are interpreting this rule as you have done
in the past? Let us assume, he says, that for all the many times you have
previously played chess, the board has not been arranged precisely like this, with

this configuration of pieces, at this stage (number of moves) into the game. He
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insists that at this point in the game, the rule demands that you move the king two
squares instead of one. You describe the rule to him carefully, but however
precisely you try to define it, he comes up with an interpretation that is

inconsistent with the move you have made.

If the sceptic persists with this line of reasoning (and it seems it has no end) you
will perhaps become annoyed and at best consider his questions as a distraction
from the game. “This is just how chess is played!” you shout. To continue with
the retort, “But how do you know?” will now seem so weary that even the sceptic

might suspect that there was something wrong with it.

Wittgenstein is suggesting that what is wrong with it is that it demands a kind of
justification that is as unnecessary as it is impossible. Moreover, its impossibility
demonstrates that it is unnecessary. The sceptic wants a justification that is
independent, not only of your decision to move your king in such-and-such a
way, but independent of your taking the rules to be such as to legitimise such a
move. Nevertheless, he wants the justification to be the thing that guided your
decision to move the piece as you did. The supposed decision is not that you
moved it to this rather than that legal square, but which squares you took to be
legal moves in the first place. But this confuses the matter, for you did not decide
that the rule for the king piece is that it can move only one square at a time. You
followed that rule blindly. To ask for the justification of that rule following would
be to ask for a justification from outside the way your opponent and you take to be

the way to play chess. And the way you take chess to be played is not something
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independent of the activity you and your community engage in. It makes itself

manifest in the way we play chess.

Kripke may have developed Wittgenstein’s paradox into a clearer and more
precise formulation, but in doing so he lost sight of the nature of Wittgenstein’s
enquiry. Wittgenstein was not discovering a ‘new kind of scepticism’, but
unearthing the foundations on which we build philosophical theoties. He was
digging for the hidden questions that had previously caused him to find a
particular theory of meaning inevitable. Once those questions are made explicit,
they loose their power, for we see that nothing could answer them. This could
indeed be characterised as a ‘sceptical solution to a sceptical paradox’ — or better
a sceptical response, for it does not solve the sceptical problem, but rejects it20. But
if the sceptical questions were not explicitly formulated and considered in the

Tractatus, the response was:

Scepticism is not irtefutable, but obviously nonsensical, when it tries to
raise doubts where no questions can be asked.

For doubt exist only where a question exists, a question only where an
answer exists, and an answer only where something can be said.2!

Now it may be argued that the mere impossibility of answering a question does
not obviously make the question nonsensical. Certainly this is a controversial idea

to put forward without justification. Scepticism is not obriously nonsensical — a

20 Robert Fogelin has compared this scepticism towards philosophical scepticism with the Pyrrhonian aim of
freeing oneself from ‘philosophical anxiety’. (Wittgenstein, Second Edition, 1987, pp. 226 — 234). It is not
clear however that Fogelin realises that the implication is that Wittgenstein rgecs the sceptical paradox,
rather than offering a sceptical solution on the model of Hume’s theory of causation (see pp. 159 — 165).

21 Tractatus 6.51.
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point the later Wittgenstein would have conceded. While his later treatment of
scepticism does indeed aim to show it does not make sense, he does not simply
attempt to enforce some principle such as the one pronounced in the Tractatus.
The later Wittgenstein diagnosed each piece of nonsense carefully and
individually. But it is clear that in the case of meaning scepticism, little more work
need be done than to show that it is unanswerable, for, pace Kripke, meaning
scepticism is intolerable, if not self-contradictory. If “there is no fact of the
matter as to whether I mean plus or quus”, there is no fact of the matter as to
whether the sceptic means by this that “there is no fact of the matter as to
whether I mean plus or quus”. Meaning scepticism is compatible with its inverse
(a point made, for somewhat different reasons, in §201 of the Investigations®®). So if
the sceptics demand for justification of meaning cannot be answered, this indeed
shows that a justification of this kind is not required, and Wittgenstein has shown
that the motivation for a whole line of enquiry, that he himself had once found to

be central to philosophy, rests on false foundations.

4.4 The Mythology of Symbolism
The idea that a word corresponds to a meaning, given in advance by the wotld, is

referred to in Philosophical Grammar as a ‘mythology of symbolism’3. This myth in

22 “4f everything can be made out to accord with the rule, then it can also be made out to conflict with it. And
so there would be neither accord nor conflict here.” Kripke's "sceptical solution" to meaning scepticism
won't help, as discussed in Chapter 5. Wittgenstein, of course, would never have offered such a zbeory in
order to support meaning,

2 Philosgphical Grammar, p.
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mathematics, for example, suggests that numbers are mind independent?* objects
to which our use of numerals must correspond. We assume that the number is a
pure form of the numeral that is immune to misuse. The problem with this
notion of numbers is that it leaves mystetious just how our minds get hold of
these objects, prompting the idea that they are ‘perceived’ by some faculty of
intuition.  This is precisely the kind of mistaken notion of meaning that
Wittgenstein is trying to expose. In §186, having dealt with the feeling that there
was something that I must grasp (once and for all) in order to guide all my moves
in future, the suggestion is that I require a new ‘insight’ or ‘intuition’ at evety
stage. Wittgenstein responds with ‘It would almost be more correct to say, not
that a new intuition was needed at every stage, but that a new decision was

needed at every stage.”

The point is not, of course, that I can simply decide to use a word ot a symbol
how I like (though, in a sense, I can). Should I decide to respond with ‘five’ to
the question ‘what is 57 + 682’ I would be deciding to use the symbol ‘+* as (say)
the quus function. The point is that the meanings of my words ate not
independent of the way that I, and other members of my community, decide to
use them. (And, to anticipate a further discussion, if there is #o regularity in my
decisions, we cannot talk about an ‘application’ at all.) The rule is not an abstract

object or Platonic form that one requires a special intuition to grasp. We feel that

2 This includes ‘Platonism’ in mathematics, the idea that numbers are mind independent objects. But
Wittgenstein is also attacking theories, such as certain forms of idealism, which hold that these entities are in
fact mental: an idea that he referred to as the ‘corresponding mythology of psychology’. As we have already
discussed, this move will not solve the (mythological) problems that the mythologies were created to solve.

140



a rule must be something quite different and independent from the way we use it
in particular cases. But the difference in kind between a rule and an instance of
following it lies not in some difference in their mode of existence. The difference
between rule and rule following lies in the different roles they play in the language

games we use them in?.

One of the reasons that Wittgenstein thinks we are tempted to look for the
mysterious abstract object is that we have the feeling that we grasp the meaning
of a sign ‘in a flash’. How does Wittgenstein deal with this phenomenon? Is he
claiming that there is nothing that 1 grasp? When we talk about ‘grasping’
meanings, we must think about the circumstances in which we use such
expressions, and that will stop us from sliding back to metaphysical notions of
meaning. When do we say, ‘I have grasped the meaning of this expression? In
what circumstances is saying this appropriate? And in such circumstances, need
there be something that I have got hold of — something that determines how I
should use the expression on every occasion in future? Finding no metaphysical
concept of meaning that justifies the use we make of a word, we feel uneasy.
There must be something that determines unambiguously how I should carry on.
We still cannot rid ourselves of the tendency to offer explanations, even when we
have accepted that nothing will satisfy this desire to say something more. What
have we acted with or against? But the reflections on how we are to interpret a

rule show that we cannot drive a wedge between our use of a word and its

% In a sense, an actual instance of following a rule may indeed become (or partly constitute) a rule when, for
example, we treat that instance as a sampl in a language game. The rule is: ‘do as I do’.
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meaning (and this, in retrospect, should be clear from §43). It quiets the feeling
of discomfort to /ok at the situations where we talk about acting in accordance
and acting against a rule in actual cases. Talk of acting in accordance with a rule
or against a rule only makes sense in the context of a regularity of use. We say,
‘that is not how that word is normally used’. (But it would be a great mistake to
think that the ‘solution’ to the sceptical paradox lay in the community?S, as if zhaz
was where meaning was. After all, could I not follow a rule alone, on a dessert
island, say? The problems with the community interpretation will be considered

in greater detail in the following chapter).

The idea that we can grasp a rule in a way that reveals its correct application, and
the accompanying idea that this is somehow necessary in order to explain
language, results in the tendency ‘to invent a mythology of symbolism or of
psychology’?’. The mythology of symbolism was something that Wittgenstein
was partly aware of when he wrote the Tractatus, but he failed to see that it had
infected his system. He had already realised that the logical constants were not
names?. The logical symbol ‘not’ does not stand for a logical object that one
must grasp in order to understand its meaning. He expressed the temptation to

make this mistake in Philosophical Grammar in the following way:

2% Not even Kripke is suggesting that (according to Wittgenstein) meaning comsists in agreement within a
community. But he does seem to think that Wittgenstein is trying to explain (give an account of) meaning
in terms of agreement with other members of a community.

21 Philosophical Grammar, p. 56.

28 Tractatus 4.0312.
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It looks as if one could ##fer from the meaning of negation that “~~p”
means p. As if the rules for the negation sign folbw from the nature of
negation. So that in a certain sense there is first of all negation, and
then the rules of grammar.?

But by the time of writing this he had realised that this kind of mistake applied to
meaning in general: we look for the meaning of a word in addition to its use, either
as an abstraction from the symbol, or as a mental entity. Both of these are
chimeras, suggested to us by a false picture of the way meaning is bestowed upon
words. G. E. Moore reports Wittgenstein as saying, that “the mere fact that we
have the expression ‘the meaning’ of a word is bound to lead us wrong: we are led
to think that rules are responsible to something not a rule, whereas they are only

responsible to rules.””*

One could make this point by saying that the mythologies of symbolism and
psychology are ways of making a ‘category mistake’ with respect to meaning?!.
Having had the various uses of a word explained my means of examples, the
philosopher goes on to ask, ‘But what is the meaning of the word?” The tendency
to make this mistake is compounded by the fact that often, no matter how many
examples are given, they will never exhaust the concept involved. But then,

neither will a definition or a rule.

29 Phitosophical Grammar, p. 53.
30 “Wittgenstein’s Lectures’, p. 52 of Phrlasgphical Occasions.

31 An expression popularised by Ryle’s behaviourist critique in The Conagpt Of Mind. 1 do not mean to imply
that Wittgenstein shared Ryle’s philosophical behaviourism. There are similarities between their views, as
there are differences.
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The theories of meaning that Wittgenstein’s remarks are aimed at come about
from an over-generalisation of the picture of language that Wittgenstein criticises
from section 1 of Philosophical Investigations. It is ‘the model of object and
designation’ that he finds in the passage from Augustine: that the way words get
meaning is by signifying objects. In the Tractatus, the idea that a proposition must
have a determinate meaning, which supposedly left no room for scepticism about
meaning, brought Wittgenstein to construe the whole of language on the model
of ‘object and designation’. The only way to give words the determinate meaning
he felt they must have was in terms of the naming relation. The logical form of a
word corresponds to the nature of the object it stands for32. But this produces
the mythology of symbolism or psychology: that the meaning of a word is always

something in addition to the use of the word.

The model of object and designation supposes that first we have a world
populated with various kinds of objects (physical objects, colours, numbers, and
so on), and then we attach words to those things. The way we should use each
word is then determined by the self-intimating nature of the object that
corresponds to it. In rejecting this picture, Wittgenstein is not rejecting the notion
of a mind-independent world. He is not rejecting the idea that there really are
colours, numbers, or other objects. He is merely rejecting the use they are
supposedly put to in philosophical conceptions of meaning. He is rejecting their

use in a philosophical explanation of the way we use language. He rejects the

32 According to the Tractatus, the way names can be concatenated is given by the objects with which they are
correlated. The internal properties of the objects define the rules for use of the names.
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over-generalisation of the idea of defining the meaning of words as a kind of
simple ostensive definition that does not take into account the way the grammar
of a word contributes to setting up the link with the thing named. ‘The definition
of the number two, “That is called ‘two”—pointing to two nuts—is perfectly
exact’, but what makes this definition possible is the grammar of numerals. In
order to set up a link between language and the world, we must bring a grammar

(concepts, if you like, that are embedded in out practices) to the world®.

4.5 The Rejection of Conceptual Realism

The mythologies of symbolism or psychology are theories of meaning naturally
held by the conceptual realist**. Conceptual realism maintains that the nature of
reality is independent of our ability to think about it or grasp it. But it also claims
that there can be interesting metaphysical theories or explanations. Traditionally,
metaphysical theorising for the conceptual realist has assumed a distinction
between the way things appear and the way things really are. The apparent
structure of the world is explained in terms of, or reduced to, an undetlying real
structure. So the conceptual realist must hold that, although the connection

between our concepts and the true nature of reality is at best contingent, there

33 It is worth emphasising the fact that this does not amount to anti-realism with respect to the objects we
speak about — though it is eliminativist about a certain (metaphysical) notion of meaning,

3¢ Though the mythologies may be held by the transcendental idealist, too, as is evidenced by the Tractarian
theory of meaning. The difference is that the transcendental idealist tres to describe a metaphysical
mechanism that guarantees the connection between language and the ‘mind independent’ world. One of
the central points of Philosaphical Investigations can be expressed by saying that this attempt to combine the
realist desire for independent standards of correctness and the idealist desire for complete language—world
correspondence cannot be recondiled.
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nonetheless is (hopefully) some way of discovering metaphysical truths by way of

analysis of our ordinary concepts.

Now the question arises, on what basis does this analysis proceed? For if reality is
independent of our concepts, there is a great deal of room for scepticism about
how much of the true nature of reality is in fact revealed to our epistemic point of
view. (Indeed the conceptual realist has the problem of explaining how our
words and concepts can mean anything if they are divorced from the true nature

of things.)

The intuition that saves the conceptual realist’s faith in metaphysics is that,
however affected and distorted our view of reality is, it is nevertheless one
possible view of reality. In a theory of meaning this intuition is expressed as the
claim that our concepts are somehow derived from some aspect of reality. Though
the idiosyncrasies of our perceptual systems and mental abilities may confuse and
diminish our picture of reality, some of its true nature must provide our thoughts
with content®. In order to make good this claim, the conceptual realist must
provide a theory according to which meaning is derived from an independent

reality.

One story that gets told goes something like this. The true nature of reality is

given by certain abstract ideas or ‘forms™¢ that may or may not be graspable by

35 The more one tries to overcome this scepticism, the more one is driven to some form of transcendental
idealism. This, I think, is what motivated the isomorphism between world and language in the Tradatus.

36 I include the Objects of the Trawatus (that is, types of Objects, or logical forms) as possible candidates for
these forms. Not that tractarian Objects are identical with what Plato referred to as the ‘forms’. One salient
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human minds. It is these forms that embody the true nature of reality, and they
themselves are real in the sense of being mind and language independent.
Nevertheless, language does afford us some insight into reality, since these
abstract forms are the standards to which our concepts must aspire. It is only in
virtue of using a word in accordance with such objects that we manage to give
our words meaning. (Or to put the point in terms of rule following, the rules
themselves are such language independent objects.) The job of the metaphysician
is ultimately to discern those concepts that both have application and are
independent of any particular point of view — independent, that is, of any

particular set of interests or perceptual mechanisms.

But this involves the mythology of symbolism that Wittgenstein goes to such
lengths to criticise and reject. Conceptual realism involves the demand for an
independent standard of correctness against which we should compare our
application of a word. Wittgenstein argues that nothing could fulfil this role,
including an abstract, mind-independent object. For how is the comparison
supposed to be made? And if the demand cannot possibly be met, that shows

that it was a misguided requirement in the first place.

Note that it will not help the conceptual realist to turn to some kind of naturalism
about abstract objects. The meaning of our words is not derived solely from the
(set of) objects they refer to in the world. We do indeed learn the use of words by

being shown samples as a kind of ostensive definition. But such definitions can

difference is that Platonic forms can be the subject of discourse, whereas tractarian Objects are beyond
meaningful discourse.
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only be useful if the grammar of a word has already been set up; when the rules of
the game to be played with the word has been laid down as a foundation’’. Even
in the case of a proper name, the meaning is not independent of the use. The

game of naming objects must first be set-up.

The story the conceptual realist tells about meaning may not go exactly as I have
outlined. An alternative account is given by Empiricism. A conceptual form is
imposed on, or derived from, the pre-conceptual ‘given’ — that which grounds our
lowest level conceptualisations. But this is just one form of the mythology of
psychology. We will see in the next chapter that Wittgenstein’s rejection of the
given is a special case of his arguments against metaphysical theories of meaning.
Empiricism is just another way of trying to specify how our concepts are derived

from something independent of those concepts.

The philosophical mistakes about meaning that Wittgenstein criticises are all
attempts to give a justification of a use of a word in terms of something
independent of that use. It becomes clear how this amounts to a critique of
conceptual realism if we put the same point in terms of concepts: Wittgenstein
criticises the attempt to give a justification of our concepts in terms of something
independent of those concepts. We cannot speak of anything without using
concepts, so a justification of those concepts will never be complete. No matter
what kind of metaphysical reduction we petform, we will always have to assume a

grammar that remains unjustified in which to couch that reduction. Conceptual

37 See espedially §§28 — 30.
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realism assumes that we can speak of objects (or their forms, or some mental
representation of them) independently of the concepts that pick those objects out.

And this we cannot do.

Conceptual realism comes about from scepticism about whether (human)
language is an adequate tool for describing the world. How can the way we
choose to use a word at any moment be an adequate measuting rod to place
against reality? Surely what we are aspiring to is an independent gauge given by
the nature of reality itself. But Wittgenstein argues that nothing cotresponds to
this independent gauge. We just have the way we use words within the context of
a custom or practice. The tendency to search for an independent measure of
reality is one that is brought about by unnecessarily searching for a justification of
these practices where there is none. We simply use a word in a particular way,
and the use itself will determine whether an object, propetty or fact falls under its

application.

Now, given that Wittgenstein is rejecting these philosophical conceptions of
meaning, and therewith any plausible form of conceptual realism, does he thereby
embrace its converse, conceptual idealism? One thing that we can note in passing
is that the transcendental idealism of the Tractatus was put forward in part as a
solution to meaning scepticism as applied to his early realism3®: how is the
connection between a language independent world and language ensured? He

answered that both language and the world share a logical form. Anything

38 That is, the ‘mythology of symbolism” that is inherent in the metaphysics of the Tracatus.
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thinkable must have a logical (pictorial) form since all thoughts are facts, and thus
have a logical form of the objects that constitute them, as well as the states of
affairs that they depict. But he later realised that there were an indefinite number
of ways of ‘projecting’ the thoughts onto states of affairs in the world. This
realisation brought him to reject the mythology of symbolism that formed one
part of the realist-idealist hybrid of the Tractatus. Does that mean that what we are
left with is still (or even more so) a kind of conceptual idealism? We will answer
this question in chapter 6. But we can already note that it throws up the same
problem of privacy that conceptual idealism faces. A word has meaning so long
as it has a use. We cannot simply look to the world or our private expetrience and
name something, hoping that that object will give us the criterion for applying the
name. The name must have a certain use already before it can be used as a name.
In other words, only a public concept can be used to refer to anything, so we
cannot refer to something that is inherently private, thinking that the object itself
will bestow a use on the name we give it. Hence we cannot talk about private
objects. But Wittgenstein does not leave the matter there. He deals at length
with the intuitions that suggest to us that we have sensations that are logically

private. Whether his treatment is successful will be the topic of the next chapter.
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Chapter 5

WITTGENSTEIN ON PRIVACY

Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Private Language and the Myth of the Given

And hence also ‘obeying a rule’ is a practice. And to #hink one is
obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not possible to obey a
rule ‘privately”: otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the
same as obeying it.!

Wittgenstein draws this conclusion immediately after his rejection of the sceptical
paradox and the corresponding model of meaning that it gives rise to. If instead
meaning is use, if it requires a regular practice, then private meaning is not

possible. For merely thinking that one is following a rule is not to follow a rule.

But it is not yet clear why a private language is not possible. Ktipke thinks that
Wittgenstein has argued that meaning (insofar as there is anything called
‘meaning’ left on Kripke’s reading) requires a community. It requires the
agreement of other language users. Hence simply thinking one is following a rule
is not enough for rule following to be actually taking place. Where there can be
no criteria by which other members of the community can check if a word is
being applied correctly, there can be no such thing as a language. Kripke thinks
that this is about all there is to the “private language argument”? The various

comments about privacy that follow are then presumably a defence of

1 Philosophical Investigations §201.

2 Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, p. 101: “The solution [to the sceptical paradox] turns on the
idea that each person who claims to be following a rule can be checked by others.” See also p. 99.
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Wittgenstein’s account of meaning in that they defend it against an obvious
counter example: that the language of sensations is inherently private in character.
Wittgenstein must defeat this idea if he is to defend his ‘new account of meaning’

in terms of agreement within a community3.

But it is not at all obvious that the statement above follows so easily from the
discussion of meaning in the first 200 sections. We have already seen that
Kripke’s interpretation of Wittgenstein’s rematks on rule following has missed the
mark. And there are further good reasons to doubt the community interpretation
of Wittgenstein’s remarks on private language. The most decisive point is this:
even if something like the community interpretation were correct, it remains
unclear why this in itself should rule out an alternative form of language that is
based on private objects; just because public language works in such-and-such a
way, why should a private language? Surely the whole point about it being private

is that it has a different nature to ordinary language.

I think Wittgenstein’s swift conclusion in section 202 is the product of more
thorough analysis. After all, Wittgenstein rearranged his remarks obsessively, and
there is little reason to expect them to follow the standard form of argument*.
There is much yet to be explained, both by section 258, which is most often taken
to be the definitive statement of “the private language argument”, and by the

remarks before and after it. Many of the remarks derive from previous work on

3 Ibid. p. 73: “.. . Wittgenstein proposes an alternative rough general picture. (To call it an alternative zbeory
probably goes too far...)” But Kiripke also compares Wittgenstein to Berkeley, who claimed to be
defending common sense, and yet attacked an idea “strangely prevailing amongst men”.

4 Le. Premises; Conclusion; Defence against apparent counter-examples.
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sense data and private objects. Wittgenstein had been working for a long time
against the prevalent ‘Myth of the Given’. So I suggest we look for an

interpretation that forms a natural continuation with this previous work.

One way to approach Wittgenstein’s remarks on private language is suggested by
the conclusion of the previous chapter. If Wittgenstein’s remarks on meaning
amount to a rejection of conceptual realism, then perhaps we can understand his
rejection of the given as being motivated by considerations similar to those that
lead to conceptual idealism. This is not yet to suggest that Wittgenstein was a
conceptual idealist; that question will be raised and examined in detail in the
following chapter. But we might consider the remarks on privacy with the
working hypothesis that Wittgenstein does indeed share some assumptions and
aims with the conceptual idealist, and that he is similarly motivated to reject the
dualism of scheme and content. The notion of the private object is just the
notion of an ineffable, pre-conceptual object. For something to be ptivate to the
individual would mean that it does not fall under the restricion of a regular,
specifiable use. But according to Wittgenstein we cannot talk of any class of
objects without assuming that a grammar is involved in individuating those
objects. And if there is a grammar we can specify it, and this shows that the

supposed private object is covered by a public concept after all.

Of course, a great deal more needs to be said to hammer out and make clear this
interpretation. So this chapter will proceed as follows. First I will consider the

shortcomings of the community interpretation and suggest an alternative. Then I
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will try to make sense of the remarks on privacy using the working hypothesis as
our guide. I will conclude, by way of preparation for the next chapter, by drawing
some distinctions between Wittgenstein’s reasoning and that of the conceptual

idealist.

5.1 Customs and The Community

We can distinguish two important interpretations of why private use is ruled out
on Wittgenstein’s account. The ‘community interpretation’ (to which Kripke
subscribes) emphasises the communal nature of language use. Since language is a
custom, because it is from the beginning an integral part of a communal form of
life, there can be no private language. There are two problems such an
interpretation must face. Firstly, this by itself does not seem to rule out the
possibility of a private language. Even if it is true that language as we know it is
embedded in a community of language users, this does not by itself rule out the
possibility of a language that works within a different context. It remains to be
shown that the possibility of rule following requires the community. The second
problem with this interpretation, suggested by Malcolm Budd’, is that it is
weakened by allowing for the possibility of a ‘public’ language in isolation from a
community. It is not an actual community of speakers that is required, but the
possibility of speakers that could, in principle, understand the language user that

makes his utterances or thoughts public in the required sense.

5 Malcolm Budd, ‘Meaning, Interpretation, and Rules’, Synzheses, 58, 1984, 303 - 323.
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An alternative account stresses Wittgenstein’s emphasis of the fact that an
instance of rule following could not occur in isolation of other applications of the
rule, or at least not in isolation of the context of rule following behaviour in
general. As Budd points out, Wittgenstein’s concept of following a rule as a
practice or custom is illustrated, not by a contrast between a single individual in
isolation and a community acting in agreement, but by the contrast of a single

occasion and a practice spanning a series of occasions.

The reason that the community is so often proffered as the seat of meaning by
commentators of Wittgenstein is that the problem is taken to be that nothing
grounds my decision to take a rule one way rather than another. Whatever seems
right is going to be right. And that means we cannot talk about right here. But,
to repeat a point made by McDowell6, what good will it do us to look to the
community? What ever seems right to the community is going to be right, so we
cannot talk about right here either. This paradox only disappears on the second
interpretation. A judgement can be considered right when it is in agreement with
judgements that are part of a regular practice. Thatis not to say that the notion of
a community is irrelevant. We have learned our notion of rule following in the
context of a community. Could I follow a rule just once in my life? We could say

so if I acted in the context of a rule-following community.

So what is the connection between my decision to interpret a rule in a certain

way, and the communities’ sanction of that decision? Well, imagine that I did

6 McDowell, J., ‘Wittgenstein On Following A Rule’, reprinted in Moore, A. W. (ed.), Meaning and Reference, p.
261.
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reinterpret the rules of chess, so as to allow a certain move that was considered
illegal by other players of chess (say, that the king can move two squares
whenever the player is in check). The other chess players will insist that I have
got the rules wrong. But suppose I insisted on playing this way, and always played
this way. I find someone who has not previously played, and convince them that
this is a superior way to play. (I train them my way). I play this way regularly. It is
no good to say that there is no justification for this new move. There is no
justification for the old way of playing. Rather, people would say, “I don’t know

what you’re playing, but it’s not chess”. I have invented a new game.

One might say that I have a ‘right’ to play my way, but this is not simply because I
have found someone to play my way with me. I could invent a new way of
playing patience, which only I ever play. I will have still invented a new game. I
might even never play the game I invent, but only consider the new rules in my
imagination. Of course, if someone asks me the rules, I should be able to explain
them. (The response “I knew them a while ago, but now I have forgotten” would
rightly be regarded with suspicion. But it is possible that I am telling the truth.)
But what about the following situation: I cut a deck of cards, and declare, “I won!
I found the 8 of spades.” If, on being asked if I could win again, I say “but the
rules of the next game are not decided yet”, you will not accept that there was any

winning or losing going on at all.
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5.2 Wittgenstein on Private Language

Before going on to present what is widely regarded as “the private language
argument” in section 258, Wittgenstein continues his discussion of rule following.
During this discussion he touches on the interdependence of such concepts as

‘agreement’ and ‘same’ with the concept of a rule:

One might say to the person one was training [to follow a rule]: “Look,
I always do the same thing: I.....”

224. The word “agreement” and the word “rule” ate related to one
another, they are cousins. If I teach anyone the use of the one word, he
learns the use of the other with it.

225. The use of the word “rule” and the use of the wotrd “same” are
interwoven. (As are the use of “proposition” and the use of “true”.)?

Thus, if we are to apply a rule there must be some sense in which it can agree
with other applications of the rule (made by ourselves or by someone else). There
must be some sense in which what we are doing is the same thing. It is this
possibility of agreement or disagreement that is essential for an act of rule
following. Now, what happens when I try to name a sensation by the act of
concentrating on that sensation — as it were, giving a “kind of ostensive
definition” of a word by pointing to its referent inwardly. What is the purpose of
this ceremony? To impress on myself the connection between the sign and the
sensation? But that is only so that “I remember the connection right in the

future.” And Wittgenstein goes on:

7 Philosophical Investigations, §§223 - 225.
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But in the present case I have no criterion of correctness. One would
like to say: whatever is going to seem right to me is right. And that only
means that here we can’t talk about ‘right’.8

Now some commentators have taken this to be a case where verification is
required for the act of applying a symbol to a sensation. If this were the case we
could reject the argument so long as we reject this kind of Verificationism. But
there is no indication here, or in the surrounding text, that what is missing for the
private linguist is merely the test of agteement with other cases. Rather, there is

no room here for the concept of ‘agreement’ or ‘same’ at all.

What aspect of the sensation is going to be used as a criterion of identity? In
virtue of what does one say, “#4is is another instance of S”? Just that it seems to
me to be so. “Whatever seems right to me is right”, and there is no room for the
possibility of disagreement. But if there is no room for disagreement, we cannot
talk of agreement either, and thus we cannot talk of ‘right’, or of the application

of a rule.

The proponent of a private language will not accept this so easily, however. What
makes Wittgenstein so sure that there is no room for the notion of agreement
here? Perhaps I do get my application of the word ‘S’ wrong sometimes, and I
just don’t know it. But Wittgenstein is insisting that if that is possible, then we
should be able to articulate what it is that we are getting right or wrong. There

must be a game of getting it right or wrong set up, and that is precisely what the

8 Philosophical Investigations, §258.
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private linguist has not done. Otherwise what is it that we are supposed to be

pointing at?

Consider Wittgenstein’s remarks on ostensive definition early on in Philosophical
Investigations. Wittgenstein considers (in section 28) how someone might be taught
the meaning of the number two by pointing at two nuts. On the face of it,

ostensive definitions look hopelessly inadequate:

But how can ‘two’ be defined like that? The person one gives the
definition to doesn’t know what one wants to call “two”; he will
suppose that “two” is the name given to #4ir group of nuts!

And Wittgenstein concedes, “an ostensive definition can be variously interpreted
in every case.” This is, in fact, just a special application of the ‘sceptical paradox’
that Kripke has made so much of. We want the ‘object’ that is the referent of our
word to determine the rule for its use, but what we are trying to point to can be
variously interpreted, and so it seems we have not provided any guide to the
meaning of the word at all. Yet the sentence that precedes the passage quoted
runs: ‘The definition of the number two, “That is called ‘two™—pointing to two
nuts—is perfectly exact”® The answer to the problem of ostensive definition is that
the person you are teaching must know or guess that you are referring to a
number, and what a number is. That is, he must already understand the #se of the
word. And he will demonstrate that he has correctly understood if he goes on to
use the word ‘two’ correctly. If he does not then we must offer further examples

or instructions.

9 Philosgphical Investigations, §28. Here I have added the italics.
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The point that is relevant to the discussion of private language is that the
ostensive definition only makes sense in the context of a use. This is the point
that Wittgenstein makes in section 257, immediately preceding the passage widely

regarded as “the private language argument™:

When one says “He has given a name to his sensation” 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.

So the point could be put this way: you can very well be defining something when
you say you are ‘pointing inwardly’, but you are only doing so insofar as you have
a regularity of application to go by. Otherwise your pointing remains hopelessly
ambiguous. But if there is some regularity of use that will disambiguate your
pointing gesture, then you should be able (at least in principle) to share it with us.
Once we imagine that the private linguist has something before him, we have
assumed that he has something that has conceptual shape. The basic idea has
much in common with the conceptual idealist’s rejection of the given. If it is ‘a
something’ then it can be described. Hence the assumption that a private linguist

has something before him, but we cannot say what, is mistaken:

If you say he sees a private picture before him, which he is describing,
you have still made an assumption about what he has before him. And
that means that you can describe it or do describe it more closely. If
you admit that you haven’t any notion what kind of thing it might be
that he has before him—then what leads you into to saying, in spite of
that, that he has something before him?10

10 Philosgphical Investigations, §294.
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Do these remarks constitute a cogent argument against the possibility of a private
language? The private linguist will argue that as an argument, this line of
reasoning begs the question against his position —~ for it is precisely his contention
that some concepts are known from a private sample that cannot be publicly
articulated. Put in this way, Wittgenstein’s demand that the private linguist further
describe what he thinks he has before him seems nothing more than a refusal to
take his opponent setiously. But I think this unsatisfactory result comes about
through misinterpreting the later Wittgenstein’s method. There is no “private
language argument”. What Wittgenstein’s collected remarks offer us is a seties of
approaches to a set of more or less related philosophical theses. Wittgenstein’s
method is to uncover the intuitions that undetlie them. Once these intuitions are
laid bare, we can see how ill founded and muddled they are. While any single
remark may not prove beyond possible doubt that the private linguist is mistaken,
taken together they strip away the fagade that there is good reason to believe the
story that the private linguist tells. The private linguist is made to retreat to a
position that invites us to say: “But isn’t that ridiculous? Why should we believe
that?” And of course the private linguist (in particular, the younger Wittgenstein)
put forward his thesis as part of an explanation of language. But an explanation
that turns on something inherently mysterious, it seems to me, is no explanation
at all. If the private linguist wants to deny that, so be it, but it leaves his position
without the intuitive appeal it once seemed to have. Wittgenstein does not offer a
cogent argument against private language, because he does not offer an argument

in the traditional sense. His remarks, however, are convincing.
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5.3 McDowell on Wittgenstein’s Rejection of the Given

This connection with conceptual idealism (and so far it is only a connection—I
am not claiming that Wittgenstein was a conceptual idealist) can be put like this:
The possibility of a regularity of use can also be called a public concept. To
possess a concept, on this account, would be to be a master of the technique of
the application of a word. Wittgenstein’s claim then amounts to this: language
can only be used to refer to that which falls under some public concept. Hence
we cannot use language to talk about a private object that does not fall under a
public concept. It follows that talk of the ‘given’ as a pre-conceptual something is

mistaken.

The idea of Wittgenstein’s remarks on private language as a rejection of ‘the Myth
of the given’ has been taken up by John McDowell in ‘One Strand in the Private
Language Argument’. McDowell’s reasons for so interpreting Wittgenstein seem
to stem from a general approval of the project that rejects this “dualism of

conceptual scheme and pre-conceptual given!':

[W]e ought to look with favour on a thesis on these lines: nothing can
count as an episode in a stream of consciousness unless it has (already,
we might say) a conceptual shape, an articulable experiential content.12

But McDowell concedes that this may not be precisely the way Wittgenstein

intended his remarks:

1t McDowell, J., ‘One Strand in the Private Language Argument’, reprinted in Mind, Value, & Reality, p. 279.
12 Jbid.
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I do not mean to suggest that Wittgenstein sees his polemic in precisely
these terms, as an application of a general rejection of the dualism.
Opposition to the dualism makes good sense of some of what he says.
I think it Jeaves some of what he says unexplained, and some looking
positively mistaken.!3

But if such an interpretation leaves some of Wittgenstein’s remarks unexplained,
we have good reason to look for another interpretation. I would like to argue,
however, that the problem lies in the way that McDowell conceives of
Wittgenstein’s rejection of the dualism. Once we have corrected that, we can

make good sense of all of Wittgenstein’s remark on this issue.

The rejection of the given that McDowell has in mind is the one exemplified by
Wilfred Sellers argument in Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind. This argument
centres on an inconsistency in the notion of the given as it is supposed to play a
role in empiricist epistemology. The given is supposed to be pre-conceptual, and
as such cannot stand in rational relations to anything. It therefore falls outside of
‘the logical space of reasons’. But it must ‘impinge’ on that space, so that it can
act as a ground or justification for our lowest level conceptualisations. The
traditional rejection of the given argues that nothing could play both these roles.
Note that this argument leaves open whether there is anything that corresponds
to each of these roles individually. It merely argues that nothing could play both

roles, and that is what the proponent of the given wants.

McDowell quotes Rorty’s attempt to expound a “Wittgensteinian point” by

identifying two different forms of knowledge. The first is “the way in which the

13 Ibid., p. 280.
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pre-linguistic infant knows that it has a pain”, which “is the way in which the
record-changer knows the spindle is empty, the plant the direction of the sun, and
the amoeba the temperature of the water.”* This is to be sharply distinguished
from “what a language-user knows when he knows what pain is”. Rorty argues
that “the mistake that Wittgenstein exposed” is “the notion that knowledge in the
first sense—the sort manifested by behavioural discrimination—is the ‘foundation’
(rather than simply one possible causal antecedent) of knowledge in the second

sense”.

While McDowell has serious misgivings about talking about the pre-linguistic
infant as ‘knowing’ that he is in pain, rather than simply ‘feeling’ it, and the
behaviouristic remarks this way of talking gives tise to, he is otherwise in broad
agreement with Rorty’s interpretation of Wittgenstein. McDowell wants to take
the point about knowing one is in pain and transpose it into a point about having

the concept of pain:

[Then his point can be put as one about the relation between pre-
conceptually felt pain and episodes of pain that belong in full-fledged
streams of consciousness, conceived as necessarily in conceptual shape.
The fundamental point is the distinction between foundations and
(mere) causal antecedents: non-conceptual pain (in pre-linguistic infants)
is a causal antecedent of the ability to have conceptually structured pain
episodes, not a continuing ingredient in them that grounds the
conceptual structure involved. Put like this, Rorty’s point petfectly fits
the reading of Wittgenstein I am recommending.15

So McDowell finds a story in Wittgenstein that has the form of Sellar’s rejection

of the given. Note that the non-conceptual pain still has the role of a (mere)

14 Rorty, R., Philosgphy and the Mirror of Nature, pp. 110 — 111. Quoted by McDowell, gp. a2, p. 281.
5 Ibid, pp. 281 — 282.
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causal antecedent to the ability to have conceptual pains. The distinction between
the two is that a pain must have conceptual shape if it is to feature in the stream
of consciousness. This leaves McDowell in the uncomfortable position of having
to defend the claim that pre-linguistic infants and animals do not have pains in the
same sense we do. Surely this is not a claim that we should be happy about
saddling Wittgenstein with.  Furthermore, by his own admission, the
interpretation McDowell is advocating leaves some of what Wittgenstein says
unexplained. The problem is that in transposing Rorty’s point, McDowell

conflates two separate Wittgensteinian points.

The point about how we know we are in pain is indeed related to Wittgenstein’s
remarks on private language, though perhaps not as closely as McDowell
proposes. The standard view is that what I mean by the word ‘pain’ can only
really be known to me, for I am referring to what can only be known to me,
namely, zy pains. We are tempted to express this thought by saying, “I only
know what pain is from my own case.” The remarks on private language are a
direct attack on this view of pain language. Given that this picture is rejected,

Wittgenstein must offer some indication of how pain language might be learned.

This is where Rorty’s “Wittgensteinian point® has a its source in Philosophical
Investigations. Against the rejected picture of pain language, Wittgenstein offers the
following alternative as one possibility: “words are connected with the primitive,

the natural, expressions of sensation and used in their place.”’® Thus the verbal

16 Philosophical Investigations, §244.
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expression of pain is taught as a replacement of crying behaviour. That is not to
say that the word ‘pain’ describes crying, but replaces crying and inhetits from it

the connection with pain as the public expression of pain.

This ‘connection’ requires careful reflection. It is not that we say ‘I am in pain’
instead of crying out — suppressing the tendency to scream, as it were — or as a
new involuntary reaction to pain stimulus. Wittgenstein desctibes the way pain
language is /arned. He is suggesting one way that the word pain entets our
language games. We could put the point like this: having unconceptualised pains
(in pre-linguistic infants) is a causal antecedent of the ability to know one is in

pain in the sense of being able to say one is in pain'’.

But note that I used the word ‘unconceptualised’ (rather than ‘non-conceptual’) to
describe the pains that infants have. They are not conceptualised, that is, &y zbe
infant. Yet they are the very same pains that we attribute to linguistically
competent adults when they wince and say, “I am in pain!” The &nowlkdge that the
infant, or an articulate adult, or anything else for that matter, is in pain requires

the public concept of pain'8.

I want to use the expression ‘non-conceptual’ in a somewhat more fundamental

sense than it is used by McDowell. For him, having a ‘non-conceptual pain’ is

17 Wittgenstein controversially denies that it makes sense to &now that I am in pain’. I simply have pains. (I
have no justification for the claim, “I am in pain”). But even if we were to agree with Wittgenstein, the
point still stands that having pains is (normally) a causal antecedent of full mastery of the word ‘pain’.
Whether it is a necessary condition is quite another point. (Philosgphical Investigations §315 seems to suggest
this question is unanswerable.)

18 Philosgphical Investigations, §384: “You learned the concept ‘pain’ when you leared language.” (Italics supplied).
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having something that has not been conceptualised as part of a stream of
consciousness. Only the linguistically competent can, on McDowell’s account,
have fully fledged streams of consciousness. The ‘pre-conceptual’ pains of infants
act as mere causal antecedents of the things we commonly refer to as pains'. But
I want to use the term ‘conceptual’ to refer to anything that has a nature that can
be expressed as a public concept. Something is therefore non-conceptual if it does
not admit of being captured by a public concept??. On the traditional picture of
pain-language that Wittgenstein attacks, pains are just such ‘non-conceptual
somethings’. But Wittgenstein argues that language can only refer at all insofar as
we have a grammar set up for our referring expressions?!. Since it makes no
sense to talk about an essentially private use of a word, a ‘something’ which makes
contact with language must fall under a public concept (use). It follows that

nothing referred to by language is non-conceptual in the sense I am using the term.

Not only does this way of looking at Wittgenstein’s remarks avoid saddling him
with the unworthy view that infants do not have real pains in the sense that we
do, but it makes sense of those passages that McDowell finds obscure or in etror.
The two offending passages that he quotes are to be found in section 304 of

Philosophical Investigations.

19 This may not do McDowell’s account justice. He talks about the ‘pre-conceptual pains’ being ‘a substratum
on which the capacity for concept-carried awareness is constructed’. Whatever that means.

20 Thus the claim of conceptual idealism is that everything is conceptual, and nothing is non-conceptual.
Wittgenstein, I think, would agree with the sentiment, but regard the statement as either merely a
‘grammatical remark’, or otherwise nonsense. But more on that later.

21 The word ‘refer’ is being used with the knowledge that there are many different things that we do with word
that we are inclined to call ‘referring’.
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“And yet you again and again reach the conclusion that the sensation
itself is a nothing”—Not at all. It is not a something, but not a nothing either!
The conclusion was only that a nothing would setve just as well as a
something about which nothing could be said. We have only rejected
the grammar which tries to force itself on us here.

And section 293:

The thing in the box has no place in the language-game at all; not even
as a something ... That is to say: if we construe the grammar of the
expression of sensation on the model of ‘object and designation’ the
object drops out of consideration as irrelevant.

Note that Wittgenstein here stresses, as he was fond of stressing, that what he is
doing is making a grammatical remark. He has not denied that we have
sensations, but “only rejected the grammar which tries to force itself on us”. This
point has remained obscure to most commentators on Wittgenstein, but I think a
proper understanding of it is essential to a proper understanding of Wittgenstein’s
later philosophy in general. It is particularly relevant to understanding the rather
odd expression “not a something, but not a nothing either”. But first, let us consider

the way in which McDowell objects to this locution.

According to McDowell, given the framework of the rejection of the given that
he has outlined (namely the Sellars-Rorty rejection of something that impinges on
the space of possible reasons), Wittgenstein should have said something more like

the following:
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The sensation (the pain, say) is a petfectly good something—an object,
if you like, of concept-involving awareness. What is a nothing (and this
is simply a nothing, not “not a something, but not a nothing either”) is
the supposed pre-conceptual #his that is supposed to ground out
conceptualizations.?

So, according to McDowell, Wittgenstein should have denied something that he
did not (the pre-conceptual #bis). Furthermore, Wittgenstein should have
accepted something that he apparently denies, namely the sensation that occurs in
‘concept-involving awareness’. McDowell thinks that Wittgenstein is motivated

to deny sensations as objects, because of the following thought:

The idea of encountering a particular is in place here only becanse the
experence involves a concept (pain, say, or foothacke): the particular has
no status except as what is experienced as instantiating the concept. So
the idea of encountering a particular in this application lacks a kind of
independent robustness that we can credit it with in other
applications.

Given this interpretation of the main force of “the private language argument”,
McDowell concludes that we should not say that the sensation is not a something,
but rather that at best it is a limiting case of the model of object and designation.
But this simplifies Wittgenstein’s remarks on private language considerably. For a
start, what Wittgenstein is objecting to is not the idea that we call our pains
‘objects’, but that in doing so we should realise that we have not yet said anything
revealing about their nature. The danger of calling them objects is that the picture
of sensation language that this engenders: namely, the idea that I know what the

word ‘pain’ means from my own acquaintance with my pains. The passage that is

2 McDowell, gp. ai., p. 283.
= Ibid., p. 284.
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commonly called ‘#he private language argument’ (namely, section 258) has the
following form: Wittgenstein starts with the assumption that we only know pains
from are own case. And Wittgenstein asks what it would be to introduce a term
that refers to such private objects into a language. The private linguist thought
that he could firs point inwardly at his pain, and zhen derive from the object designated a
(ptivate) use for the label that he has supposedly attached to it. No one else will
be privy to this use because no one else will be privy to that object. This is the
‘model of object and designation’ that Wittgenstein objects to. He objects that
such a method of introducing a term into language would not work. The object
that the private linguist thought he was pointing to, which is not a pre-conceptual
this, but a ‘this that cannot be conceptualised’, ends up playing no role in the
language-game that results. Thus Wittgenstein claims the sensation as it is
conceived in this story is ‘not a something’. It has not yet been given the status of
a something in the story told by the private linguist. Only with a language-game
already set up can we make sense of attaching a label to a thing. So the first thing
to note is that Wittgenstein is not denying that our sensations are ‘objects of
concept involving awareness’ (for this expression can, of course, be given a use).
He is denying that in thinking of it as a limiting case of object of designation’ we
have settled its nature prior to examining how pain language is used. He is
denying that the private linguist can help himself to the something prior to this

examination.

But even this account of Wittgenstein’s remarks on ptivate language is too simple,

for Wittgenstein does not present a single “private language argument”, but a
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battery of attacks on a group of related philosophical theses. The common theme
is to start from the assumption that T only know such-and-such a sensation from
my own case’, and to show how this would not enable us to talk about the

sensation in question at all.

The second passage quoted above that McDowell objects to gives only
Wittgenstein’s conclusion to section 293. McDowell has neglected the idea that
Wittgenstein was considering, which is the idea that “it is only from my own case
that I know what the word ‘pain’ means”. McDowell misses the following from

the beginning of section 293:

If I say of myself that it only from my own case that I know what the
word ‘pain’ means—must I not say the same of other people too? And
how can I generalize the one case so irresponsibly?

Now someone tells me that 4z knows what pain is only from his
own casel—...

This idea suggests that pain language is set up in a way parallel to the following:

Suppose everyone had a box with something it: we call it a “beetle”. No
one can look into anyone else’s box, and everyone says he knows what a
beetle is only by looking at 4is beetle—Hete it would be quite possible
for everyone to have something different in his box. One might even
imagine such a thing constantly changing—But suppose the word
“beetle” had a use in these people’s languagesP—If so it would not be
used as the name of a thing. The thing in the box has no place in the
language-game at all; not even as a somezhing. for the box might even be
empty.—No, one can ‘divide through’ by the thing in the box; it cancels
out, whatever it is.

So again we have Wittgenstein wonder what it would be like if the ‘object of
designation’ model were cotrect. That model has it that we have our own sample

of the thing to be designated, and we know what the word means by examining
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that object. But then whatever use we make of such a ‘designating’ word would
not allow us to talk about the very thing that we thought we were supposed to be
talking about: “the object drops out as irrelevant”. This is #of a rejection of the
idea that the sensation is a something, but a reductio on the notion of construing

the sensation on the model of ‘object and designation’.

The first passage quoted above that McDowell objects to (from section 304) is
also cleatly a reductio on the object of designation model. “The conclusion was
only that a nothing would serve just as well as a something about which nothing conld
be said.” Wittgenstein is rejecting the sensation as # s construed as a private object.

But Wittgenstein does not want to deny sensations. The passage continues:

We have only rejected the grammar which tries to force itself on us
here.

The paradox disappears only if we make a radical break with the idea
that language always functions in one way, always serves the same
purpose: to convey thoughts—which may be about houses, pains, good

and evil, or anything else you please.

The paradox is that, if we construe the sensation on the model of object and
designation, we end up not being able to talk about sensations at all: they fall
outside of language. The paradox is dissolved if we do not bring a notion of an
object to the understanding of, say, pain, but look at how pain language is actually
used. The grammar of the word pain shows us the place that the word ‘pain’ has

in our language.
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5.4 Wittgenstein, Idealism and the Limits of Language

But then why does Wittgenstein not say that what the private linguist wants is
simply a nothing? The short answer is that the private linguist has not made
enough sense to give us anything to deny. If to assert nonsense does not make
sense, then its denial will equally lack sense. Although this may seem a rather
flippant answer, I believe that, propetly understood, this holds the key to

understanding many of Wittgenstein’s more perplexing passages.

Wittgenstein repeatedly urged that he “was not trying to deny anything”, and that
he was only making “grammatical remarks”. These two ideas are cleatly related in

Wittgenstein’s mind, as is clear from section 307:

“Are you not really a behaviourist in disguise? Aren’t you at bottom
really saying that everything except human behaviour is a fiction?”—If I
do speak of a fiction, then it is of a grammatical fiction.

I think it is significant that, after a further comment on “the philosophical
problem about mental processes and states and about behaviourism”, which ends
with “And naturally we don’t want to deny them [mental processes]”,
Wittgenstein makes one of his elliptical comments about “the aim of
philosophy”. The connection is this: the aim of philosophy is not about asserting
the existence of this, or denying the existence of that. It is simply a matter of
getting the grammar of our language clear. Wittgenstein is not in the business of
doing ontology. On the contrary, he wants to demonstrate the philosophical
practice of ontology is mistaken. All we can do in philosophy is examine the way

language works, and this does not provide the philosopher with any special
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insight into reality. Both the private linguist who wants to make an inarticulate
sound, and the Platonist who wants to ground our language use in a theory of
meaning, share a common mistake. They both assume that philosophy is about
reaching out beyond the ordinary workings of language (to what is ‘really there’,

as it were). But in so doing they leave the limits of language.

The full answer to this question can only be appreciated with a better
understanding of Wittgenstein’s philosophy. We are tempted to think (along with
the conceptual idealist) that if we have shown that sensations as the private
linguist construes them result in a paradox, then we have shown that private
objects do no exist—that they are nothings. But according to the later
Wittgenstein, this misconstrues the nature of language. Language does not have
the complete contact with reality that the conceptual idealist takes it to have. So
we cannot say that beyond the limits of language there is ‘nothing’. Nor are the
things we talk about connected in a contingent manner with language, such that
beyond the limits of language there are things that cannot be expressed in our
language. There is not, as the conceptual realist would have it, ‘something’
beyond the limits of language. Both the words ‘nothing’ and ‘something’ belong
to language, and beyond its limits, we can sgy nothing. Understanding this
thought provides the key to understanding Wittgenstein’s rematks on philosophy,
and his relationship to idealism. So it is to these matters that I will turn in the

next chapter.
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Chapter 6

WITTGENSTEIN, IDEALISM AND PHILOSOPHY

The Limits of Language in the Later Method

For 1bis is what disputes between Idealist, Solipsists and Realists look
like. The one party attack the normal form of expression as if they were
attacking a statement; the others defend it, as if they wete stating facts
recognized by every reasonable human being.!

According to the early Wittgenstein, philosophy comes about through man’s
‘impulse to run up against the limits of language’. It stems from our natural
amazement at life: amazement that the world exists and that we can think and
speak. We try to express this amazement in the form of a question; but to do so
is to utter nonsense. Amazement is not a question and therefore has no answer.
Rather, it is the manifestation of the limit of what makes sense. On the other
hand, these limits make manifest the unspeakable truth in idealism: the limits of

language are the limits of the world.

A concern with the limits of language remained central to Wittgenstein’s thought
throughout his work, surviving the various changes from the Tractatus to the
Philosophical Investigations. In both of his principle works he makes a conscious

effort to sketch the bounds of what makes sense, and to do it from the inside.

1 Philosophic Investigations, §402. The dispute is irresolvable because it is not recognised that it is a grammatical
dispute. Instead, they think the nature of the world is at stake.
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For example, in the Tractatus he says of philosophy that ‘It must set limits to what
cannot be thought by working outwards through what can be thought”? In

Philosophical Investigations he states:

The results of philosophy are the uncovering of one or another piece of
plain nonsense and the bumps that the understanding has got by
running its head up against the limits of language. These bumps make

us see the value of the discovery.3

There are, of course, important differences in methodology between the two
approaches, not least the shift in emphasis from more general considerations to a
concern with detail and the particular case. Furthermore, the later work criticises
the tractarian conception of meaning, and makes a more concerted effort to reject
philosophical theories in general. Does this mean that Wittgenstein left behind
the transcendental idealism of the Tractatus?* In particular, to what extent can the
Philosophical Investigations be said to present a kind of idealism? Clearly the later
work is not solipsistic — indeed, it is motivated to a large extent by an attempt to
exorcise the solipsism of the Tractatus — but does this involve a rejection (as
Hacker seems to think’) of idealism in general? It does seem that Wittgenstein

rejected the transcendental idealism that supported the metaphysics of the

2 Tractatus 4114

3 Philosgphical Investigations, §119. Other examples of the role of philosophy as delineating the limits of language
can be found throughout the Nachlass. ‘The goal of philosophy’, according to Wittgenstein, s to build a
wall where language comes to an end.” (Section 90 of “The Big Typescript’).

4 Wittgenstein refers to the “transcendental twaddle” in a letter to Engelmann (quoted by Hacker, p.81 of
Insight and Ulusion).

5 See Williams, ‘Wittgenstein and Idealism’ (reprinted in Mora/ Luck, pp. 144 — 163) pp. 147 — 148, who cites
Hacker, op. cit. p. 59 and p. 214.
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Tractatus. In the Philosophical Investigations he claims that the concepts involved in

this doctrine lacked content:

Thought, language, now appeat to us as the unique correlate, picture, of

the world. These concepts: proposition, language, thought, world,

stand in line one behind the othet, each equivalent to each. (But what

are these words to be used for now? The language-game in which they

are to be applied is missing.)
But despite this apparent rejection of the Tractarian connection between language
and the world, one influential interpretation does not see the later Wittgenstein as
rejecting transcendental idealism completely. Bernard Williams has suggested that

the rejection of transcendental solipsism, with the move from T to ‘we’ in

Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, occurs within the transcendental level’.

The comparison of Wittgenstein and Kant has developed into something of an
industry. Contributions to the debate have been made by Norman Malcolms,
Derek Bolton®, Jonathan Lear!®, Thomas Nagel'!, and Daniel Hutto'?, to name
but a few. Unfortunately, the issue is somewhat confused by the fact that there is
no clear agreement on some fundamental questions that undetlie the debate.

Most importantly, there seems no general agreement on the question of what

6 Philosophical Investigations, §96.

7 Bemard Williams, gp. a?.

8 Wittgenstein and Idealism’, in Ideaksm Past and Present, (ed. Godfrey Vesey), pp. 249 — 268. Malcolm’s article
is a criticism of the Williams’ paper.

9 ‘Life Form and Idealism’, in Ideakism Past and Present, (ed. Godfrey Vesey), pp. 269 — 284.

10 “Transcendental Anthropology’ in Subject, Thought and Context, (eds. Pettit & McDowell). Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1986.

11 Chapter VI, “Thought and Reality’, in The View From Nowhere. Nagel criticises Wittgenstein for holding an
idealist doctrine.

12 Was the Later Wittgenstein a Transcendental Idealist?’, in Coates, P. and Hutto, D. (eds.), 1996.
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constitutes an idealist docttine, let alone a Kantian one. Hutto defends
Wittgenstein from being “tarred with the brush of idealism” by making a
favourable comparison between Wittgenstein’s philosophy and the wotk of
Donald Davidson. Davidson, he claims, is “a self-styled realist”, and if the label
of idealism will not stick to him, it will not stick to Wittgenstein. This argument
ignores the fact that idealism comes in many different forms, and applies at
different levels of analysis. Kant, as we have seen, used his transcendental
idealism to attack the ‘dogmatic idealism’ of Berkeley and the ‘sceptical idealism’
of Descartes. He argued that his transcendental idealism implied empirical
realism. Kant, too, was a ‘self-styled realist’. Nor is Kant’s idealism restricted to
his anti-realist views of time and space. As the discussion of idealism in part one
of this thesis makes clear, the term ‘idealism’ need not be restricted to traditional
antirealist doctrines. The underlying notion identified there was the idea that the
wotld is limited in some way by our ability to conceive it. This is the notion of
idealism used by Nagel', who characterises both Davidson!* and Wittgenstein as

idealist.

A standard objection to the Kantian interpretation of Wittgenstein is that there is
no room in his philosophy for the crucial Kantian distinction between the world
of appearance and the world as it is in itself. There is no sense in which the later
Wittgenstein can be seen as accepting the idea that we can filter out the mind’s

contribution to experience and consider it independently. Transcendental inquiry

13 Chapter VI, “Thought and Reality’, in The V7ew From Nowbere.

14 For a discussion of how Davidson can be characterised as a conceptual idealist, see chapter 3.
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was for Kant an 4 priori investigation of the application of concepts to objects that
ultimately reveals necessary truths about the formal structure imposed by mind.
Wittgenstein, of course, had no interest in such structures. Lear replies'> by
claiming that a rejection of the transcendental distinction does not mean a
rejection of transcendental philosophy. Instead, we might be able to take a
transcendental stance towards ordinary activities like language use. But the use of
such tactics may stretch the comparison between Wittgenstein and Kant to the
point of vacuity. And the problem is compounded by the fact that there is no
agreed interpretation of either of their views, or even which aspects of their views
are the most essential. The question of whether or not particular aspects are
essential to their respective philosophies will only be biased by the attempt to

assimilate Wittgenstein’s views to Kant’s.

There is another reason why we should not paste over the later Wittgenstein’s
apparent lack of regard for the transcendental distinction. Denying that
distinction is precisely what brought Davidson to reject the dualism of conceptual

scheme and content (given), and hence to embrace a kind of conceptual idealism.

There is something to be said for comparing Wittgenstein’s and Davidson’s views
in this respect. Wittgenstein’s views on the conditions of meaning seem to imply
that nothing can make sense which purpotts to reach beyond the outer bounds of
human experience and life. Similarly Davidson’s views on truth imply that

nothing can make sense that purports to reach beyond the outer bounds of our

15 In Subject, Thought and Contexs, Petit and McDowell (eds.)
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language and languages like ours. For Wittgenstein, it is only within a custom or
practice that there exists the possibility of agreement and disagreement on the
application of a rule, and thus the possibility of getting the application of a rule
right or wrong. Since language use is a matter of rule following, we cannot use
language to refer to that which we cannot make any judgements about.
Wittgenstein would seen to agree with Davidson that we cannot make sense of a

radically different conceptual scheme to our own.

On the surface, though, there also seems to be a major point of difference
between Wittgenstein and Davidson: in some respects Wittgenstein does seem to
be at least encouraging conceptual relativism. Wittgenstein, for instance, is fond
of giving ‘anthropomorphic’ examples in which he confronts us with a different
form of life from our own. But the acceptance of different forms of life does not
necessarily lead us to conceptual relativism, just as the acceptance of different
languages does not lead us there. What would commit us to such relativism is an
acceptance of different forms of life that are incommensurable with ours.
Bernard Williams has argued that on Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning we would
not be able to consider such forms of lifel®. Far from being a relativist,
Wittgenstein presents us with different ways of applying concepts from our point of
view. We understand them precisely because they are not so alien to us as to be

incommensurable with our way of acting.

16 Op. at.
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Of course, comparing Wittgenstein’s view’s with Davidson’s can fall prey to the
same dangers as the comparison with Kant’s views. Ultimately, the compatison
would not do justice to either philosopher. It would not be difficult to find
important differences in their philosophies. (The fact that Davidson believes one
can have a theory of meaning is one salient difference.) The suggestion is, rather,
that we replace the vexed question of In what sense was Wittgenstein a
transcendental idealist”” with the question ‘In what sense was Wittgenstein a
conceptual idealis?” In any case, this question seems to be more in the spirit of
Williams® original article than the subsequent comparisons with Kant. According
to Williams, Wittgenstein was concerned to show the limits of sense by ‘moving
around reflexively inside our view of things and sensing when one began to be
near the edge by the increasing incomprehensibility of things regarded from
whatever way-out point of view one had moved to”’. The idea is that
Wittgenstein is an idealist in subscribing to the following principle: what the world

is for us is shown by the fact that some things and not others make sense'8,

Further evidence for the claim that Wittgenstein is a conceptual idealist can be
found in Wittgenstein’s wortk. We have already seen (in chapter 4) that
Wittgenstein rejects a certain strong form of realism (Platonism) and that this

rejection can justifiably be regarded as a rejection of conceptual realism. In

17 Williams, gp. at. p. 153.

18 The “for us’ in this principle would seem to make it reasonably innocuous. But Williams is suggesting a
world view without peers: ‘Under the Idealist interpretation, it is not a question of our recognising that we
are one lot in the world among others, and (in prindiple at least) coming to understand and explain how oxr
language conditions o#r view of the world, while that for others conditions theirs differently. Rather, what
the world is for us is shown by ... the fact some things and not others make sense.”
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chapter 5 we made sense of Wittgenstein’s rejection of the given along roughly
conceptual idealist lines: it is not possible in language to refer to something that is
not individuated by a public concept. Our concepts are embedded in our
practices, and cannot be thought of as being derived purely from an independent
world. In short, Wittgenstein seems to hold a central claim of conceptual idealism
that the nature of the objects, properties, and facts to which our concepts
correspond is not fixed independently of the nature of the concepts that

correspond to them.

That this claim could be attributed to the writer of Philosophical Investigations is

supported by section 371:

Essence is expressed by grammar.

And by 373:

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

As well as Zettel, section 55:

Like everything metaphysical the harmony between thought and reality
is to be found in the grammar of the language.

All of these quotes suggest that Wittgenstein held the view that the nature of the
world we inhabit is determined by our linguistic practices!>. What is apt to strike
one as most odd about attributing such a view to Wittgenstein is that it amounts

to a substantial metaphysical thesis, and Wittgenstein infamously rejects the

19 But for a cautionary remark with respect to this idea, see Phelosophical Investigations, 372.
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validity of all philosophical theses. Indeed, all the claims that Wittgenstein held
this or that kind of idealism (or that he held an opposing realism) share one
assumption: that despite his insistence to the contrary, Wittgenstein’s philosophy
can be assimilated to some form of metaphysical doctrine. The common
assumption, rarely stated explicitly, is that it is not possible to consistently avoid
substantial metaphysical claims when doing philosophy. This view is further
encouraged by the fact that Wittgenstein’s remarks on philosophy have proved to

be the most perplexing of his work, and are often dismissed as incoherent.

I do not think that Wittgenstein can be regarded as an idealist. Although he
shares some of the assumptions of the conceptual idealist, he does not draw the
metaphysical consequences that would make his philosophy a form of idealism.
Not only does he think that drawing such consequences is nonsensical, but he has
a conception of language that precisely rules out the (tractarian) idea that the
limits of language are the limits of the world. This conception of language also
throws light on his otherwise obscute remarks on philosophy, and shows that
these remarks are not at all incoherent. In the following section I will examine
Wittgenstein’s conception of language and its relation to his rejection of
philosophical theories. We will then be in a position to finally put to rest the idea
that Wittgenstein was some kind of idealist by stating precisely his relation to

conceptual idealism.
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6.1 Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Philosophy

In the Tractatus Wittgenstein notoriously goes beyond the limits that his
conclusion draws, and he explicitly acknowledges this, asking us to reject his
premises as nonsense once we have recognised their significance. In Philosophical
Investigations in contrast, he attacked much of the metaphysical and semantic
theory of the eatlier work, and made an effort to bring the concepts that are
employed — such as language’ and ‘meaning’ — down to earth. His remarks on
philosophical method, however, seem to have the same kind of paradoxical
nature as is manifest in the earlier work. Just as the Tractatus offers a theory of
what can and cannot be said (both in general and in philosophy), so too
Philosgphical Investigations seems to offer a theory of what can and cannot be said in
philosophy. He makes the apparently unsupported claim that one cannot offer
theses in philosophy. In what follows, I will discuss those remarks and attempt to
make sense of them. I will argue that the inconsistency is more apparent than
real. Wittgenstein’s views on philosophical method are derived from a certain
conception of language and its relation to philosophy, and that this conception

does not amount to a ‘theory’ in the sense that Wittgenstein rules out.

In the Philosophical Investigations, a philosophical problem is said to have the form:
“I don’t know my way about.”® Conceptual confusion arises when we become
entangled in our own language. It is the task of the philosopher to untie the knots

and remove the puzzlement that arises “when language is like an engine idling”,

20 Philosophical Investigations, 123.
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when it is without genuine content and understanding. Thus philosophy has the
roughly negative role of sweeping away misunderstandings. It leaves ordinary

language and real understanding as it is, only no longer obscured by confusions.

There are several ways in which confusions can arise, but one error that
Wittgenstein repeatedly draws attention to is the tendency to over generalise, and
find similarity were there is diversity. For example, when we see a law in the way
a word is used, and we try to apply it consistently. The results can be paradoxical,
and we are left in philosophical bewilderment. Or for example, the question
‘What is time?’ gives the impression that a definition is being asked for, but giving
one does not provide understanding but creates misunderstanding. In the search
for a law that we can apply consistently, we may first say, for example, that “time
is the movement of heavenly bodies”. But applying this consistently soon leads
to paradoxical results. Realising the definition is unsatisfactory we discard it and
look around for another. This very process of searching for definitions that will
be more satisfactory is what convinces us that there must be some such correct

answer?!,

There is also the danger of false simplifications and assimilation, or of applying an
analogy without regard for how far it will stretch. There are misunderstandings
concerning the use of words, for instance, caused by seeing “analogies between

the forms of expression in different regions of our language”?2. Thus mistakes are

21 The Blue and Brown Books, p. 27.
22 Philpsgphical Investggations, §90.
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made by “philosophising mathematicians” who fail to see that there are different
uses of the word ‘kind’ when they talk about kinds of numbers ot kinds of proof

— as if it had the same meaning as in the context “kinds of apples”2.

Then there are analogies that create false pictutes of the way language might
work. For example, seeing that we can refer to an object in conversation by
pointing to it, and knowing that we can point to a thing by looking at it, we
mistakenly imagine that we can refer to a sensation by a mental act of directing

one’s attention to it.2*

One of the reasons all these confusions get a grip on philosophers is because of a
mistaken tendency to apply the methods of science, and a temptation to answer
philosophical questions in the way science does. This is what Wittgenstein claims
to be behind much of the false simplification and assimilation (a criticism aimed at
the Tractatns as much as other philosophy). But his criticism of the scientific
method goes far deeper than this, and his reaction is a complete rejection of most
of what was previously called philosophy: ‘It can never be our job to reduce

anything.’? Philosophy, as Wittgenstein prescribes it, is ‘purely descriptive”:

23 The Blue and Brown Books, pp. 28-29.
24 Philosgphical Investigations, §669.
25 The Blue and Brown Books, p. 18.
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It was true to say that our considerations could not be scientific ones. It
was not of any possible interest to us to find out empitically ‘that,
contrary to our preconceived ideas, it is possible to think such-and-
such’~whatever that may mean. (The conception of thought as a
gaseous medium.) And we may not advance any kind of theory. There
must not be anything hypothetical in our considerations. We must do
away with all explanation, and description alone must take its place. And
this description gets it light, that is to say its purpose, from the
philosophical problems. These are, of coutse, not empirical problems;
they are solved, rather, by looking into the workings of our language,
and in such a way as to make us recognize those workings: /% despite of an
urge to misunderstand them. The problems ate solved, not by giving
new information, but by arranging what we have always known.
Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by
means of language.»

There are two points I would like to note about this passage. The first is that
Wittgenstein considers the practice of offering theories in philosophy as a
mistake, brought about by misapplying the method of science. The concepts of
‘theory’ and ‘explanation’ are grouped together, along with the notion of
advancing something ‘hypothetical. This suggests the following connection
between the concepts: scientific method proposes theories by postulating the
hidden nature of the world. It is hidden in the sense that it is not observable, and
requires the conjecture of hypotheses that must be tested against reality. This
method relates to Wittgenstein’s characterisation of philosophy in that this
proposal and evaluation of theories is done on the basis of their explanatory
power. A good theory is not one that seems self-evidently true, for that would be
a mere observation. It is evaluated, rather, on the basis of what it explains, and
how it explains it. The explanation it affords is thus offered as the justification for
accepting the theory as true. This does seem to be the method employed by most

philosophers. A philosophical problem is outlined, and a theoty is proposed of

26 Philosophical Investigations, §109.
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the underlying ‘philosophical’ facts. It is then argued that this theory explains the
existence of the facts that constituted the problem, or shows them to be illusory,
and thereby offers a solution. This solution is offered as a justification of the
theory, and how well it deals with various philosophical problems (and how well it
fits with other accepted theories) is the measure by which it is compared with

competing theories?’.

The second point is that Wittgenstein sees philosophy as being primarily
concerned with language. His primary target in the early sections of Philosophical
Investigations is the theory of language of the Tractatus, and the influence of Russell
and Frege contained therein. The central idea that is criticised is that philosophy
should produce theories of the wotld that are offered on the basis of their ability
to explain language. He also criticises the Russellian idea, expressed in the
Tractatus (3.325), that the first task of philosophy is to reform language using a

symbolism that more correctly mirrors the logical form of the world:

Philosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of language; it
can in the end only desctibe it.

For it cannot give it any foundation either.
It leaves everything as it is.28

Philosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither explains nor
deduces anything—Since everything lies open to view there is nothing to

explain. For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest to us.?

21 A theory that perfectly fits this description of philosophy is Russell’s Theory of Descriptions, which Russell
advances on the basis that it solves various puzzles in the philosophy of language and logic. (See his ‘On
Denoting’, 1905).

28 Philosophical Investigations, §124.
29 Philosaphical Investigations, §126.
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Wittgenstein’s use of the words ‘explains’ and ‘deduces’ requires some scrutiny.
They are pethaps a little strong or general for his purposes, for was it not
Wittgenstein that explained why there could be no private language? Did he not
deduce that such a language was not possible? And Wittgenstein elsewhere
accepts a form of ‘explanation’ that is not the one that science employs, but is a
way of demonstrating ‘connections’ between phenomena®. It should also be
noted that Wittgenstein’s use of the word ‘theory’ is also specialised. Theories in
mathematics were considered by him to be part of the game of mathematics, and
as such were not considered subject to his criticism. Similatly, “the so-called
‘theoty of chess’ is itself just another game: the demonstration that I can get there
in eight moves consists in my actually getting there in the symbolism, hence in
doing in signs what, on a chess-board, I do with chessmen’!. So we might
restrict the meaning of the terms ‘explanation’ and ‘deduction’ to their uses
associated with constructive and predictive theories that attempt to probe beyond
phenomena. Certain observations, which might be considered ‘philosophical
theories’ by others, are not considered by Wittgenstein to be ‘theories” as he uses
the term. The fact that the meaning of a word can (in a large class of cases) be
defined as the use we make of it is not presented as a theory that requires some
justification in terms of its explanatory power. It is presented as an observation,
and if it has a justification, it consists in giving examples, or in presenting the facts

that make this particular obsetvation easier to make. Of course, Wittgenstein

30 See, for example, Philosophical Investygations, §122.

31 Waismann, F., Ludwig Wirnigenstein and the Vienna CGircle, pp. 133 — 134,
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then goes on to defend his observation against philosophical theories that
contradict it. And he does that by unearthing the peculiarly philosophical
intuitions that underlie those theories — intuitions that are not based on the
observation of actual language use. Once an observation is made, there is no
reason that we cannot adduce other related facts. We can even deduce that certain
philosophical notions (‘theories’) are ruled out by the implications of an
observation. For example, given certain observations about the nature of rule
following, one can deduce that a private language is impossible. ~What
Wittgenstein claims cannot be deduced is the hidden nature of the world that is
supposedly required to support the surface phenomena of linguistic practice. The
philosopher gains no special insight into reality with his investigations. He can

merely make clearer and plainer that which is already in full view.

So we could summarise Wittgenstein’s notion of a theory by pointing to the cases
where we postulate something hidden beyond the actual use we make (or could
make) of words. Consider, for example, the beetle in a box analogy with respect
to sensation language. Theoties ‘cancel out™ they are what could be otherwise
given the observable phenomena. This may leave the term ‘theory’ a little vague —
in the sense that it doesn’t give a precise definition that covers all cases — but this
is in line with Wittgenstein’s own remarks on the nature of language and
philosophy. Ttying to give a more precise definition runs the risk of contradicting
Wittgenstein’s own methodological principles. Wittgenstein can be said to be

teaching the use of the term ‘theory’ through the examples of the philosophical
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notions he attacks. And this is precisely the way he says such concepts can be

taught.>?

But does Wittgenstein’s method really proceed by means of mere description? If
so, how does it solve philosophical problems? Reading through the Philosophical
Investigations one can see the following general approach being repeated:
Wittgenstein takes a question that results in philosophical confusion and
considers various answers. Throughout he examines how we actually use the
terms involved in the question, and rejects the problematic answers that one is
tempted to give. For example, when considering the question, “‘What is meaningy’
he looks at various answers that suggest that ‘meaning’ refers to some peculiar
process in the mind, or something external that the mind ‘grasps’. In making tacit
conceptions of meaning clear and explicit we can see clearly how they are
mistaken. The conception we are left with when these mistaken ideas are cleared
away consists of a seties of examples of the way we actually proceed in ‘language-
games’. Our understanding of these games is not augmented with a new theory
of what underlies them. It remains as it did before, but cleared of the obscuring
misunderstandings we harboured before our investigation. Thus the work of the
philosopher is to bring us back to our ordinary and unproblematic understanding,

and one does this by “assembling reminders for a particular purpose.”s3

32 See, for example, Philosophical Investigations, §§71 — 72.
33 Philosophical Investigations, §127.
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Philosophy then, is supposed to proceed without metaphysical theories, or the
explanations these theoties offer, and we are told to be content with ‘mere
description’. This conception of philosophy is not, of course, a mere description
of the way philosophy is actually done. It does not characterise what went by the
name of philosophy before Wittgenstein, nor does it desctibe most of what we
would recognise as philosophy today. So is Wittgenstein not offering a heory of
philosophy, and thereby contradicting his own demands? In particular, is he not
giving us a theory of the nature of philosophical problems? The idea that all
philosophical problems are nothing but linguistic muddles certainly appears to be
a theory of philosophical problems. The appatent contradiction (or at least much
of it) can be removed if we carefully examine Wittgenstein’s reasons for holding
it. For what Wittgenstein has banished is theoties of the way language works in
terms of the purported hidden nature of reality that supports language. But
Wittgenstein makes several claims about language that imply that this kind of
support cannot be found. These claims, I think, can be considered to be
observations rather than speculations, at least if one considers the area of thought
that Wittgenstein was most interested in. I will argue that, at most, Wittgenstein
was guilty of over-generalising these ideas in a way that may have prevented him
from seeing certain philosophic problems, for example in areas such as ethics and

aesthetics.

In Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein’s primary focus is the kind of theoty of
language that he himself was previously inclined to give (as discussed in chapter

4). But throughout his later work he held views about language that izp} his
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further views about the nature of philosophical problems. Thus, these latter
views are not merely presented as a thesis. They are part of a continuing
commentary on the nature of language, not a theory of the reality that supports
language. In the next section I will examine the later Wittgenstein’s conception of
language, and try to judge if they make his view of philosophy inevitable. In the
process we should not only be able to settle the question of whether this
philosophical method is consistent or not, but we should also be able to pick up

some clues as to Wittgenstein’s relation to idealism.3

6.2 The Autonomy of Grammar

“Grammar consists of conventions”3, and these conventions are in a certain
sense arbitrary. This is at odds with the conceptions of language preferred by
both the conceptual idealist and the conceptual realist. The conceptual realist
holds some form of the picture of language that Wittgenstein repeatedly attacks.
This picture has it that language has a definite purpose, which is to communicate
thoughts about objects. If we construe all of language on ‘the model of object
and designation’, grammar is not arbitrary, but reflects the nature of those objects.
The grammar of a word is detived from the nature of the object that the word
refers to. Hence, for the conceptual realist, the concepts embedded in our

grammar aspire to reflect the independent nature of reality.

3 The debate about Wittgenstein’s views on philosophy has been hampered in some cases by a lack of
attention to the development of his ideas. Equally, the debate about Wittgenstein’s relation to idealism has
been marred in some cases by a lack of attention to his texts, and has been conducted instead in very
general and somewhat vague terms. In order to avoid making similar mistakes, in the following section I
will quote heavily from his texts.

35 Philosgphical Grammar, p. 190.
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For the conceptual idealist, the connection between language and the world is
even stronger. On the conceptual idealist conception of meaning, certain general
considerations about the nature of representation or judgement in part determine
(necessarily reflect) the nature of the objects, properties and facts that our
concepts cortespond to. Thus the conceptual idealist proposes that the analysis
of those concepts can provide insight into the ‘true nature of reality’. Language
contains metaphysical truths. To say that grammar is arbitrary is to deny that
there is any such link between our concepts and substantial metaphysical truth.
This is true, according to Wittgenstein, since language does not have a definite
purpose that involves the nature of reality in the relevant respect. Instead, it

merely reflects contingent facts about human nature.

Wittgenstein first rejects the conception of language as something
transcendentally isomorphic with reality®, and instead wishes to use quite

ordinary phenomena as the raw data of philosophical thinking:

Language is not defined for us as an arrangement fulfilling a definite
purpose. Rather “language” is for me a name for a collection and I
understand it as including Getman, English, and so on, and further
various systems of signs which have more or less affinity with these

languages.

Language is of interest to me as a phenomenon and not as a means to a
particular end.>’

Languages, of course, can be invented for a particular purpose, in which case that

purpose will be reflected in the language. But language in general does not come

36 See Philosgphical Investigations, §96, quoted above
37 Philosophical Grammar, p. 190. (See also Zettel, §322).
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about like this. This is one of the essential points to emerge from compating

language with the playing of a game.

To invent a language could mean to invent an instrument for a
particular purpose on the basis of the laws of nature (or consistently
with them); but it also has the other sense, analogous to that in which
we speak of the invention of a game.

Here I am stating something about the grammar of the word
“language” by connecting it with the grammar of the word “invent”.

Are the rules of chess arbitrary? Imagine that it turned out that only
chess entertained and satisfied people. Then the rules aren’t atbitrary if
the purpose of the game is to be achieved.

“The rules of a game are arbitrary” means: the concept ‘game’ is not
defined by the effect the game is supposed to have on us.?

Grammar is arbitrary in the sense that the rules of chess are arbitrary. Nothing
justifies the rule that one may move the king only one square at a time. That is
just the way the game is played. The way a game is played may reflect nothing
whatsoever. If this comparison with language holds true, it follows that a certain
approach to philosophy, which proposes theories of reality on the basis of their
potential to explain linguistic phenomena, is misguided. We cannot look to

metaphysics to explain language, since grammar affords no explanation:

Grammar is not accountable to any reality. It is grammatical rules that
determine meaning (constitute it) and so they themselves are not
answerable to any meaning and to that extent are arbitrary.

There cannot be a question whether these or other rules are the correct
ones for the use of “not” (that is, whether they accord with its
meaning). For without these rules the word has as yet no meaning; 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.%

38 Philosopbical Grammar, pp. 192 — 193,

39 Philosgphical Grammar, p. 184. The second paragraph also features in Philosophical Investigations as a footnote on
page 147.

195



Wittgenstein believed that even the grammar of the logical constants was
arbitrary: rather than reflecting some necessary fact about the wotld, they reflect
contingent facts about human nature. In a footnote to p. 147 of Philosophical
Investigations he refers to the tendency to ‘invent a myth of meaning’®. We feel as
if the fact that three negatives yield a negative again is somehow contained in the
single negative. And in a sense it is: that is the convention for use the word ‘not’.
But we conld agree to use the word ‘not’ differently. For example, such that two
negatives yield a negative (as in the intended — and understood — meaning of “I
ain’t done nothin’”) What makes some rules seem more necessary than othets is
our form of life. We need only imagine a different way of living and
communicating (involving, perhaps, different laws of nature) in order to make the

use of some other rules intelligible*!.

This contradicts the conceptual realist intuition that the concept ‘not’ is
independent of how we decide to use it. A Platonist theory of logic, for example,
holds that ‘not’ refers to an abstract mind-independent object that embodies the
nature of negation. Wittgenstein’s point is not that we cannot consider rules in
such an abstract form, but that we need not use one rule rather than another. His
point is that there can be no philosophical justification of using one rather than
another. The reason we find the choice of one so necessary is because it is bound

up with o#r nature*2. That is how we normally think. Of course, there is a strong

40 In Philosopbical Grammar he refers to this mistake as a ‘myth of symbolism or psychology’ (p. 56). See chapter
4, section 4 of this thesis for a discussion.

4 Philosophical Investigation, p. 230.
42 See footnote (a) on p. 147 of Philosgphical Investigations.
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