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ABSTRACT FOR ‘WITTGENSTEIN AND ASPECTS; THE PROBLEMS OF 

FREE WILL, CAUSATION AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF’.

In this dissertation I pursue the three following objectives: First, to articulate 

and examine Wittgenstein’s remarks on voluntary action and, in particular, his 

remarks on the nature of free action and free will. Wittgenstein argues that voluntary 

actions are distinguished not by volitions preceding the actions but by the 

surroundings (mental and behavioural) in which they occur, and he contends that to 

express a belief in the freedom of the will is to express a personal attitude towards 

human beings and their actions. Second, to explain Wittgenstein’s work on causation 

and natural law: he argues for the consistency of the regularity theory of natural laws 

(that natural laws express merely universal regularities) and freedom of action, and 

also that we use two different concepts of causation, namely, regular succession and 

causal connection. Third, to investigate Wittgenstein’s use of the concept ‘aspect’ and 

the related concept o f‘attitude’, which plays a fundamental part in some of the 

preceding arguments. I consider Wittgenstein’s work on ‘seeing aspects’ and his — 

hitherto unexplored — application of this concept in the philosophy of mathematics, 

where he argues that mathematical intuition is a form of aspect perception. I also 

consider the role aspect perception plays in Wittgenstein’s work on the nature of 

religious belief and miracles. I tackle the three main objectives in reverse order, 

beginning with an introduction to Wittgenstein’s philosophical method and his aim to 

uncover misleading aspects of language. Throughout I engage in exegesis only as a 

means to elucidate a distinctive and defensible philosophical positions.
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CHAPTER ONE

1.1 WITTGENSTEIN AND ASPECTS

From his return to Cambridge in January 1929 to his death in 1951 Wittgenstein 

investigated in his lectures, discussions and extensive writings an astonishingly diverse 

range of philosophical problems. Yet it is only comparatively recently, with the 

publication of some of his less finished manuscripts and the availability, albeit in a 

censored form, of Wittgenstein’s Nachlass on microfilm, that it has become possible to 

see many of the intricate connections between his approach to and resolution of distinct 

philosophical difficulties. It is one such connection across Wittgenstein’s philosophy that 

I will be examining in this thesis dissertation; his use of the concepts ‘aspect’ and ‘seeing 

an aspect’ and the related concepts of adopting an attitude or perspective towards 

something. It is well known that Wittgenstein introduced these notions to explain a 

particularly puzzling visual perception, that is, the fact that we see certain figures, such 

as the duck-rabbit picture, in more than one way. It is also known, though the issue has 

rarely been explored, that Wittgenstein took religious belief to be akin to adopting a 

particular attitude or aspect on the world (‘Isn’t belief in God an attitude?’ (LWII p. 

38)). What is less familiar is that aspects play a role in Wittgenstein’s philosophy of 

mathematics, in his account of mathematical intuition, and in his metaphysics, as part of 

his account of natural laws and free will. The connection is made between these four 

areas of Wittgenstein’s philosophy not merely by his superficial usage of the term 

‘aspect’, ‘perspective’ or ‘attitude’, but by virtue of the fact that aspects play a
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substantive role in both his analysis and subsequent clarification of the philosophical 

difficulties in question.

Just as the Nachlass shows up a number of interesting themes running through 

Wittgenstein’s philosophy, it also presents almost intractable difficulties in giving any 

definitive account of his views on any particular subject. One finds, first of all, a 

bewildering editorial activity. For example, most of the remarks in part one of 

Philosophical Investigations can be found in four or five of his other earlier manuscripts 

stretching over a period of as many as fifteen years, ofien written with a different 

internal structure or in a different sequence of remarks, and invariably placed in a 

different philosophical context. Thus one is more likely to find several different and 

distinct formulations of Wittgenstein’s view on a problem than a single definitive 

response. As one would expect, the history of Wittgenstein’s thinking is tortuous. To 

some problems or collection of problems Wittgenstein devoted his attention more or less 

continuously, persistently reappraising the difficulties, expressing them in different 

terms; to other problems he would return again and again, approaching the issue with a 

fi*esh perspective and ofien with a different philosophical style, sometimes taking up a 

thread again after several years. For example, from the late 1930s until 1944 

Wittgenstein focused almost entirely on the philosophy of mathematics: from his lectures 

in 1938 and 1939 (the latter attended by Turing) to the extensive notebooks, still largely 

unpublished, which he still kept, having resigning his chair at Cambridge, as a porter at 

Guy’s Hospital and later as an assistant medical researcher in Newcastle. In contrast, 

Wittgenstein’s work in the philosophy of religion was intense but infrequent, largely 

confined to his lectures and conversations. He lectured on the subject in 1933 (sadly, G. 

E. Moore did not write up this part of his notes on the 1930-33 lecture series) and again
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in 1936 (LA), finally returning to the subject in mid-late 1940s in extensive discussions 

with his students (most of his writings on religion date fi'om these years).

Fortunately, the topic of this thesis avoids many of the difficulties attending the 

articulation of Wittgenstein’s various arguments on particular philosophical problems. 

For analysis of problems in terms of aspects forms a strategy that is a constitutive part of 

a philosophical method that remains largely constant throughout Wittgenstein’s later 

career. This partly accounts for Wittgenstein’s appeal to the concept ‘aspect’ in his 

work on several different problems, for he would draw on different strategies, consistent 

with his philosophical method, in the course of his attempts to solve problems.

I find it important in philosophizing to keep changing my posture, 
not to stand for too long on one leg, so as not to get stiff.

Like someone on a long up-hill climb who walks backwards for a 
while so as to revive himself and stretch some different muscles. (CV p. 
27)

Among other things, Wittgenstein thought a philosophical problem is like; a knot in our 

thinking that it is the philosopher's task to unravel (PO p. 183), the result of taking so 

many linguistic false paths that should be signposted as dangerous (PO p. 185), 

confusion created by analogies in the ‘surface grammar’ of expressions (i.e. the 

superficial similarities in their use) that can be removed by careful examination of 

underlying linguistic rules (or ‘depth grammar’ (PI 664)), a form of expression or an 

image that forces itself upon us and becomes deeply embedded in our language, a 

'bewilderment of our intelligence by means of language' that can be overcome by looking 

into the workings of language (PI 109), entering into a contract the terms of which are 

exact but hard to remember or specify and which requires reminders of the forgotten or
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unclear details (PO p. 187). He also thought that philosophical problems result from 

seeing things (such as language) in a particular way, or under a particular (misleading) 

aspect. So what role is played by aspects in Wittgenstein’s philosophical method? And in 

particular, what is the relation between aspects and that characterisation of philosophy 

to which Wittgenstein most frequently returned: that philosophical problems are 

grammatical confusions that can only be resolved by perspicuous representations of 

grammar?

1.2 WITTGENSTEIN ON PHILOSOPHY AND ASPECTS

While Wittgenstein was concerned with philosophical problems that have 

traditionally occupied philosophers — the nature of consciousness, behef, ethics, the 

foundations of mathematics, etc. — his conception of the source and character of 

philosophical difficulties, and the methods required to deal with those difficulties, was 

radically different. Sufficiently different for him to claim, with some justification, that he 

was substantially diverging from any earlier philosophy:

He said that what he was doing was a 'new subject', and not 
merely a stage in a 'continuous development'; that there was now, in 
philosophy, a 'kink' in the 'development of human thought', comparable 
to that which occurred when Galileo and his contemporaries invented 
dynamics; that a 'new method' had been discovered, as had happened 
when 'chemistry was developed out of alchemy'. (M p. 322)

Wittgenstein's philosophical method, however, maintains at least this fundamental 

connection to earlier philosophical methods: its function is to solve philosophical
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problems (cf. MS 219, 10; PO p. 181). ‘For philosophy isn’t anything except 

philosophical problems, the particular individual worries that we call “philosophical 

problems”.’ (PG p. 193) Nevertheless, according to Wittgenstein, these problems are 

unsusceptible to solution by traditional types of philosophical investigation. That is, the 

problems cannot be resolved, as Plato and others have thought, by inquiry into essences 

to discover eternal truths about abstract entities; nor can they be removed, as Descartes 

thought, by constructing secure foundations for scientific knowledge; and in particular 

philosophical problems are not very general scientific questions to be solved by the 

application of scientific methods (cf. Russell 1918).  ̂These methods have been 

unsuccessfiil because they have misunderstood the real nature of philosophical problems. 

Philosophical problems, Wittgenstein thought, derive from confusions about the way 

words are used. That is, they result from the misuse or ungrammatical use of one or 

some concepts (PO p. 193). To be troubled by a philosophical problem, therefore, is to 

be in a state of grammatical confusion. The philosophical problem is an awareness of 

disorder in our concepts, and can be solved by ordering them. A philosophical problem 

always has the form : "I simply don't know my way about.'" (PO p. 181; cf. PI 123) 

Grammatical confusions are possible because we lack a synoptic view of our grammar, 

and can be resolved with perspicuous representations of grammar:

A main source of our failure to understand is that we do not 
command a clear view of the use of our words. — Our grammar is 
lacking in this sort of perspicuity. (PI 122)

The chief trouble with our grammar is that we don't have a bird's- 
eye view of it. (PR p. 52)

Above all, our grammar is lacking in perspicuity. (PO p. 177, PR
p. 52)
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Our difficulty in philosophy is that we lack a synoptic view of our concepts. We 

encounter the kind of difficulty we would have with the geography of a country for 

which we had no map, or else a map of isolated bits. The country we are talking about is 

language, and the geography its grammar. (AWL p. 44; cf. PO p. 185)

What, therefore, is a perspicuous representation of grammar? Wittgenstein 

claims that a completely clear view of the use of our language, that a perspicuous 

representation should provide, would result in philosophical problem completely 

disappearing (PI 133). Wittgenstein also draws a specific connection between 

perspicuous representations and the aspects under which something is seen: The 

concept of a perspicuous representation is of fundamental significance to us. It earmarks 

the form of account we give, the way we look at things.' (PI 122) In other words 

‘aspect’ and grammatical clarification are connected in Wittgenstein’s work by the 

concept of perspicuous representation. So it is a matter of some concern and 

controversy that not only does Wittgenstein not define the latter notion, but there is only 

one example in his writings that he states to be a perspicuous representation of 

grammar: the colour octahedron (PR p. 278). For our colour language, Wittgenstein 

claims, 'An octahedron with the pure colours at the comer-points provides a rough 

representation, and using the octahedron as a representation gives us a bird's-eye view 

of the grammatical rules' (PR p. 52). Why should the colour octahedron qualify as a 

perspicuous representation of grammar? There seem to be two reasons: (1) It represents 

in a single diagram an important group of rules that govern colour concepts. For 

example, only those colours — represented in the diagram as vertices — that are 

connected by edges can be said to define a range of shades. Thus the vertices marked
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green and blue are connected by an edge showing that one can speak of a blue being 

more or less green or vice versa, whereas the green and red vertices, which are opposite 

and are not connected, show that it makes no sense to speak of a colour that is greenish 

red, or reddish green. (2) The diagram is perspicuous — it gives us a bird's eye view of 

the use of colour concepts — because it can be taken in at a glance and the rules can be 

easily read off from it.

Beyond this single example, how are perspicuous representations in general to 

clarify philosophical problems? There appear to be two views. The first is that 

Wittgenstein's ambition was to provide something akin to a survey map of the grammar 

of those parts of our language that cause us philosophical problems. With the rules of 

language clearly charted out, we will not be so easily tempted into confusion. On this 

view, the colour octahedron offers us a comprehensive guide to large areas of colour 

language; it is an arrangement of the rules of colour language in a single chart. The 

philosopher's task, therefore, is to construct a grammatical map that includes those 

difficult areas of language that lead us into confijsion.^ The second view is that a 

perspicuous representation is not itself a comprehensive statement or definitive 

arrangement of a particular group of rules of grammar, but rather a representation of 

those rules, designed for clear thinking about the use of words. On this view, the colour 

octahedron is merely a good example of one possible representation of colour grammar. 

The colour octahedron shows a particular aspect of colour language, i.e., which 

configurations of colour concepts make sense. But this and other facets of colour 

language may be shown using different representations: for example, an arrangement of 

colour samples in a chart, or, instead of an octahedron, a circle with saturated colours 

around the circumference (as was Newton's idea), or — most obviously — a statement of
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njles of colour grammar such as ’A blue can be greenish, but not more or less yellow'. 

This second view has been proposed by Gordon Baker (1991), and is also the view of 

Wittgenstein's concept of perspicuous representation I shall adopt in this dissertation. 

One consideration that clearly weighs in its favour is that Wittgenstein thought that the 

use of our language has no definitive order, but many possible orders (PI 132).

As many of these remarks suggest, Wittgenstein took it as a methodological 

principle that philosophy — the solution of philosophical problems — must be limited to 

the clarification of the grammar of our words by perspicuous representations, in order to 

achieve a clear view of those concepts that give rise to philosophical problems.^ The 

result of such an analysis (PR p. 51) is that philosophical problems completely disappear 

(PI 132). This means that proposing scientific theories, metaphysical theories, 

explanations for phenomena, indeed anything beyond the description of grammar, form 

no part of the philosopher's objective (PI 128, 109, 190, 191). For if philosophical 

problems lie in unnoticed aspects of language use, an attempt to answer the problem by 

advancing a new philosophical theory or analysis is bound to fail, because it assumes 

that the language in which the problem and answer are expressed is in good order (PI 

120). It thus simply reinforces the grammatical mistake."  ̂This, indeed, is Wittgenstein's 

criticism of other philosophical methods

One keeps hearing the remark that philosophy really makes no 
progress, that the same philosophical problems that had occupied the 
Greeks are still occupying us. But those who say that don't understand 
the reason it must be so. The reason is that our language has remained 
the same and seduces us into asking the same questions over and over. 
(PO p. 185)
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Extending language by trying to define words and construct new notations will not 

remove underlying grammatical confiisions but merely repeat them in different terms. 

Rather, philosophers must engage in describing language use (PI 124, PG p. 66), 

presenting perspicuous representations of the grammar (PI 122) without attempting any 

justification or explanation (PO p. 177, BB p, 125), pulling us free of the linguistic 

connections in which we have become caught (PO p. 185), reminding us of the grammar 

of certain expressions (PI 127; PO p. 179) and clearly arranging them (PI 109).

How, therefore, does the notion of aspect connect with that of perspicuous 

representation? The answer is suggested by the following remarks:

Work in philosophy i s . . .  actually a kind of work on oneself On 
one's own conception. On the way one sees things. (And what one 
demands of them.) (PO pp. 161, 163)

The aspects of language which are philosophically most important 
are hidden because of their simplicity and familiarity. (One is unable to 
notice something because it is always before one's eyes.) (PO p. 179; cf. 
PI 129)

If I correct a philosophical mistake and say that this is the way it 
has always been conceived, but this is not the way it is, I always point to 
an analogy according to which one had been thinking, but which one did 
not always recognize as an analogy. (PO p. 163)

An aspect of language or a way of looking at language is formed by seeing some 

analogy between different concepts or areas of language. For example, one sees certain 

similarities or analogies between a certain concept or form of expression a, and one or 

some other concepts or forms of expression b, and consequently one regards this area of 

language under a particular aspect, namely, that a is a type of b, or that a goes along 

with the class of bs. Wittgenstein has no objection to this. The problems arise when, as a
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result of seeing a as a b, one forgets those respects in which a is not a b, or one comes 

to believe that a is a b, and not just similar to a b. One example Wittgenstein offers is his 

own philosophical method. Should one look on it as something new or as a continuation 

of what has gone before? Certainly, one can see Wittgenstein's work as philosophy, for 

it has in common with many other philosophies the objective of removing philosophical 

worries:

Why do I wish to call our present activity philosophy, when we 
also call Plato's activity philosophy? Perhaps because of a certain analogy 
between them, or because of the continuous development of the subject. 
Or the new activity may take the place of the old because it removes 
mental discomforts the old was supposed to. (AWL p. 27-28)

But while this analogy is sound, and one can look at Wittgenstein’s work under the 

aspect of'philosophy', this aspect can also be misleading, for there are reasons not to 

class his work with other forms of traditional philosophy, the most obvious being that he 

does not intend to offer any philosophical theory. Wittgenstein's method is to indicate 

where an analogy is misleading by providing alternative analogies or ways of looking at 

language. He warns, however, that this method does not constitute an exact science.

When we say that by our method we counteract the misleading effect of 
certain analogies, it is important that you should understand that the idea of 
an analogy being misleading is nothing sharply defined. . . . The use of 
expressions constructed on analogical patterns stresses analogies between 
cases often far apart. And by doing this these expressions may be extremely 
useful. It is, in most cases, impossible to show an exact point where an 
analogy begins to mislead us. Every particular notation stresses some 
particular point of view. (BB p. 28)
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I will now give a few more substantive philosophical examples of the way in which 

perspicuous representations of grammar and the presentation of alternative aspects of 

language may be used to approach various philosophical problems.

Consider, for example, the function of the word ‘is’ in the sentences 'The rose is 

red' and 'Two plus two is four'. There is an analogy between the two uses of ‘is’, since 

both establish a relation between two things; ‘rose’ and redness, ‘2 + 2’ and ‘4’. But it 

would evidently be a mistake to ask in what way the rose is identical with red, or 

whether quadruplicity is a property of ‘2 + 2’. The superficiality of the similarity 

between these sentences can be shown by distinguishing two senses of the concept 'is', 

namely, its predicative or copulative sense, and the 'is' of identity.

When logicians like Frege and Russell introduced the symbol 'epsilon', a 
difference in the uses of'is' was brought out in a way which was not brought 
out between 'is' and 'equals' in our ordinary language . . . The notation 
removed the temptation to treat different things as identical. (AWL p. 98; cf. 
PI 558, p. 18; RFM p. 108)

One virtue of the Frege-Russell notation is that it provides, like the colour octahedron 

for colour language, a representation of the grammar of'is' that makes perspicuous two 

of its uses; it shows up an aspect of the use o f‘is’ that we — perhaps — failed to notice 

when only one word is used. In this respect the Frege-Russell notation offers a 

perspicuous representation of the grammar o f ‘is’, and also shows us a new aspect of 

this area of language. Wittgenstein does not recommend that we introduce this notation 

into our language for, as he points out, 'No ordinary person mixes up the meaning of 

"is" in "The rose is red" and "Two plus two is four".'(AWL p. 99) The notation, 

however, does reveal the disanalogy — the different grammatical rules in operation —
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between 'The rose is red' and 'Two plus two is four'. For we can replace the word 'is' 

with the sign of equality in the second sentence but not in the first.

Wittgenstein was particularly concerned with the confusions that could result 

fi'om apparent similarities in the grammar of talk about mental events and talk about 

physical events. For example, the expression 'I have a pain in my arm' resembles 'I have a 

coin in my pocket', and this encourages one to think of the former claim as a report of 

the presence of an object (albeit, not physical but something akin to physical). But 

examination of the way in which the former sentence is used shows that it would be 

confused to think of it as more than superficially similar to the latter expression, that is, 

the report of a physical object (cf. P.M. S. Hacker 1990, p. 49-50). Quite different rules 

govern the correct use of these propositions. If it is true that there is a coin in my 

pocket, I should be able to find one there if I looked; but surgery on my arm will not 

locate the pain sensation. I can take the coin out of my pocket, and then it will be 

somewhere else; but the pain does not go anywhere when it leaves my arm. It may be 

true that there is a coin in my pocket even though I do not know it or deny it; but it is 

unintelligible that there could be a pain in my arm without my being aware of it. 

Undeniably the two expressions are similar, but attention to the way in which they are 

used can deter one from asking nonsense questions or drawing ungrammatical 

conclusions that can result from taking that similarity too far. In short, Wittgenstein 

shows us two different aspects of expressions of the form ‘x is in y’.

A more technical example can be found in Wittgenstein’s philosophy of 

mathematics. Wittgenstein contends that we are misled in thinking about numbers by the 

idea of a continuous number line in which numbers are spread out but can be defined 

geometrically (cf. PG p. 460, RFM p. 240, 286-7). Tike the enigma of time for St.
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Augustine, the enigma of the continuum arises because language misleads us into 

applying to it a picture that doesn't fit' (PG p. 471). In particular, Wittgenstein found 

objectionable Richard Dedekind's definition of irrationals as 'cuts' on the rational number 

line.  ̂It was not Dedekind's mathematics that Wittgenstein criticized — for Dedekind 

succeeded in giving a rigorous mathematical foundation for irrational numbers, a 

significant mathematical achievement — but the imagery and misleading analogies 

bundled in with that mathematics.

This is Dedekind's argument: every rational number p effects a cut, such that the 

system R is divided into 2 classes PI and P2 whereby every member of PI is less than 

('to the left of) every member of P2, and p itself is either the greatest member of PI or 

the smallest member of P2.^ But now. Dedekind observes, 'there exist infinitely many 

cuts not produced by rational numbers' (Dedekind, p. 13), for example, V2.̂  This shows 

that the rational number line is incomplete and discontinuous (Dedekind, p. 15), and if 

we are 'to follow up arithmetically all phenomena is the straight line' (Dedekind, p. 9) we 

must invent a new class of numbers corresponding to these cuts. And this is now a 

simple task: for every irrational number is completely defined by the cut it makes (PI, 

P2), for only it can make exactly this cut. Dedekind proposes a class of rationals and 

irrationals, called reals, which are differentiated and ordered by the cuts they effect.

To repeat, Wittgenstein has no argument with Dedekind's mathematics, but he 

does wish to clarify the platonic thinking that emerges in Dedekind's interpretation of his 

work, as a result of certain pictures. If one accepts the picture of the number line, and 

the associated idea that the irrationals can be located on the line by cuts in much the 

same way as one could specify a length of paper by cutting it at the appropriate place, 

one is irresistibly led to the conclusion that there were points corresponding to the
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irrational numbers present on the line before we discovered them, and this lends support 

to a platonist conception of mathematical truth, i.e. that Dedekind's proof brings to our 

attention a mind independent reality of positions on the number line not accounted for 

by the rationals. But this is wholly unsupported by Dedekind's mathematics.

In Dedekind's procedure, one does not make a cut by cutting a line or pointing 

to the position where the cut should be made, rather, in the case of irrational numbers, 

one makes the cut by approaching the adjacent ends of the upper and lower classes 

(RFM p. 289). In other words, the position of the irrational cut, and the identities of the 

two classes (upper and lower) defined by that cut, cannot be identified independently of 

the method of approximating their locations, which is done by determining the members 

of PI and P2.* This is an unlimited procedure of approximation, for the irrational has an 

unlimited decimal expansion. But if one now asks 'What are the grounds for the claim 

that there is a gap in the rational number line corresponding to V2?' it is clear that there 

are no grounds for this assertion. The conviction that it is so rests entirely on the 

metaphorical force of a number line in which points corresponding to reals are already 

situated. This picture encourages us to think that the series of rational approximations 

approaches the location of the irrational point. But this has certainly not been 

established. For what does it mean to say the series approaches something given by the 

cut at V2? It is here that the comparison with a physical cut is misleading. It does not 

mislead because the analogy is invalid, for clearly there is a sense in which we are 

narrowing the field with each new approximation, though not by reducing the number of 

remaining possibilities (which is always infinite) but by drawing the upper and lower 

bounds ever closer together. Rather, the comparison with a cut misleads us because V2 

does not function an independent location on the number line to which we can make
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ever more precise approximations (there are always an arbitrarily large number of 

approximations to go); instead, we use the formula for V2 as a rule for constructing an 

unlimited decimal expansion. The fact that the decimal expansion is longer with each 

new calculation does not imply that there is a point that it is approaching, for the 

statement of the decimal expansion is judged to be correct (however far it goes) by 

virtue of its correctly following the formula for the construction of V2, not because it 

approaches any point on the number line.

Wittgenstein does not reject the analogy between the Dedekind cut and other 

types of cut: grouping these two things together under the same concept, ‘cut’, can be 

usefiil in giving a mathematician a preliminary notion of what Dedekind is up to. But 

having grasped this preliminary notion, one can forget that one’s looking at the rationals 

as cuts on the number line is due to an analogy between a geometrical representation of 

Dedekind’s procedure and cutting a physical object (or most other geometrical cuts).

But irrational numbers might also be regarded under different aspects, as Wittgenstein 

hopes to show by indicating the similarities between irrational numbers and rules. Seeing 

irrational numbers in this different way, one is no longer inclined to draw from the 

comparison between irrational locations on the number line and locations given by 

cutting objects, the conclusion that irrational numbers are independently existing 

entities.

By way of contrast, I will finally consider Wittgenstein’s economic example from 

his Lecture on Freedom o f the Will.

If your attention is drawn for the first time to the fact that economic states 
of affairs have enormous and obvious consequences, whereas such things as 
general states of mind of people do not: or that it is much more easy to 
prophesy from economic states of affairs than from the state of mind of a
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nation; it is very natural to think that all explanations can and should be 
given like economic explanations of historic states of affairs. (PO p. 441)

Wittgenstein is considering two different methods of explaining human behaviour: 

explanations in terms of economic conditions, and explanations in terms of general 

states of mind. Both types of explanation can be used to describe and account for 

occurrences in human affairs. Wittgenstein cites ‘A wave of rehgious enthusiasm swept 

over Europe' and 'The Crusades had their origin in the state of soul of chivalry' as 

examples of explanations in terms of states of mind, and I take his meaning to be clear: 

we sometimes express and explain events involving a number of people in terms of 

general states or capacities. This seems incontrovertible. If a government is defeated in a 

by-election, then this is said to express a general disapproval of the government's 

policies; the revolutionary overthrow of the Communist governments in Eastern Europe 

is often expressed in terms of the manifestation of the will of the people.

If we consider a person who standardly expresses events in these terms, never 

having encountered economic forms of expression and methods of explanation, we 

might expect this person to find this new type of explanation very impressive. To begin 

with, economic explanations are far more usefiil in predicting future events than 

explanations in terms of states of mind, which are often hard to judge. Economic 

explanations also have a degree of scientific precision and rigour lacking in descriptions 

of states of mind. But noting these advantages, Wittgenstein thinks that there may be a 

temptation to conclude that (A) all explanations in terms of states of mind are superficial 

or useless, (B) the only significant explanations are those coined in economic terms, (C) 

if a non-economic prediction is successful, that is due only to its coinciding with the 

economic realities.
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You might feel: 'One thing I know: if people are hungry they want to eat. 
Cold nearly always produces a reaction of wanting to get warm etc.'. . . 
Once you find this out, or hear it fi'om someone, the natural reaction is to 
think: "Now it's all done'. It is as if you have explained everything, when all 
you have done is get hold of an explanation which may not have explained 
anything at all. The discovery dazzles you. (PO p. 441)

Wittgenstein's larger thought is that it can happen that a single way of looking at things 

can get a grip on one’s thinking. Again, as with the ‘cut’ in Dedekind’s proof, the 

persuasiveness of the new aspect lies primarily in its usefulness. In this case one can 

become so deeply convinced by the new picture of the way things work, the new 

paradigm, that everything is made to conform to it. The resulting reorientation involves 

the introduction of new concepts and changes in the use of familiar concepts as they are 

brought into line with the new thinking. The effect is similar to a window tax rigorously 

enforced on a city, even its most beautiful buildings. The consequence is the blocking off 

of many possibilities. One can, for example lose touch with the way in which concepts 

were used before the reorientation, or think that a certain self-evidence or inevitability 

attaches to the new way of thinking. In short, there may be a distortion of and confusion 

about the way in which concepts are used. Thus the conviction that human affairs are 

governed by economic conditions rather than states of mind, may lead one to forget that 

(A) claims about general states of mind were never postulated as economic descriptions, 

and were never intended to compete with economic explanations (i.e. to satisfy the 

criteria of sound economic hypotheses); (B) talk of states of mind can convey the 

character and sometimes the significance of an occurrence in a way that economic 

descriptions cannot (just as 'smiling' characterises a person's expression in a way that 

'lips curving up at either side' does not).
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Is Wittgenstein right in thinking that people can become convinced of certain 

forms of expression of explanation as he describes? It is not hard to find more recent 

examples of the sort of thing he appears to have in mind. One could become convinced 

that the 'natural' forum for international relations is the fi*ee market. One might also 

become convinced that human beings are, basically, players in the free market, and that 

human relationships are, basically, economic relationships. If one were so dazzled, one 

would find things such as public services — indeed the concept of'service' — hopelessly 

misguided. One might be baffled as to why anybody could ever have thought such things 

could work; one might, perhaps, put it down to ignorance. The result, of course, is a 

major conceptual reorientation. Human relation concepts, such as doctor-patient, 

teacher-pupil, parent-child, undergo a profound change when the new schema is 

introduced, the new rule being something like: their continuing use must contribute to 

the market.

Wittgenstein's philosophical concern would not be whether something such as 

the free market paradigm is an ideal we should embrace, but with the conceptual 

confusion it is likely to cause. The temptation will be to say that the new way of thinking 

about human beings is true or realistic and the old one romantic and false. The 

wittgensteinian's work in this case consists in reminders of how concepts were used 

before the new schema, and in describing conceptual systems that do not involve the 

new rules. For example, there is a sense of'human being' that is not judged by market 

value but, say, by a principle of equality. There is a sense which can be given to human 

relationships that does not involve the concepts 'market' or 'money'. Despite a superficial 

similarity in the relationships between supplier/customer and doctor/patient, these 

concepts are possessed of a completely different depth grammar. There is a meaning of
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'patient' or 'student' which can be articulated and taught and, even now, is used in such a 

way that patients and students are not, in any significant respect, customers, players in 

the market. Of course, the rule about markets could be rigorously enforced, but the 

result would not be our finding out what patients and students really are, nor a 

progression from a naive pre-market reflection about human beings. The result would 

simply be that we would have a new rule of use, a new language game, and that 'patient' 

and 'student' come to mean something different. The result would also be a change in 

our way of life.

Aside from being a picture that can lead us into conceptual confusion, this 

example illustrates one of Wittgensteinian technique for dealing with a certain sort of 

confusion, which is to use language games as objects of comparison. A language game 

is simply a system of concepts and forms of behaviour with a surveyable grammar. 

Language games may be hypothetical or, as in the above example, actually played (and 

in competition). The word 'game' misleadingly suggests triviality, but in fact many 

concepts are of course of immense importance to us. It also suggests that Wittgenstein 

was proposing some sort of linguistic relativism. But his aim is certainly not to show 

that language games are equally true (cf. 1.3) nor to weaken people's convictions. In 

describing language games, Wittgenstein merely wishes to describe distinct areas of 

language, and the logical possibilities of language use. When someone becomes 

convinced by a certain schema or rule and tries to apply it to all instances, Wittgenstein's 

strategy is to present similar but also importantly different language games to compare 

with the language game that convinces us. Such language games vriU, perhaps, not 

involve the rule, or use a different rule. Thereby different aspects of language use are 

put into clear view.
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I have used the terms ‘rule’ and ‘rule of grammar’ several times, and I will use 

them frequently in the following chapters; the concept ‘rule’ will also be used in the 

definition o f ‘seeing and aspect’ that I will give in Chapter Two. So before pursuing the 

main topic of Wittgenstein and aspects, I will outline the principal arguments about 

rules. I will also address Wittgenstein’s assertion that his philosophical investigation was 

non-theoretical, a claim which many philosophers have found objectionable.

1.3 RULES OF GRAMMAR

A great deal has been written about what is involved in following a rule, and the 

relationship between rules and practices (cf. Kripke 1982; Baker and Hacker 1992). 

Following a rule, Wittgenstein claims, presupposes an established use or custom, 

requires mastery of a technique (PI 199), and is itself a practice (PI 202). Mastery of a 

technique involves applying it in accordance with fixed criteria, and one’s mastery of a 

technique of following a rule is manifested in practice, and is shown by one’s being able 

to regularly and consistently exemplify the technique (and also that one sees one’s 

actions as exemplifying the technique of applying the rule). But what did Wittgenstein 

mean by ‘rule’ and 'rules of grammar' and ‘grammar’? As I have said, Wittgenstein 

understood the grammar of a word to be the rules or criteria for its correct use (PG p. 

60), and he undertook to solve philosophical problems by describing or giving us a 

synoptic view of these rules. This may sound more or less in accordance with the 

concerns and procedures of those traditional grammarians who construct descriptive 

grammars from the phonological, morphological and syntactic patterns of established 

usage (cf. Roy Harris, 1988, pp. 61-4). Wittgenstein certainly insisted that when he
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claimed to describe ’grammar' or 'rules of grammar' he was using those notions in their 

ordinary senses (cf. LWL p. 97-98, M p. 276). But when one considers some of the 

rules Wittgenstein took to constitute the description of the grammar of words, his 

understanding of grammar becomes far from clear. Since ungrammatical statements are 

nonsense, Wittgenstein's understanding of'nonsense' becomes similarly strained. 

Examples of grammatical rules include: 'White is lighter than black' (RFM pp. 75-6), 'A 

rod has length' (PI 251; BE p. 30), 'Red is a colour' (LWL p. 12), mathematical 

theorems, ostensive definitions (PG p. 88), verbal definitions (BB p. 26), necessary 

truths (PI 372), 'One plays patience by oneself (PI 248), I can only remember the past' 

(AWL p. 15), 'The colours green and yellow cannot be in the same place simultaneously' 

(BB p. 56).

I think Wittgenstein's conception of grammar is defensible, but the matter is far 

from straightforward. Consider this last example. Clearly it is inconceivable that there 

should be a case of an object green and yellow all over. But it seems equally clear that 

there is nothing in the statement 'This object is green all over and yellow all over 

simultaneously' that violates any rule of grammar one would find in a standard grammar 

text book. By the generally understood standards of English usage, the sentence is 

perfectly grammatical even though its content is nonsense. It is thus distinct from the 

patent nonsense that would result were the word order of the sentence reversed, its 

verbs removed, or a nonsense word inserted into the sentence. Thus Wittgenstein seems 

to have failed to distinguish the gibberish that results from breaking ordinary rules of 

grammar, and statements that are well formed but state impossibilities. But Wittgenstein 

rejects any distinction of this sort. He makes three points.
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First, we are mistaken if we think that when we speak of what if inconceivable — 

This is both green and yellow all over', 'This rod has no length', 'I remember the future' - 

- our expressions, though they are nonsense, are in some way more substantive than the 

gibberish that results from breaking rules of English grammar.

Most of us think that there is nonsense that makes sense and nonsense which 
does not — that it is nonsense in a different way to say 'This is green and 
yellow at the same time' from saying 'Ab sur ah'. But these are nonsense in 
the same sense, the only difference being in the jingle of the words. (AWL 
64)

In other words, 'This is green and yellow at the same time' and 'Ab sur ah', are both 

nonsense in that they violate grammatical rules; the difference is that the former 

statement, unlike the latter, sounds like a sensible utterance and would be meaningful 

with a small alteration.^ That is, it bears a stronger analogy with meaningful statements 

about colours than 'Ab sur ah' bears to any group of meaningful statements. More 

specifically 'This is green and yellow all over' bears an analogy to the class of descriptive 

statements, so giving the impression that it attempts to refer to something, even though 

the referent turns out to be inconceivable. It seems meaningful, therefore, insofar as it 

indicates or points towards a referent. 'Ab sur ah' does not even achieve this. But this is 

a mistake: a sentence is not more meaningful because it is not immediately recognised as 

nonsense. Both the sentence ‘This is green and yellow all over’ and 'Ab sur ah' are 

fundamentally similar in that they are illegal combinations of words excluded by rules of 

grammar.

Second, Wittgenstein recognises that the rules of English grammar are more 

familiar than his philosophical grammar, for example 'that no two colours can be in the



31

same place at the same time' (AWL p. 31). But Wittgenstein has a strong case for 

claiming that the unfamiliar rule is a rule of grammar. For if a child, having been taught 

the names of certain colours and how to identify them, proceeds to point to a single 

uniform colour patch and claims it is red and green, we would say that the child had not 

hilly understood the meaning of the colour words. It would then be explained to the 

child that two colours cannot be in the same place simultaneously. This latter statement, 

therefore, whether or not we choose to include it in the canon of rules of English 

grammar, is a rule for the correct use of colour concepts. Similarly with the other 

examples given earlier. It is not a contingent property of rods that they have length: a 

rod is just the same as a rod with length, and to think otherwise is to misunderstand the 

meaning of'rod' or 'length' or to be using one of those words in an unconventional 

fashion. The term 'patience' is incorrectly applied to any game that involves more than 

one player, and it is part of what one means by 'memory' that one's memories cannot be 

of future events.

Third, Wittgenstein is largely uninterested in the rules of grammar described in 

grammar text books, because these are not the rules that philosophers are inclined to 

transgress (PO p. 189): 'Our grammatical investigation differs from that of a philologist, 

etc. . . .  In general the rules that the philologist totally ignores are the ones that interest 

us. Thus we are justified in emphasising this difference.' (PO p. 169) Wittgenstein does 

not mean that the philosopher expresses more fundamental rules than those expressed by 

the philologist (PO p. 169), because words are equally subject to the rules of standard 

English grammar as they are to philosophical grammar. Rather, philosophical grammar 

is largely something that the philologist will pass over, and it is articulated for purposes 

that are not of concern to the philologist: the solution of philosophical problems.
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A further concern is with what Wittgenstein takes to follow from the articulation 

of the rules of grammar of a word. Presumably such a description will explain how the 

word is used, and will be determined by looking at the way in which the word's meaning 

is explained and how someone unfamiliar with the word is trained in its use. But does 

such a description also describe a word's meaning? It is sometimes supposed that 

Wittgenstein identified the meaning of expressions with their use, a doctrine which 

seems quite unsustainable (objections to it are detailed by Rundle 1990). Careful reading 

of Wittgenstein shows that he was no so incautious. Indeed, one of his reasons for 

looking at the use of words rather than their meaning was that he found the concept of 

meaning largely obscure and misleading (AWL p. 30, M p. 276), while the use of the 

word is something that can be clearly expressed (it is expressed in the grammar of the 

word). Thus, early on in Philosophical Investigations, when addressing the question of 

what is meant by the word 'five', he answers: *No such thing was in question here, only 

how the word "five" is used'. Further on he writes. Tor a large class of cases — though 

not for all — in which we employ the word "meaning", it can be explained thus: the 

meaning of a word is its use in language' (PI 43), while elsewhere he claims that the 'use 

of a word comprises a large part of what is meant by "the meaning of a word'" (AWL p. 

48).

Perhaps a better expression of the relationship between meaning and use, though 

still not altogether satisfactory, is given by the claim that the meaning of a word is 

determined by its use (cf. PI 139). This was apparently Wittgenstein's preferred 

expression (M p. 278). I take this to consist in two things: first, that the correct use of 

an expression is generally what is conveyed in the explanation of its meaning; second, 

one manifests understanding of the meaning of an expression by showing how it is used
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or by using it correctly. The use of an expression certainly offers a distinguishable object 

of investigation, whereas the matter is not so clear with meaning. Wittgenstein's belief is 

that investigation into the use of troublesome concepts will resolve the philosophical 

problems to which they give rise.

If the grammar of a word may be said to determine the meaning of that word, 

then the grammar of a word is not responsible to nor does it follow from the word's 

meaning (i.e. a meaning the word already has) (AWL p. 4), and it is not answerable to 

any other meaning (PG p. 184). That is, it makes no sense to ask whether the rules for 

the use of a word are correct, because the rules lay down the correct use of the word. 

Similarly, one cannot ask whether the grammar of a word corresponds to its meaning, 

because the grammar constitutes the word’s meaning (that is, the grammar is precisely 

what one would describe if one were explaining the meaning of a word). For example, it 

seems as if one could infer from the meaning of negation that '-,-,p' means 'p' (PG p.

53). But the question 'do the rules for the use of the word "not", such as "-,-,p = p", 

accord with the meaning of the word "not"?' is upset by the observation that those rules 

make up the meaning of'not' (AWL p. 65). 'Not' can have no meaning independent from 

the rules for its use, because if the rules were changed the meaning of'not' would also be 

different, and without these rules the word would have no meaning (PI p. 147).

Now, one might object that it could not be a rule of negation that '-,-,p = -,p' 

because this rule would run into contradiction with the nature of negation. But if we had 

a concept that was subject to the rule '-,-,p = -ip', why would that not be negation? Not, 

surely, because it fails to conform to the nature of negation (for how would we know 

this other than by the rules of negation?), but because a rule of what we ordinarily call
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negation — what the word 'negation' standardly means in English — is = p'. Thus a 

rule of grammar of a word is not correct by virtue of conforming to some meaning, for it 

legislates on the meaning of the word. In this respect, a rule of grammar is akin to a 

convention (PG 190); it neither conforms to nor contradicts any matter of fact.^^

Let me begin with the claim that rules of grammar are not contradicted by 

matters of fact. Take the rule for measuring time 'There are sixty seconds in a minute'. 

This rule stipulates a logical relation between the concepts 'minute' and 'second' so one 

can, for example, transform an expression involving minutes into one involving seconds. 

No empirical finding, however well verified, can contradict this rule or render it unlikely, 

for if we do indeed use '60secs = Imin' as a rule we would not count anything as 

evidence to the contrary, for sixty seconds is precisely what we mean by a minute. I can 

state an intelligible empirical proposition that such and such a minute was found to have 

61 seconds, meaning that the second count came to 61 over a minute period. But we 

would say of this that there had been a miscount, or there was a fault in the timing 

mechanism. It would certainly not show that we had found a 61 second minute, for such 

a finding is unintelligible in an investigation in which '60secs = Imin' is a rule. In respect 

to empirical propositions about seconds and minutes we use the rule normatively.

If we persistently counted 70 or 40 seconds in a minute (perhaps because of 

some physical phenomenon affecting our timing mechanisms), the concept of minute 

might become impracticable, and we might change our convention or even stop timing 

events altogether. But it does not follow even in this case that the rule '60secs = Imin' 

can be shown false. It is simply that under sufficiently extreme circumstances the rule 

may become unusable. Similarly, if we persistently found two pairs of objects counted as 

five (perhaps because of some change in our brains, or because counting effected some
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change in the object counted), our findings do not show the rule *2 + 2 = 4' to be false. 

But this does not mean that we cannot decide the rule is unusable and try to find a 

different arithmetic for making sense of facts.

Can grammatical rules be verified? Take the rule that '16 oz. = 1 lb.'. Would the 

finding that almost always 16 ounces balances one pound on the scales verify the rule 

'16oz. = 11b.'? Not so, for we could have made it a rule that there are 17 ounces in a 

pound, in which case it would be inconceivable that we could have found 16 ounces in a 

pound (in the sense o f ‘ounce’ and ‘pound’ given by the rule ‘17oz. = 11b.’). Somebody 

who claimed as much would be told that they did not understand the meaning of'ounce' 

or 'pound', or that they had not learnt to weigh properly.

Now, it may be answered that the concepts 'pound' and 'ounce' are given 

meaning not only by the rule governing how many ounces are in a pound, but also by 

independent methods of measuring. The rule thus informs us that when the ounce 

measurement is at 16 and the pound measurement at 1 unit, they are measuring 

equivalent weights. It seems that this fact can be verified. But this objection is 

misconceived, for what is to count as an 'equivalent' weight by the two methods of 

measuring? We could say that 17 ounces is equivalent to one pound. As a result, we 

might be much more critical of our weighing equipment, or adjust our scales (perhaps in 

a way that on another conception of measurement would have been called biased), or 

we might advance theories about the effect of gravity to explain the measurements, or 

we might introduce a practical measure, such as ignoring one ounce in every 17 when 

comparing pounds and ounces (imagine a community that uses as its currency ounce 

weights, and another community that trades in pound weights: the exchange rate is '16 

oz. to 1 lb.' until the economy of the latter performs so well that the rate is changed to
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'17 OZ. = 1 lb.'). The point is that no evidence can be used to justify a pound as 

equivalent to 16 or 17 ounces, because the evidence, if we are to make any sense of it in 

terms of pounds and ounces, must be expressed according to the rules governing the 

concepts of pounds and ounces (PR p. 55). To put it another way, if we have two 

grammatical conventions, '16 oz. = 1 lb.' and '17 oz. = 1 lb.', one cannot justify one or 

the other by appeahng to evidence about the weights of pounds and ounces, for such 

evidence would have to presuppose the rules it was intended to justify. Thus, '16oz. = 

lib.' and '17 oz. = 1 lb.' cannot be confirmed by facts about the weights of objects, 

because they are rules governing two different methods of representing the weights of 

objects.

For another example, it is a rule of grammar that blue is a distinct colour from 

red (cf. Arrington 1993, pp. 62-5). To say of a colour patch that it is both red and blue 

would be absurd. But can the dissimilarity between red and blue be observed? That is, 

does the rule follow from distinct properties of red and blue? Surely not, for we do not 

observe that red has a property distinct from blue and thereby conclude that the colours 

are distinct: we simply observe a red thing and a blue thing. When asked

‘What is the distinction between blue and red?' we feel hke answering: 
one is blue and the other is red. But of course that means nothing and in 
reality what we're thinking of is the distinction between the surfaces or 
places that have these colours. For otherwise the question makes no 
sense at all. (PG p. 208)

There seem two possible candidates for an observable property of red or blue that 

distinguishes it from the other colour. (1) Red seems to possess properties, for example, 

that it is darker than yellow, that distinguish it from other colours. But this is a mistake.
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for we cannot observe that red is darker than yellow, because if we saw a colour that 

was not lighter than red, it could not be called 'yellow'. That red is darker than yellow is 

not a property of those colours, but one of the rules by which the words are correctly 

applied to objects. (2) It seems that red possesses the property of redness itself, and this 

is enough to distinguish it from blue. But if one can observe redness, that means that one 

can identify something as red (Z 333), and that entails that one can correctly apply the 

word 'red' to something. But if one can correctly apply the concept 'red', it follows that 

one can distinguish red from blue. To be able to observe red, therefore, presupposes that 

one can distinguish red from blue, that is, that one has already grasped the grammatical 

rule.

Wittgenstein sometimes calls the rules of grammar 'arbitrary' (PG p. 185, PI 

497). This is in one way an unfortunate term in that it suggests that rules of grammar are 

a matter of choice, whereas the individual is invariably unable to change most linguistic 

conventions at will (PI 510). We may certainly imagine ourselves using different rules of 

grammar in different contexts, but the rules that we use are not, for the most part, 

chosen, and many of them would be practically impossible or extremely inconvenient to 

change (such as the rules of colour language or arithmetic). Wittgenstein also 

acknowledges that the grammar of our language is importantly connected with certain 

facts of nature, albeit of a very general sort; for example, if none of us were able to 

agree on the results of simple calculations, mathematical language — or at least the 

mathematical language that we currently use — would be difficult to maintain (cf. PI p. 

230; cf. also 4.22 on the language of doubt resting on the instinctive human reaction of 

trusting, and 5.4 on the language of freedom resting on the fact of our relative ignorance 

about future human actions). I take it that by 'arbitrary' Wittgenstein means only that a
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grammatical rule is not justified or grounded by any description of fact: '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.' (PG p. 184)

The concept of arbitrariness also serves to highlight a distinction between rules 

of grammar, which constitute the meaning of words, and rules which do not. An 

example of the latter are cookery rules (cf. PG pp. 184-5). Cookery rules govern the 

quantities and types of ingredient and techniques used in cooking, but they do not 

determine the use of cookery concepts. If one uses different rules for the concept of 

negation, then one is using a different concept of negation; but if one uses different 

cooking rules, one is still doing something correctly called 'cooking' (i.e. one is still in 

the same sense cooking) even though the end product may be inedible. Cooking rules 

are decided on the basis of the end product, i.e. a good meal, whereas the rules for the 

concept 'negation' are not determined by what the concept of negation means but 

constitute the meaning of negation. Grammatical rules are in this sense arbitrary, that 

they are not answerable to any other criteria. It is these rules, rules for the use of words, 

that are the concern of a wittgensteinian investigation.

1.4 WITTGENSTEIN AND THEORY

Wittgenstein clearly regarded it as essential to his work, as work in philosophy, 

that he did not espouse any particular explanation, theory or doctrine: 'The philosopher 

is not a citizen of any community of ideas. This is what makes him into a philosopher.'

(Z 455) Notably, during his lectures on mathematics in 1939, when told by one of those
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attending (Casimir Lewy) that he — Wittgenstein — clearly wanted them to take a 

particular view on the subject, Wittgenstein took this as a profound criticism.

I have no right to want you to say anything except just one thing; 
"Let’s see."—One cannot make a general formulation and say that I have 
the right to make you say that. For what could that general formulation 
be? My opinion? But obviously the whole point is that I must not have an 
opinion. (LFM p. 55; Cf. AWL p. 97)

So, to take a mathematical example, when Wittgenstein claimed that proved 

propositions are grammatical rules (grammatical conventions in mathematical language), 

he was not advancing a theory, but offering a description of the way proved 

propositions are used.

Wittgenstein’s observation is that once proved, a proposition is used normatively 

in a mathematical system, and the proof of the proposition shows how it is to be used 

in the system. If we also were to look at the way in which mathematical propositions are 

used and find they did not all function like rules, this would constitute a fundamental 

objection. It is surprisingly rare for critics of Wittgenstein to disagree with any of his 

assessments of the way in which particular concepts are used, though it is very much this 

sort of criticism that Wittgenstein seems prepared to countenance: ’I won’t say anything 

which anyone can dispute. Or if anyone does dispute it, I will let that drop and pass on 

to something else.’ (LFM p. 55)

Does it follow that one cannot disagree with Wittgenstein about the way in 

which mathematical propositions are used in mathematics?^^ It seems there are only 

three possible types of disagreement about how mathematical propositions are used: i) 

One of us does not know what proved propositions are, for example, cannot distinguish
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a proved proposition from an empirical proposition (perhaps from being insufficiently 

acquainted with what mathematicians do) and is therefore not in a position to make any 

interesting statement about the use of mathematical propositions, ii) Both of us know 

how to use mathematical propositions, but one of us is in error, as a result of failing to 

properly attend to how mathematical propositions are in fact used, iii) The concept 

'mathematical proposition' has more than one use, and our resulting disagreement about 

the use of proved propositions is due to our mistaken belief that there is only one use, 

when in fact describing two different concepts. The first and third of these disputes are 

trivial, based on ignorance and confusion respectively, while the second can be resolved 

by a careful examination of linguistic facts. Needless to say, Wittgenstein's belief as to 

the way in which mathematical propositions are used is, as in other areas, more than idle 

speculation. It aspires to be an accurate description, and he attempts to show its 

correctness with a great many examples.

It may now seem an embarrassment to Wittgenstein that he should have 

disagreed with Turing, for who should know better what a proved proposition is? I 

expect Wittgenstein's answer would be that it is precisely because the use of 

mathematical propositions and proofs is so deeply embedded in mathematical practice 

(the mathematician uses them unthinkingly, as it were) that it is hard for the professional 

mathematician to get a clear view of the use of these concepts. Clear description of the 

use of mathematical propositions is also impeded because mathematicians often have 

certain philosophical theories about their significance, which rest on misleading 

similarities in the surface grammar of mathematical and empirical propositions, and 

confusing pictures (of say the number line or infinity) associated vrith mathematical 

proofs and propositions.
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Many philosophers have found the idea of a philosophy without any theory 

puzzling, even unintelligible. Russell thought the method of describing language 

disastrous, limiting philosophy to the opinions of the ignorant and the prejudices and 

linguistic misunderstandings of common sense. Russell even suggested that the method 

was an excuse for ignorance about scientific matters (Russell 1956a) which reduces 

philosophy to 'an idle tea-table amusement' (Russell 1959). But Russell is mistaken on 

several counts. To start with, describing the use of language does not in any way imply 

acceptance of or even respect for opinions expressed in that language. Wittgenstein's 

interest in ordinary language does not conceal a political motive to promote the views of 

ordinary people over those of philosophers; rather, it is in their everyday contexts, or 

when being taught to children, that we see concepts like 'time', 'space', 'knowledge', etc. 

used in ways that are not philosophically problematic. It is for this reason that the 

ordinary use of concepts is interesting, not because of the beliefs that ordinary people 

have about them. This does not mean that 'ordinary' language users have a better grasp 

of linguistic practice than those who encounter philosophical problems; it is rather that 

in the pursuit of mathematics and science, etc. there are grammatical difficulties, that 

usually he dormant, that can be put right by carefiil examination of the use of words. 

Russell's claim that linguistic investigation encourages scientific ignorance is also 

mistaken. As the earlier mathematical example (1.2) indicates, the philosophical 

questions that arise from mathematics require specific attention to the way concepts are 

used in the practice of mathematics; the analogous point applies to science.

Another objection to the anti-theoretical approach is proposed by David 

Armstrong:
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. . . this doctrine has proved intellectually corrupting, for in fact it is quite 
impossible to be in such a theory-free state if you think at all extensively 
on philosophical topics. Those philosophers who believe they are in such 
a theory-free state are really being moved by obscure and ill-formulated 
theories which escape any criticism or correction because they are never 
brought out into the open where they can be clearly considered. 
(Armstrong 1968 p. 14; cf. F. Ackerman 1992)

If the claim is that it is impossible to purge oneself of all theories, then Armstrong may 

be correct. But it does not follow from this that one cannot engage in a practice of 

describing and presenting perspicuous representations of language and uncovering 

unnoticed aspects of language, without also theorising. If Armstrong's claim is that even 

descriptions of language use rest on some theories held by philosophers, then some 

argument (perhaps an example) is required to that effect. No theory is obviously 

contained in the observation that irrational numbers are analogous to rules, as well as 

cuts on the number line, although the observation may have the effect of making the 

theory that irrational numbers are independently existing positions on the number line 

less attractive. Perhaps Armstrong's point is simply that Wittgenstein cannot solve 

philosophical problems without at some point advocating, or implicitly adhering to, a 

philosophical theory. If this is Armstrong's criticism, it is very much to the point, and 

can only fully be answered in practice, for the question is nothing less than whether 

Wittgenstein's method can work. In the following chapters I will be considering with 

what success Wittgenstein’s methods — specifically, his notion o f ‘aspect’ and ‘seeing 

aspects’ — can be applied to a variety of different problems.
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CHAPTER TWO

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The most well known part of Wittgenstein's investigation into aspects is his 

work on seeing aspects, a visual phenomenon to which he devoted a chapter of 

Philosophical Investigations, and several remarks in Zettel. Certain figures, such as the 

duck-rabbit picture, we see in different ways while the figure itself remains unchanged. 

Wittgenstein's interest is in the difficulty in accounting for one's seeing a figure in one 

way and then in another. This phenomenon Wittgenstein calls ‘seeing an aspect’. 

Wittgenstein does not, of course, intend to prejudge the issue as to what this visual 

phenomenon consists in. That is, Wittgenstein does not start out with the claim that the 

phenomenon is just a change of aspect, in the sense of the term ‘aspect’ given in the 

first chapter. This is a conclusion which, if true, needs to be established by careful 

argument. Rather, at the outset, Wittgenstein uses the term ‘seeing an aspect’ in the non 

technical sense to mean merely the seeing of one or other facet of the picture. That is 

also the sense in which I will use the term, at least until a stronger conclusion is 

established.

On the face of it, despite the curiosity of the phenomenon, seeing aspects does 

not appear to raise any fundamental philosophical questions. And yet, Wittgenstein 

wrote more on this issue than any other in his later philosophy of psychology. This is all 

the more surprising when one considers other subjects he considers in the same 

manuscripts: voluntary action, emotion, consciousness, belief, etc., all of which give rise 

to significant philosophical problems. Chisholm, in conclusion to his article on seeing 

aspects, offers the following caution: 'To those of you, if there are such, who think that
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there are no problems here for philosophers, I would draw your attention to 

Wittgenstein’s own conclusion in Philosophical Investigations (p. 212): "We find 

certain things puzzling, because we do not find the whole business of seeing puzzling 

enough.'" (Chisholm 1993) But, while Chisholm clearly shows the difficulties in 

accounting for aspect changes, which leads him to examine the concept of attending, he 

does not tell us what is the distinct philosophical problem that is raised by this 

phenomenon in particular that caused Wittgenstein’s interest in this subject. I hope that 

this chapter will shed some light on the matter.

2.2 SEEING ASPECTS

Wittgenstein begins his examination of seeing aspects in Philosophical 

Investigations with a simple example, seeing an aspect in the drawing of a face: 'I 

contemplate a face, and then suddenly notice its likeness to another. I see that it has not 

changed; and yet I see it differently. I call this experience "noticing an aspect".’ (PI p.

193 c) Wittgenstein also considers the aspects of the duck-rabbit picture (cf. PI p. 194), 

which can be seen as a duck picture or a rabbit picture; the double cross (cf. PI p. 207), 

which can be seen as having either a black or white cross in the foreground; and the 

schematic cube (cf. PI p. 193), which may appear as a glass cube, an inverted open box, 

a wire frame in the shape of a cube, or in any number of ways. To see one of these 

figures in one way and then another is to see it under a different aspect.

When one sees a different aspect for the first time the experience can be quite 

dramatic: the whole picture can take on a new and unexpected character. The problem 

that Wittgenstein addresses is this: what is it that changes when a person sees a picture 

change its aspect? In particular, what does it mean to say that a person has seen a new
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aspect? Clearly, the picture itself does not change, even though the experience of a new 

aspect is similar to a new perception (LW 496). The constancy of the picture is an 

integral part of what makes the experience of aspect change puzzling: 'The expression 

of a change of aspect is the expression of a new perception and at the same time of the 

perception's being unchanged' (PI p. 196). We seem to be left with only two reasonable 

accounts of the nature of aspect changes (PI p. 195e): (1) it is the appearance or visual 

impression of the picture that changes, i.e. to notice a new aspect involves some change 

in the actual perceived details of the picture; (2) it is the act of interpretation or 

judgement with regard to what one visually perceives that changes (cf. RPPI 522), i.e. 

to notice a new aspect involves the formation of a different interpretation or judgement 

of the picture.

These two accounts seem to offer the only two plausible explanations of aspect 

changes available, because there appears to be no other element in the perception of a 

picture that, by changing, could result in one's noticing a new aspect. Yet Wittgenstein 

argues that both of these answers are mistaken. Chisholm accurately sums up the 

dilemma that Wittgenstein presents us: 'If we consider the sensation or appearance and 

ask whether that is the thing that changes, we are led to conclude that what changes is 

the interpretation. But if we consider the interpretation and then ask whether that is the 

thing that changes, then we are led to say that what changes is the sensation or 

appearance. And there seems no third possibility.' (Chisholm 1993, p. 89)

2.21 First answer: Aspects and Observations

It seems plausible to suggest that it is a change in one's visual impression that 

causes one to notice a new aspect, because the picture does look different. The picture-
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duck/ for example, appears to be perceptibly distinct from the rabbit. As the duck- 

rabbit picture gives rise to two distinct and apparently conflicting descriptions, and 

these do not derive from any physical change in the picture, it seems that they can only 

be explained as the result of some alteration in one's visual impression. The 

insurmountable difficulty for this theory, however, is that one's perception of the picture 

— its structure, its colours and its geometrical description — can remain the same even 

though the aspect changes. What is visually perceived can remain the same under either 

aspect. This is most clearly shown by the fact that before a change of aspect, one can 

show exactly what one visually perceives by drawing a copy of the picture; whereas, 

after seeing the two aspects, the copy is no longer a satisfactory description of one's 

visual experience. Some additional explanation is required to express the aspect. For 

example, rather than simply stating that one sees a picture-duck, one says 'Now I see a 

duck!' or 'Now I see a rabbit!' to convey a change of aspect, or one points to other 

pictures of ducks and then pictures of rabbits.

It is true that the aspect under which one sees a picture will sometimes influence 

the representation that one gives one's visual impression. For example, if I have a 

picture-puzzle, the picture being of trees and people, and then I notice that the lines of 

the trees can be seen as a face (or a single coherent structure), the sort of mistakes that 

I will now make in copying the picture will be influenced by my having seen this new 

aspect. Indeed, the mistakes I make may indicate whether or not I have noticed the face 

in the picture puzzle (LW 441). If I have seen the face, I will probably attend more 

closely to those lines in the picture that define the outline and features of the face. But 

we can imagine someone for whom the duck-rabbit picture is just an unfamiliar line 

drawing, and yet is able to draw as accurate a copy of the picture as someone who has 

experienced the picture under both aspects (PI p. 197f). So while I will be less likely to
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make a mistake in drawing the lines of the trees if I see them as a single figure (i.e. the 

face), the main point remains: what actually constitutes an accurate copy of what one 

visually perceives will not be changed by a change of aspect.

How does one convey that one perceives an aspect of a picture, if this cannot be 

shown by drawing an exact copy of what one visually perceives? When somebody has 

undergone a change of aspect, the description of the visual impression may be the same, 

but there will be a strong inclination to say further things. As I have said, one might 

exclaim 'Now I see it as a rabbit!'. What one meant by this claim could not, of course, 

be explained by making a copy of the perceived figure, because the same copy would be 

produced if one saw the picture as a duck. Rather, one would point to other pictures of 

rabbits, or point to real rabbits, or describe the rabbit's expression (it looks rather taken 

aback), or say in which direction the figure is facing. These are all things one can say 

about or do with the picture as a result of seeing it under a different aspect. Sometimes 

the aspect one sees may be shown in practical application. For example, if one sees a 

picture of a certain landscape as three-dimensional rather than two-dimensional, one 

might use it to find certain objects in the landscape that is represented (RPPI 1009), or 

one might be able to make improvements to the drawing if it is inaccurate.

Now, how are we to understand these fiirther attempts to describe what one 

sees, in addition to the accurate copy, that are offered only after the aspect of the 

picture is seen to change? If one is to maintain the view that a change of aspect is a 

change in the appearance of the perceived picture, one must hold that the fiirther 

description refers to some feature of the visual impression, on a par with those features 

conveyed in a copy of the picture (the colours, shapes, etc.), and that noticing a new 

aspect is the observation of this feature. Wittgenstein examines the most promising 

form of this response, the gestalt-change theory, in some detail.
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When certain types of aspect change, most notably when one solves a picture 

puzzle, the elements of what one sees seem to change their organisation; 'parts of the 

picture go together which before did not' (PI p. 208d, cf LW 529-31). This type of 

aspect change suggests that what is involved in a change of aspect is that one sees a 

new gestalt, i.e. one notices that the picture can be organised in a different way (cf. 

Kohler 1947).  ̂This organisation is said to be a part of the visual impression, similar to 

its colour or shape (Cf. LW 448). Thus, on this view, and in line with the first account 

of aspect changes, a change of aspect is a change in one's visual impression: if one looks 

at the duck-rabbit picture and sees the rabbit for the first time, what one perceives is a 

new feature of the picture (previously unobserved), which is that the lines have a 

different rabbit-like organisation.

This assessment of changes of aspect is inadequate for two reasons. One 

problem I shall describe only briefly here.^ It is that the concept 'organisation' is 

expected to function as a property of the visual impression that can explain aspect 

changes, when no ordinary use of the term can satisfy this role. To make true the claim 

that a change in aspect is a change in the visual impression, 'organisation' is 

hypothesised as the changing element of the visual impression which is like its colours 

and shapes, but such that it can change independently of colours and shapes. But what 

does 'visual organisation' mean here? It is quite different from, say, the organisation of a 

company (RPPI 536), for in this familiar sense, the organisation can remain the same 

and the aspect change (LW 515). Similarly, if I see a row of equidistant dots as a 

sequence of pairs with smaller internal distances than external distances, I might be said 

to see the dots as having a particular organisation, which I could represent in a drawing 

(LW 444-5). (This would be in contrast to the case where I see the dots as equidistant 

and would draw them as such). Now, the sense of'organisation' used here refers to the
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Spatial relations between the dots, and although they are drawn in such a way that they 

can be seen as having two different organisations, they in fact only have one spatial 

arrangement. Thus it cannot be the spatial arrangement of a picture that changes in a 

change of aspect unless we are to say that the picture itself undergoes a change, which 

is false ex hypothesi. If I were to think that the dots are divided into pairs, as opposed 

to merely seeing them as pairs, I would have made a mistake. So if it is not the spatial 

arrangement of the elements of a picture, what is it in the visual impressions that this 

new concept 'organisation' distinguishes? Nothing, it seems, that can explain how we 

can see pictures under different aspects. Let us, however, put aside this difficulty and 

consider the more general question, whether there can be some property of a picture, 

akin to its colours and shapes, that can give rise to the experience of different aspects.

From what has already been said, it seems there must be a certain distinction 

between; a) the description of what is visually perceived, that is most clearly 

represented by an exact copy of the picture's colours and shapes and, b) the expression 

of how one sees those colours and shapes which Wittgenstein calls the expression of 

one's visual experience of the picture, which might involve pointing to other pictures or 

objects of a certain type, or a three dimensional representation. Before one notices a 

change of aspect, statements of the second type appear quite unnecessary as part of a 

description of what one sees. But after one has noticed a new aspect, when the 

possibility of the figure being seen in different ways presents itself, specifications of the 

second type are essential in a full description of what one sees.

If I know that the schematic cube has various aspects and I want 
to find out what someone else sees, I can get him to make a model of 
what he sees, in addition to a copy, or to point to such a model; even 
though he has no idea of my purpose in demanding two accounts.

But when we have a changing aspect the case is altered. Now the 
only possible expression of our experience is what before perhaps 
seemed, or even was, a useless specification when once we had the copy.
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And this by itself wrecks the comparison of'organisation' with 
colour and shape in visual impressions. (PI p. 196)

If the organisation of the picture is conceived of as being a constitutive part of the 

picture on a par with its colours and shapes, then one's perception of a picture's 

organisation can be captured by a description of the first type, that is, an accurate copy 

of what one perceives. But a change of aspect is a new visual experience that can occur 

even though the visual impression remains unchanged and the picture congruent (LW 

494).

The colour of the visual impression corresponds to the colour of 
the object, the shape of the visual impression to the shape of the object. 
But the aspect of the visual impression does not correspond to the 
organisation of the object, for the former can vary while the same 
organisation is being looked at. In the aspect I notice a trait of the 
organisation. (LW 515)

It is a picture with these colours, these shapes and this spatial arrangement that I see 

under a new aspect.

Before considering the second account of aspect changes, I should point out 

that Wittgenstein does note that there are aspect changes which are ‘purely optical’ and 

which might be described by pointing to something in the picture rather than 

introducing other pictures or constructing a model, etc.. These changes of aspect 

involve little more than a change of organisation in what one sees: Seeing four dots as 

four independent dots or two pairs; seeing the black or white cross in the double cross.

I should like to say: there are aspects which are mainly determined by thoughts and 

associations, and others that are "purely optical", these make their appearance and alter 

automatically, almost like after images.' (RPP I, 970.) These aspect changes are distinct 

from those we have been considering. Let me describe three differences. First, as I have
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mentioned, purely optical changes of seeing could be conveyed by merely pointing to 

the picture (say, to the black or white segments of the cross), whereas describing the 

aspects of the duck rabbit picture requires one to put the picture in a particular context 

to explain how one is seeing it, for example, by pointing to ducks and rabbits (PI p. 

207f). Second, a difference is that one requires no imagination to see purely optical 

aspects such as the principal aspects of a double cross (LW 698), whereas some 

imagination is required to see — for example — a triangle as half a parallelogram (PI 

207h). Third, seeing the duck-rabbit picture as duck or rabbit presupposes familiarity 

with the concepts of those animals, but 'the principal aspects of the double cross could 

express themselves in primitive reactions of a child who couldn't yet talk' (LW 700), for 

example, the child points alternately to a white then a black cross. For the most part 

purely optical changes of aspect are of little interest to this investigation. They do, 

however, support the claim that the concept 'seeing' covers a wide variety of quite 

different categories of phenomenon.

2.22 Second Answer: Aspects and Interpretations

If it is not the visual impression that changes with a change of aspect, is it one's 

judgement or interpretation of the picture? Indeed, if it is neither the picture nor the 

impression of the picture that changes, surely it must be the interpretation? Wittgenstein 

argues against this theory, but there are three reasons to think this is the answer. First, 

many aspect changes are, like interpretations and unlike visual impressions, subject to 

the will (PI p. 213e). It makes sense to try or fail to see the duck-rabbit picture as duck 

or rabbit (RPPII 517). Now, visual impressions are also subject to the will in the sense 

that I can change my visual impression by moving my eyes or turning my head (I can
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also in this sense try or fail to see something, or try or fail to avoid seeing something). 

But aspect changes and also judgements and interpretations are subject to the will in a 

way that perceptions are not: they can be willed directly or immediately. That is, I do 

not have to bring about an aspect change by doing some other thing, such as moving 

my head or eyes (cf. Chisholm 1993, p. 96). Second, some aspect changes require 

imagination, such as seeing the schematic cube as a glass box or a wire frame (cf. 2.21). 

This suggests that there is a role for thinking in one's seeing a picture as something 

(RPPII 544). Third, one can see the duck-rabbit in at least two different ways, and the 

schematic cube in any number of ways. That is, a number of different and conflicting 

descriptions of the same figure are justifiable. This is something that can be accounted 

for if we believe these descriptions to be indirect (i.e not purely visual) or interpretative, 

because those figures that give rise to different aspects are the very same figures that 

are open to speculation as to what types of object they represent (the different objects 

that the figure is seen as, being the principal possible referents). Despite these 

arguments, descriptions of how one sees a picture are not, according to Wittgenstein, 

interpretations.

An interpretation, Wittgenstein supposes, involves some sort of claim that goes 

beyond what is immediately apparent, it is a hypothesis or conjecture about such and 

such (RPPII 547). The obvious, though not the only, form of conjecture I will form 

regarding a picture will concern what the picture in question is intended to represent.

For example, if I am considering the picture of a triangle, it is open to a number of 

different interpretations: it could be a triangular hole, a solid, the representation of a 

mountain, a wedge, an arrow pointing in three possible directions, etc. (PI p. 200). In 

each case my interpretation of the picture involves a conjecture about what the picture 

is meant to be, and it seems that I can see the picture according to each interpretation.
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So in order for me to see the figure as a triangular hole and then as half a parallelogram, 

is it not the case the I need change only my interpretation of the figure?

One problem is that many changes of aspect do not seem to require one to 

engage in any interpretation. One does not need to make a conjecture or hypothesis in 

order to see the duck-rabbit picture as a duck or a rabbit, indeed, one does not need to 

make a claim that goes beyond what is immediately apparent to one. For example, when 

I experience a change of aspect of the duck-rabbit picture, I do not make any inference 

in order to reach the statement 'Now I see a duck' nor ‘I see a rabbit’, I simply state 

what I see. Thus my statement of what I see cannot be undermined by further 

speculation or by some discovery as could a hypothesis or conjecture. So if an 

interpretation involves a hypothesis or conjecture, ‘seeing a s . . /  —at least in a varitey 

of cases — is not a matter of interpretation. Furthermore, if I merely know that the 

duck-rabbit picture can represent a duck, though I may say 'It is a duck' and I can infer 

the appearance of a duck from the line drawing, I will not say TSlow I see a duck!'. That 

is, I have no visual experience of the picture as a duck.'^

Now it is easy to recognise cases in which we are interpreting. 
When we interpret we form hypotheses, which may prove false. — 'I am 
seeing this figure as a . . .' can be verified as little as (or only in the same 
sense as) I am seeing bright red'. So here there is a similarity in the use 
of'seeing' in the two contexts. (PI p. 212e, cf. RPPI, 8)

It is precisely the similarities between the concepts of'seeing as . . . '  and ' seeing' and 

then again with interpreting' that are misleading. To see a new aspect, it was 

established, is not like seeing a new detail of the visual impression, such as a colour or 

shape, and this inclines us to think that seeing an aspect must be indirect or 

interpretative. But this proposal is unsatisfactory, for it fails to account for the senses in 

which seeing an aspect and seeing a colour or shape are alike. They are alike in that 'I
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now see a duck' and 'I see a bright red' are both direct expressions of what one sees; 

neither are, in this respect, like interpretations.

Wittgenstein takes up the issue of direct and indirect descriptions of what one 

sees when he considers the illustration of a schematic box used in a text book to 

represent 'here a glass cube, there an inverted open box, there a wire frame of that 

shape, there three boards forming a solid angle' (PI p. 193), and so on. The text explains 

how we should think of the illustration, and we also see the picture in these various 

ways. This misleadingly suggests that

"I see the figure as a box" means: I have a particular visual experience 
which I have found that I have always have when I interpret the figure as 
a box. But if it meant this I ought to know it. I ought to be able to refer 
to the experience directly, and not only indirectly. (As I can speak of red 
without calling it the colour of blood.) (PI p. 193-4)

Because one can see the schematic cube as either a glass cube, an open box, a wire 

frame etc., it seems that the claim that the figure is a glass cube or that it is an open box 

etc., must be in some way indirect because these claims are inconsistent and yet all true 

statements of what one sees. Hence the suggestion that we come to see aspects by 

forming interpretations of the figure: the inconsistencies in the claims one makes about 

the picture are not problematic if they are only between different interpretations that 

one puts forward regarding what one really sees. But if this were the case, one would 

expect to be able to refer to what one sees directly, without the interpretative element. 

However, when one looks at the expression of seeing an aspect — 'I now see a box' — it 

is no less direct a statement of what one sees than 'I see a bright red'. This is shown 

most clearly by the fact that there no possibility of referring to the figure in any more 

direct a way. I could not, for example, say that I see only lines in such and such a 

configuration, because I would then fail to describe what I see. As it would only make
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sense to say that one describes that experience indirectly if it were a conceivable that it 

might be described directly, the aspects under which one sees the picture cannot be 

indirect.

2.23 Descriptions

Wittgenstein's arguments up to this point, which have been largely negative, 

appear to leave us with two problems; (1) While noticing a new aspect of a picture is a 

genuine case of seeing, the appearance of the picture remains the same, (2) Some 

pictures can be given a number of incompatible descriptions which are nevertheless 

direct. What is Wittgenstein's solution to this dilemma?

One answer, advanced by Stephen Mulhall and more recently by Paul Johnston, 

is that Wittgenstein thought the essence of aspect perception — the difference between 

one's seeing an aspect and not seeing it — is to be found 'in the specific nature of our 

relation to pictures' (Johnston 1993, p. 240, cf. pp. 43-46) or it is 'a matter of attitude, a 

way of taking a picture or drawing' (Mulhall 1990, p. 27). What is this special 

relationship or way of taking a picture that distinguishes aspect perception?

. . .  we stand towards pictures in some respects as we do towards the 
object they depict. For example, if a human face is depicted (even in a 
few bare strokes), we can study its expression and react to it as the 
expression of a human face. (Johnston 1993, p. 42)

In some respects [aspect perceivers] stand towards pictures as 
they stand towards the things depicted — and thereby reveal the fact that 
the picture's specific identity (i.e. its being a depiction of something 
specific) is something that they take for granted. (Mulhall 1990, p. 24)

Both writers are concerned with the spontaneity and directness of the descriptions that 

are given of a picture's aspects, and this can be readily accounted for if seeing a picture
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as such and such is (in some respects) to react to it as they would react to such and 

such.

There is a basis for this answer in Wittgenstein's writings. In the context of 

distinguishing seeing a picture as such and such from knowing that the picture 

represents such and such, Wittgenstein points out that we would expect different 

corresponding attitudes and reactions towards the picture: 'If you see the drawing as 

such and such an animal, what I expect from you will be pretty different from what I 

expect when you merely know what it is meant to be' (PI p. 205d). For example, one 

would only say of a picture that one sees as an animal 'to me it is such and such an 

animal. . .'. One might find the drawing that one sees as an animal aesthetically pleasing, 

while one would not — or at least not in a similar way — find pleasing a drawing that 

one only knew to represent an animal. One might frame the picture and hang it up in a 

room to improve the room's appearance, but not if one did not see the picture for what 

it represents. If one only knew that the picture represented an animal, one would treat 

the picture rather as one would treat a blueprint (PI p. 204). Wittgenstein suggests, by 

way of a summary of these differences: 'Perhaps the following expression would have 

been better: we regard the photograph, the picture on our wall, as the object itself (the 

man, landscape, and so on) depicted there' (PI p. 205e).

I take Wittgenstein's point to be that our attitudes and reactions to a picture that 

we see as such and such, which are similar to how one would react to such and such, 

demonstrate that 'seeing the picture as such and such' does not mean 'knowing that the 

picture represents such and such' or ‘interpreting the picture as being of such and such’. 

But to say that the essence of aspect perception is given by the different reactions and 

attitudes is to construe Wittgenstein's argument in an unnecessarily behaviouristic 

fashion. It also seems a far too nebulous claim to clarify the nature of seeing aspects: I
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take it that any attitude or reaction towards a picture can be seen as a function of the 

relationship between the person and the picture, and on this basis it would be very hard 

to distinguish someone who presently sees a picture under such and such an aspect from 

someone who simply sees that the picture is such and such (never having experienced 

an alternative aspect)/ To say that we react to the picture in ways similar to our 

reaction to the object it represents does not help, for example, to account for the fact 

that we do not react to a picture by saying TSlow it is this' before the first change of 

aspect (LW 521). It is our inconsistent reactions with regard to certain pictures without 

those pictures changing, that provides the starting point to the investigation: is there a 

change in the picture's appearance, do we form a new interpretation, etc.? To conclude 

the argument with an outline of the different reactions encountered in aspect perception 

leaves us without the required conceptual clarification and overview that should, if 

Wittgenstein's philosophical approach is correct, expose the source of grammatical 

confiision.

I do not deny Wittgenstein's concern with the different reactions of people to 

pictures, but I think he took them to be merely illustrative of underlying conceptual 

distinctions, and our difficulties in making sense of different reactions to a single picture 

(in terms of perceiving a change in its appearance or forming a new interpretation) arise 

from our lacking a clear view of those conceptual distinctions. One of these distinctions 

regards the concept of description.

I learn to describe what I see; and here I learn all sorts o f 
language games.

Not: 'How can I describe what I see?' — but "What does one call 
'description of what is seen'?"

And the answer to this question is 'A great variety of thing'. 
(RPPI 980, 981)

The misleading concept is 'the complete description of what one 
sees'. (RPPI 984)
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In fact, Wittgenstein wishes to draw several distinctions between many different types 

of description, or senses of'description'. But for the present I shall limit the 

investigation to visual descriptions, and one particular distinction.

One type of description, the description of the visual impression, details the 

colours, shapes and spatial organisation of what one sees, which can be put in the form 

of a copy of the picture. This type of description can be both complete and determinate, 

that is, a copy of the picture can unambiguously capture all of the picture's colours and 

shapes and its spatial organisation. The second type of description conveys the aspects 

of a picture: visual experiences that can arise while the visual impression remains 

constant. Descriptions of this type may involve constructing or pointing to models, 

pointing to objects or figures of a certain type, etc.. Henceforth, I shall call descriptions 

of the former type descrip-v and the latter type descrip-a.

If Wittgenstein could establish that descrip-a and descrip-v are conceptually 

distinct, it would follow that the question 'What do you see?' is crucially ambiguous, for 

it could mean two different things: it could be asking for a descrip-a or it could be 

asking for a descrip-v. Now, the belief that a change of aspect must be due either to a 

change of visual impression or the result of a new interpretation of what is seen can be 

seen to rest on the assumption that there is one complete description of the picture.

That is, there is an implicit assumption that there is one complete description such that 

either the aspects under which one sees something will be captured by that description 

or they are not constitutive of the picture at all but interpretations of the picture. But if 

it can be shown that there is not one fondamental type of description that captures 

everything that is really in the picture, then the reasoning that led to the earlier dilemma 

rests on a false premise.
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Wittgenstein’s method of establishing the conceptual distinction is simply to 

describe the two different grammars of visual description. Clearly, this method falls 

short of providing a logical proof, and Wittgenstein recognises that it can be 

consistently maintained that there is really one concept of visual description, and 

correspondingly one concept of seeing.

The question 'What do you see?' gets for its an answer a variety 
of kinds of description. — If now someone says 'After all, I see the 
aspect, the organisation, just as much as I see shapes and colours' — 
What is that supposed to mean? That one includes all that in 'seeing'? Or 
that here is the greatest similarity? And what can I say to the matter? I 
can point out similarities and differences. (RPPI 964)

It is not important to Wittgenstein's argument that any particular number of conceptions 

of'descriptions of what is seen' is agreed upon, provided that the similarities and 

differences of methods of description, and the similarities and differences in the ways in 

which descriptions are used, is recognised. The terms 'descrip-a' and 'descrip-v', 

therefore, should not be taken to indicate that arguments will be offered for us to 

change our terminology (cf. two meanings of the word ‘is’, 1.2); rather, they are used 

because Wittgenstein observes a series of distinctions between aspect descriptions and 

descriptions of a picture's colours and shapes, distinctions which are used to clarify the 

problem of accounting for seeing aspects.

Let me begin with the differences between descrip-a and descrip-v, several of 

which have already been mentioned. First, the most obvious distinguishing feature of 

descrip-a and descrip-v, are the different methods used to express them. A descrip-v 

requires only a copy of what one sees, perhaps a transparency, whereas a descrip-a 

requires one to construct a model or put the figure in the context of other objects. 

Second, there is only one correct description-v of a picture, but several descrip-a may
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be justifiable. Third, a difference between the concepts used in descrip-a and descrip-v 

is shown by the fact that we can point to a picture's colours and shapes but not to its 

aspects. This reflects a difference in the way these concepts are learnt: the colour 

concepts 'red' and 'blue' may be taught by pointing to a red patch and a blue patch —

'The concepts of colour and form must be learned objectively' (LW 449) — but one 

cannot teach a child what the aspects of the duck-rabbit figure are by pointing to that 

figure, because unlike colours and shapes (the constituents of a descrip-v), a picture's 

aspects are not properties of the picture (RPPI 1030). An aspect does not teach us 

something about the external world (RPPI 899).

Fourth, connected with the second and third distinctions, colours and shapes 

are, unlike aspects, not directly subject to the will (in the sense specified earlier). It 

makes sense for me to see or to try to see a duck-rabbit picture, that now seems to me 

like a duck, as a rabbit. But if a figure appears blue to me it makes no sense for me to 

try and see it red, and similarly if it is round I cannot try to see it square. The essential 

character of this distinction is shown if we imagine that colours are subject to the will, 

for example, if we could see red objects as green or green objects as red with some 

small mental effort. To start with, there would be changes in the way in which we learn 

to apply the terms 'red' and 'green', but also we would no longer say that there are red 

objects and green objects: 'red' and 'green' would no longer be properties of objects 

(RPPI 976).

Fifth, and finally, suppose a person S were blind to aspects, that is, never notices 

a figure's aspects. This does not exclude S from knowing that, say, the duck-rabbit 

figure can represent a duck or a rabbit, nor would S be unable to recognise the 

schematic cube as the representation of a cube, but S would not say 'Now I see a duck!' 

and S would not be able to see the schematic cube jump from one aspect to another (PI
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pp. 213-4). S will be able to understand and state descrip-a of pictures, but will not be 

able to use a descrip-a or an expression of his or her visual experiences; S will make 

sense of them only by inferring that the picture can be used to represent the objects 

described by descrip-a. This provides a further ground to distinguish two senses of 

’description of what is seen’, for aspect blindness is a quite different type of blindness to 

colour-blindness (or, if such a thing is possible, shape blindness). For we would say of 

someone who is colour-blind that they have defective eyesight, whereas we would say 

of somebody who is aspect-blind that they lack a certain type of understanding, or that 

they cannot grasp certain meanings.

With this outline of the different methods and concepts involved in describing 

what is seen, let us now consider the notion of a ’complete description’ of the visual 

impression. Suppose I give an apparently complete description of the duck rabbit 

picture and then see the figure under a new aspect:

Then is the copy an incomplete description of my visual 
experience? No. But the circumstances may decide what more detailed 
specifications I need to make. It may be an incomplete one; if there is 
still something to ask. (Example: the schematic cube.)

So pointing to the model, in addition to the copy, might belong 
to the description of the visual experience. But then it doesn’t belong to 
the description of the visual perception. (LW 499, 500)

A descrip-v of the visual perception of the schematic cube requires only a copy, but a 

descrip-a requires something like the construction of a three dimensional model. The 

point is, while one can give a complete descrip-v of the picture in terms of its lines, 

shapes, colours etc., a descrip-a of the visual experience may still have something to 

add. But what does the descrip-a add? It does not add to the descrip-v of the visual 

perception, because that is complete: there are no more lines or colours to find. Nor



62

does the descrip-a specify any new detail of the drawing omitted from an accurate 

representation of what is visually perceived. What it adds is an assessment of the picture 

in a different language of description.

Clearly, therefore, the fact that our descrip-v of the visual perception does not 

include details about the aspect under which the picture is seen does not show it to be 

incomplete, for such details belong in a different descriptive logic. No more does it 

show the description of a triangle in Euclidean geometry to be incomplete, that other 

descriptions can be given of the triangle in different geometries and different 

conclusions drawn. Wittgenstein;

If anyone here criticizes the sense-datum way by saying The trouble 
with it is that it misses the "aspect" and "singling out" features; surely 
these are as really "visual"', he misses the point; the really visual 
paradigm doesn't contain them; they are not in that game. (LPP p. 336.)^

By describing different methods and techniques of description, Wittgenstein effectively 

dissolves the dilemma regarding changes of aspect, for it rested on the assumption that 

there must be one complete description of a picture that either encompasses its aspects 

or shows them to be merely interpretative. The dilemma now removed, we can proceed 

to a more perspicuous view of the concept of visual description. Before this, however, 

one important clarifications.

I stated that the descrip-a adds to a descrip-v of a picture not by extending the 

descrip-v but by assessing the picture in a different descriptive language. But this should 

not be taken as implying that there are just two language games of description, nor that 

these language games are limited to visual phenomena. Let me give two examples.

Suppose I had a conversation with somebody in the street, and I am asked to 

describe what I heard. My description will at least involve repeating the words, and I
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may provide a complete description of what I heard in such terms, i.e. a purely verbal 

record. But there are different ways in which the same words can be taken. For 

example, the meaning of the question 'What are you doing here?' depends upon which 

words are emphasised. 'What are you doing here?' may be questioning someone's 

activities, whereas 'What areyoM doing here?' may be expressing concern as to the 

person's identity, and 'What are you doing here? presumably questions a person's 

particular location. So the description may involve, if appropriate, an imitation of the 

tone or manner in which the words were spoken. This is a quite different type of 

description to the first, requiring as it does certain skills on my part (mimicking the 

speaker) and on the part of the person listening. A reproduction of the vocal intonation 

would be quite useless to someone untrained in hearing such things (RPPI 540).

The statement 'What are you doing here?' may be addressed to more than one 

person, or it may be a code understood by the person to whom it is uttered, so a further 

description of what one might call 'the human context' of what I heard may be 

appropriate. The context of the meeting may also be required to convey the character of 

the words spoken, for example, if the sentence is said at a meeting that takes place 

every year (perhaps as a joke), or if it is a reunion of old friends, or if it is directed 

towards somebody who has apparently failed to follow a plan, etc.. A different sort of 

description again, one describing the intentions of the speaker, may be required if some 

words are ambiguous (for example. Til see you at the bank' changes meaning if I want 

to cash a cheque or catch some fish). My description will not include a reproduction of 

the surrounding street sounds; should I express what I heard in these terms? Clearly, 

there are pragmatic constraints on the type of description that can be accurately given, 

and more importantly, on the type of descriptions that are needed to satisfactorily 

convey the meaning of what I heard. Of the variety of language games of description
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that can be put into service to express what is heard, only some will be practicable or 

will express a useful aspect on the perceived sounds.

As a second example, consider two ways of describing the positions of chess 

pieces. One, algebraic notation, describes a piece's position in terms of its identity and 

location in a particular square; white queen on dl, black king on d7, etc.. The other 

describes pieces in terms of their strategic relations to other pieces: white queen pins 

black pawn against the king, black knight forks white king and rook. These two 

methods of description have distinct and well understood uses. One would probably opt 

for algebraic language for recording or setting up a position on the board, whereas 

strategic descriptions are poorly suited for this (one would have to infer their positions 

from a great many strategic details). On the other hand, the strategic language is useful 

for positional analysis, or if one wants to learn how to win a game. Now, a piece with 

an algebraic location can offer two strategic possibilities: say, a queen on b4 pins a 

piece and simultaneously offers a concealed check. Both these strategic descriptions are 

justifiable, yet they apply to a position with a single algebraic description (that can have 

only one algebraic location). One can imagine someone being struck by the fact that the 

queen has another strategic position, and looking at the queen as offering a fork and as 

threatening a concealed check. I do not wish to over-emphasize the analogy between 

the aspects of the duck-rabbit and other figures, but there are similarities, and there are 

two language games of description using independent concepts and methods. Their 

independence is shown by the fact that one could use the algebraic notation without 

being familiar with the concepts of'fork', 'pin', etc., and one could learn about the fork 

and pin without ever seeing a conventional chess board (this would, of course, be far 

less usual). There is also the possibility of other more or less useful descriptive 

methods. For example, a positional notation describing the number of squares, rows.
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files and diagonals under each piece's control or influence, or a notation describing 

numbers and configurations of empty squares and their relationship to occupied 

squares.

2.24 Seeing Internal Relations

We are now in a position to say what is involved in a change of aspect. I have 

examined a number of different types of aspect: seeing a picture as a three dimensional 

representation of a landscape; seeing a facial expression; noticing the resemblance 

between two pictures; seeing an illustration function in a number of ways and noticing 

their aspects, as the text book figure used to illustrate several different experiments; 

solving the picture puzzle. In each case, these ‘seeing as’ experiences do not show one 

a new property of the object perceived (they do not add to a descrip-v of what is 

perceived), and yet noticing an aspect does not arise from an act of interpretation (in 

this respect the concept 'seeing as' is analogous to the concept 'seeing'). But 

distinguishing different concepts of'seeing' and 'description' does not remove the 

puzzling feature of aspect perception: when I perceive an aspect I see something in the 

object I perceive, I do not imagine or invent it. But what is it that I perceive if not a 

property of the object? Wittgenstein offers the following answer.

The colour of the visual impression corresponds to the colour of 
the object (this blotting paper looks pink to me, and is pink) — the shape 
of the visual impression to the shape of the object (it looks rectangular 
to me, and is rectangular) — but what I perceive in the dawning of an 
aspect is not a property of the object, but an internal relation between it 
and other objects. (PI p. 212; cf. LW 733)
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In Tractatus, Wittgenstein defines a property as internal 'if it is unthinkable that 

its object should not possess it' and a relation is internal 'if it is unthinkable that these 

two objects should not stand in this relation' (TLP 4.123). The most obvious examples 

are mathematical propositions, e.g. '2 + 2 = 4'. Strictly speaking, an internal relation is 

not a relation between two objects in the sense that it describes some property of two 

objects, because it is not conceivable that the statement of the internal relation be 

falsified. Wittgenstein sometimes calls statements of this sort 'timeless' or 'non- 

temporal', meaning that they are conceptual relations standing independently fi'om the 

course of events. An internal relation is, in other words, a grammatical relation between 

concepts (LFM p. 73), and the statement of such a relation is the expression of a rule of 

grammar. So how is it that in noticing a new aspect one perceives an internal relation 

between the picture and other objects?

Take the duck-rabbit picture; when I notice the principal aspects of the picture I 

see the duck-rabbit picture at home in two contexts: as a member of the class of ducks 

and duck representations, and as a member of the class of rabbits and rabbit 

representations. The picture has a role in both grammatical contexts. The picture is 

internally related to the first group of objects by virtue of them all falling under the 

concept 'duck', and it is internally related to the second group by virtue of falling under 

the concept 'rabbit'.

It is as if one saw a picture: one time together with one group, 
and then another time with another group.

It is — contrary to Kohler — precisely a meaning that I see. (RPPI
868-9)

One is struck by the internal relation precisely because one can see the internal relation 

change. The reason that it seems paradoxical that an aspect can change, without any
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physical alteration in the picture or the visual perception, is that we have failed to keep 

distinct two different types of statement which, despite superficial similarities, are used 

in quite different ways: empirical propositions about the object's colour and geometry, 

and expressions of internal relations.

Presented with the picture of a triangle, I may make the factual claim that it is of 

such and such a height, width, etc. and I may indicate this by pointing to the diagram. 

That the figure has this shape is empirically verifiable. But suppose I claim that I now 

see it as half a parallelogram, as opposed to merely a triangle. This claim could not be 

shown by merely pointing to the diagram or reproducing it, for there is nothing in the 

picture to distinguish a triangle fi’om half a parallelogram. To explain what I meant by 

saying 'It is half a parallelogram', I would show how one extend the triangle into a 

parallelogram with a simple transformation around an axis of symmetry. But this is 

exactly the expression of a rule for the construction of a parallelogram out of a triangle. 

To see the triangle in the proposed way is precisely to see it as subject to this rule for 

the construction of a parallelogram.

One seeming problem with the proposed account of'seeing as...' statements is 

that one can arbitrarily stipulate an internal relation or add a new rule of grammar for 

the use of concepts, but one cannot simply see a picture under any aspect one chooses.

I cannot, for example, choose to see the duck-rabbit picture as a jellyfish by stipulating 

that it now falls under the concept 'jellyfish'. Let me make two points. First, it is true 

that not every change in the rules for the use of a picture is immediately associated with 

a change of aspect with the same impact as one gets in the case of the duck-rabbit. But 

if a picture is given a new use, this will entail a change in its meaning and consequently 

the way in which it is regarded. For example, a cipher (such as that represented in LW 

706) might be seen as a correctly written letter in a foreign alphabet, or a poorly written
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letter, or an letter with a flourish (perhaps in some legal document). These are three 

different grammatical contexts for the cipher, though the latter two are much closer to 

each other in meaning that to the first. For the latter two share the same rules for their 

use in English language, while the legal TT has some additional rules relating to its 

specialised use. The change of aspect that occurs as one sees the cipher in different 

ways may be barely noticeable, nevertheless one does undoubtedly see it in a different 

ways depending on how one understands it to be used; this is shown by the different 

things one would say to explain what one saw.

Second, we standardly take pictures of objects to be direct pictorial 

representations, i.e. that the outline should resemble the shape of the objects the picture 

represents. If one maintained this convention for the duck-rabbit picture, the only way 

in which the picture could fall under the concept 'jellyfish' would be if one changed the 

concept 'jellyfish' to include animals or objects shaped in a way resembling the outline of 

the picture. In that case, unless 'jellyfish' simply means 'duck' or 'rabbit' or 'duck or 

rabbit', the class of jellyfish resembling the picture is empty. I take it that there is no 

objection to seeing the picture as an imaginary creature. On the other hand, the 

convention that the shape of the object should resemble the shape of the picture could 

be changed. In this case there is no limit on the number of ways of using the picture and 

seeing it.  ̂If I develop a skill in subjecting pictures to the required type mathematical 

transformation (I imagine this could be very difficult to master), there is no reason why 

I should not see the duck-rabbit as a jellyfish. In seeing the picture as subject to the 

appropriate rule of transformation, I see an internal relation between the picture and 

'jellyfish'.

I stated in the introduction that it is surprising that Wittgenstein should have 

devoted such a large proportion of his philosophy of psychology to the issue of seeing
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aspects, particularly as the other subjects he was considering were of such major 

philosophical interest (belief, emotion, consciousness, action). The fact that seeing 

aspects is a puzzling phenomenon seems insufficient to account for the attention that it 

receives, but the way in which Wittgenstein resolves the problem indicates a possible 

source of his interest. For it can be seen that seeing aspects is in one way closely 

connected with the cause of philosophical problems. For as I explained in 1.1 and 1.2, 

Wittgenstein thought a main reason for our experiencing philosophical difficulties is our 

attention to one or other particular aspect of language at the exclusion of all else. In this 

context, Wittgenstein took it as his objective to present alternative aspects and ways of 

thinking about language that do not lead us into philosophical difficulty. In the case of 

seeing aspects, of course, it is visual objects that are seen under different aspects rather 

than forms of expression, and it is not our stubborn commitment to a single aspect that 

is the problem, but how perceiving different aspects of the same thing is possible.

2.25 Falling under a concept

It seems that if seeing an aspect is the perception of an internal relation between 

the object perceived and other objects, then every visual perception of an object should 

be the perception of an aspect. Looking at the duck-rabbit picture and seeing only a 

duck, and not having experienced the change of aspect, does one not thereby see it as a 

duck, by virtue of perceiving the picture as falling under the concept ‘duck’? This is a 

conclusion that Wittgenstein rejects, for it ignores the analysis that gave rise to the 

notion ‘seeing as’, that is, the differences between the concepts of seeing and seeing as. 

Wittgenstein avoids the conclusion that merely seeing the picture duck is the perception 

of an aspect or internal relation with the following argument.
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Before one notices the different aspects of the duck-rabbit picture, to say 'It is a 

duck' (or 'It is a rabbit', if one has not seen it as a duck) may be a straightforwardly 

descriptive statement about the figure's appearance, akin to statements about the 

figure's lines and colours, etc. (cf. PI p. 195h). That is, before one has seen the figure 

change aspect, one might say 'It is a duck' simply as part of a descrip-v of the picture 

(cf. PI p. 194d). In other words the same word — in this case 'duck' — may be used in 

part of a descrip-v or a descrip-a of a picture. In the former case, one is simply drawing 

on general knowledge of the appearance of ducks for a more lucid descrip-v of the 

appearance of the picture. In the latter case, after a change of aspect, one might say 'I 

see it as a duck' as part of a description of the figure, but now meaning something that 

cannot be conveyed in a drawing of the picture: that the picture can be grouped along 

with ducks, that it falls under the concept 'duck'.

Suppose I see the duck-rabbit as a duck for the first time. Before, I had never 

imagined the figure to be anything other than a rabbit. It seems wrong to say that I have 

always seen the figure as a rabbit, because I have not always seen the figure as anything 

in particular; and it is certainly wrong to say that the figure strikes me as being a rabbit 

every time I see it. Before the change of aspect, what I see is adequately described by a 

descrip-v. If all I have ever seen in the figure is a duck, 'This is a duck' serves only as a 

pointer to this visual perception, not a distinct visual experience.

It would have made as little sense for me to say 'Now I am 
seeing it as . . 'as to say at the sight of a knife and fork 'Now I am 
seeing this as a knife and fork'. This expression would not be 
understood. — Any more than: *Now it's a fork' or 'It can be a fork too'.

One doesn't 'take' what one knows as the cutlery at a meal for 
cutlery; any more than one ordinarily tries to move one's mouth as one 
eats, or aims at moving it. (PI p. 195b,c)
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There are several reasons to think that a description of what one sees before a change 

of aspect does not express a perceived aspect of the picture, or what one sees the 

picture as. Suppose I am looking at a true to life picture of a dog. Do I see it as a dog? 

(1) Generally aspect perception is subject to the will, and I can certainly try or fail to 

see an aspect, but I cannot fail to see the dog-picture as a dog, and nor can I try to see 

it as such, because there is no other candidate available (cf. RPPII 517). (2) Seeing an 

aspect sometimes requires imagination, but no imagination is required to see something 

as it is (cf. RPPn 513). (3) If I were asked what I saw when I looked at the dog picture 

I could only answer 'It is a dog', and not I take that to be a dog' or Probably that's a 

dog' (cf. RPPII 516). (4) Describing how one sees the duck-rabbit picture as a duck as 

opposed to a rabbit, one compares the picture with ducks (as opposed to rabbits), but I 

do not in this sense compare the dog picture with dogs any more than I compare a 

passport photograph with a face (cf. RPPI 514). I am not, in other words, struck by the 

internal relation that this picture bears to other objects. Only when a figure admits more 

than one aspect does a comparison with other objects become a crucial part of a 

description of what I see.

Against Wittgenstein's claim that one only sees something as something after 

noticing an aspect, Chisholm argues

. . .  if I am at table and say truly that I see a fork there, then there is a 
fork there that is appearing to me an a certain way, and I judge that the 
thing that is appearing to me in that way is a fork. And this. I’m sure, is 
a case of taking what one knows as a piece of cutlery at the table fo r  a 
piece of cutlery — something that Wittgenstein denies that we normally 
do. (1994, p. 99)

Chisholm takes Wittgenstein's main argument against it being the case that I take the 

fork for a fork, that one does not normally say as meal time 'I take that to be a fork'. To



72

this Chisholm reasonably asks, 'is the fact that I wouldn't make these statements a 

reason for concluding that they would be false if I were to make them?' (p. 99) Clearly, 

the fact that a statement is trivial — 'I take that fork for a fork' — does not render it 

false. But while Chisholm is no doubt correct in claiming that a statement like 'I take 

that fork for a fork' is not false because it is unusual and trivial, I do not think that this 

is Wittgenstein's objection to it. I think Wittgenstein's argument is like this: 'I see it as . .  

.' or 'I take it as . . .' are trivial statements before a change of aspect (because they 

express only the descrip-v of what is seen), but they mean something quite different 

after such a change (because they express a descrip-a).

Thus Chisholm can certainly maintain that all seeing involves a taking as or 

seeing as, where those terms are meant in the former trivial sense, but not all cases of 

visual perception can be described by seeing as or taking as in the latter sense. I shall 

return to this argument again when considering an additional argument offered by John 

Hick for supposing that not only all visual perception but all sensory experience 

involves aspect perception (cf. 3.1). I will leave the argument here with the following 

useful example of Wittgenstein’s. Imagine a person S who has seen only smiling faces, 

i.e. S has never seen anyone assume a different expression. Now, it seems wrong to say 

that S would think that every facial expression is a smile, but rather it seems that S does 

not have any conception of a facial expression: 'A person who had seen only one facial 

expression couldn't have the concept "facial expression". "Facial expression" exists only 

within a play of the features. ' (LW 766) Without a variety of different expressions, 

people's smiles would not be expressive of anything (they would not be associated with 

some emotion), but more immediately, S would not see people's faces as having as 

expression: the concept 'smile' would only pick out a physiognomical feature of people's 

faces. In this case, the difference between seeing a face and seeing a face under a certain
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aspect — with an expression — is evident; it is the difference between seeing people 

smihng and seeing that people's lips are curved upwards at either side.

As this last example indicates, while Wittgenstein may not have believed ‘seeing 

as’ to be characteristic of all visual perception, he did think that the experience of 

aspects need not be limited to visual perception, and he explores at some length the 

phenomenon of the recognition of human and other expressions. Wittgenstein examines 

the use of certain 'expressive' terms: 'sad' (LW 746), 'timid' (LW 735), 'plaintive' (LW 

742), 'vulgar' (LW 738), 'repulsive' (757), 'childish' (LW 737), 'frightened' (LW 736), 

'impudent' (LW 757). He finds that these concepts are sometime used as part of the 

description of, among other things, human and animal faces and postures, pictures of 

faces etc., sounds and pieces of music, and that is analogous with the use of aspect 

terms (‘duck’, ‘rabbit’) in descrip-a of visual phenomena. For example, Wittgenstein 

considers the expressive concept 'plaintive' (or 'lament', 'wailing' or 'moaning'; in 

German 'klagen' for which there is no perfect translation). I can call a melody 'plaintive', 

and while that description may be suggestive of the sort of sounds I may be hearing (it 

is probably not the 1812 Overture), the plaintive character of the music is not an object 

of auditory sensation.

Think of the expression I heard a plaintive melody'. And now the 
question is: 'Does he hear the plaint?'

And if I reply: 'No, he doesn't hear it, he merely has a sense of it' 
— where does he get that? One cannot mention a sense-organ for this 
'sense'. (PI p. 209f,g)

'Plaintive' offers a characterisation of auditory impressions that is not conveyed by 

merely reproducing the sounds. For if one did reproduce the sounds, there would be no 

reason for it to strike somebody that the melody was plaintive. That is, two people 

could agree on an exhaustive description of the pitch, length, volume, etc. of the sounds
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constituting a piece of music, and yet only one of them is struck by the melody’s 

plaintive quality. To show what one meant by calling the melody plaintive one would 

have to play it alongside characteristically mournful or wailing pieces of music. As with 

visual aspects one does not recognise a melody as plaintive by identifying a particular 

property of the sound, but by grouping the melody along with others that are also 

considered plaintive, that is, perceiving the internal relation it bears to these other pieces 

of music.

Now the concept 'plaintive', Wittgenstein claims, does have a function in 

describing the 'purely acoustical' facet of an auditory phenomenon. A 'purely acoustical' 

description is defined as 'a description that applies when you can reproduce exactly 

what you've heard, leaving all other relations out of it' (LW 749). Thus when one says 

'The steam whistle makes a wailing sound', the term 'wailing' conveys the fact that the 

sound is persistent and high-pitched, and this is a purely acoustical reading of the term, 

for I could unambiguously convey the fact that the whistle is persistent and high-pitched 

by reproducing it (anybody capable of distinguishing sounds should recognise it as 

such). But this does not exhaust the meaning of the term when applied in other contexts 

(LW 748), for 'wailing' also has an expressive element that cannot be conveyed by 

merely reproducing the sound heard: one can hear a high-pitched persistent sound, but 

one can also hear it as a wail.

Wittgenstein makes similar points about other expressive concepts. One can 

describe somebody's handwriting as childish, meaning that it resembles the handwriting 

of a child, and this facet of hand^writing cannot be expressed by making another copy of 

that same handwriting. One can call a face or a picture-face 'timid' or 'hesitant', and this 

description has a 'purely visual' component: that the picture lines are grouped in such 

and such a way, or the face displays certain features. But one can also see a face as
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timid, one can sense the timidity in another's face or posture, and one also reacts to a 

timid face differently from a face that one sees purely in terms of its physiognomical 

properties.

As these remarks indicate, there are a number of parallels between noticing an 

expression and perceiving an aspect. Sensing an expression, like hearing or seeing an 

aspect, invariably goes along with a certain sort of reaction on the part of the observer. 

If I take weeping as a physiological phenomenon, I observe it quite differently to the 

way in which I would observe an expression of grief (LW 770). My attitude and 

reactions and dispositions are quite different in each case, even though the same 

physiological phenomenon is occurring. Similarly, my attitude and reactions to the 

duck-rabbit picture will depend upon which way I see it. There is also a puzzle 

regarding the perception of expressions, as there was with the perception of aspects, as 

to what changes when one notices that, say, a picture-face has an expression of fear.

For while the face itself remains unchanged, and one does not fail to observe any of its 

features (one might, perhaps, have made an accurate copy), one nevertheless sees 

something new in the picture. Finally, while one seems to perceive an expression, one 

would not say of someone who could not sense the expression of a face or the gravity 

of a tune, that his or her eyesight was defective or hearing impaired. An expression, like 

an aspect, cannot be captured by a purely audial or visual description.

Despite these parallels, Wittgenstein withdraws from asserting that recognising 

an expression is a type of'seeing as' (or hearing as). Wittgenstein expresses his own 

inclination to say of someone who is looking at weeping as a physiological phenomenon 

Tie is looking at something different' (LW 773), but does not advance a theory of the 

nature of sensing expressions. In fact, Wittgenstein leaves the matter simply having 

noted the similarities between the different concepts of seeing.
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Now is it simply a conceptual shift if we refer to sensing an 
expression as seeing, just as we speak of marrying money? Is there 
merely a misunderstanding here, or a gradual sloping of the concept 
'see'? (LW 765)

Perhaps to show how steep this slope can become, Wittgenstein considers the concept 

'style of Louis XIV'.

After all, I can describe a chair using the concept 'style of Louis 
XIV', and I can contrast this with a description which takes note of the 
shape, colour, etc., by using drawings, etc., and does not refer to any 
historical period, or king, etc.

Suppose someone asked: 'Do you see the style of Louis XIV 
when you look at the chair?' (LW 750-1)

Whether or not a chair is in the style of the Louis XIV period, can be determined by 

checking its height, colour, shape, etc. But a description of the chair in these terms is 

rather different from a description that places the chair in the context of the reign of 

Louis XIV, i.e. the latter description shows it to be akin to other crafted items of that 

historical period. Can one also speak of seeing the chair under two different aspects? 

That is, apart from recognising that a chair satisfies certain properties can one also see a 

chair as being in the style of Louis XIV? Clearly this is true in the sense that there is a 

description of what a Louis XIV chair is. For one can give examples of Louis XTV 

chairs, as one can give examples of plaintive melodies.

Wittgenstein does not wish to legislate on whether seeing a Louis XIV chair is 

to count as a case of visual perception or aspect seeing, but merely point out the 

similarities and differences between them. As I have stated, Wittgenstein’s intention is 

not to encourage any change in terminology, such as introducing different words for the 

different ways in which the term ‘perceive’ is used. His aim is to prevent philosophical
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confusion by clarifying a potentially misleading similarity in the language of perception 

that is used when one senses a property of an object and when one experiences an 

internal relation between objects, or an aspect. It is to one of the most intriguing 

developments of this investigation that I will now turn: seeing aspects in mathematics.

2.3 MATHEMATICAL ASPECTS

Despite Wittgenstein's occasional allusions to mathematical issues in his later 

writings on 'seeing a s . . . ' ,  and his more substantial use of aspects in his remarks on 

mathematics, the subject of mathematical aspects has received no attention from writers 

on either of these areas of his work.* I hope to remedy this, and in so doing further 

clarify Wittgenstein's concept of'aspect'.

Wittgenstein thought that every proved proposition in mathematics is a rule, and 

that mathematical propositions form part of a language, a motley of language games, 

involving only rules (REM IV). There are two main reasons for thinking that proved 

mathematical propositions are rules: 1. Mathematical statements are not falsifiable or 

subject to doubt. Mill's contention that mathematical statements are very general 

empirical statements with extremely strong confirmation (Mill 1843, bk. 2, ch. 3-4) is 

embarrassed by the fact that mathematical statements are established not by observation 

but by being proved (i.e. by being logically connected with a number of other 

mathematical statements). 2. Every proved proposition is normative, in the sense that 

can be introduced without argument at any stage into a mathematical proof
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On several occasions Wittgenstein suggests that seeing a new aspect is akin to a 

mathematical discovery (LW 146, cf. LW 152-162, 759-762), and we have already 

considered, as an example of seeing an aspect, seeing a triangle as half a parallelogram. 

But Wittgenstein also recognised that the notion of'aspect' could make a distinctive 

contribution to his philosophy of mathematics: 'The old idea of the role of intuition in 

mathematics. Is this intuition the seeing of complexes in different aspects?' (RPPI 1016; 

cf. LW 633)

There are two traditional accounts of mathematical intuition: that of Kant 

(1933, pp. 576fif.) which has been developed by Charles Parsons (1983, ch. 3), and that 

of the philosopher/mathematician Kurt Godel (1944, 1947/64) which has been 

developed by, among others, Penelope Maddy (1990, ch. 2). Also, some of Husserl's 

later work has been used to shed light on mathematical intuition (cf. Tieszen 1989). I 

cannot offer a full survey of this work, but all accounts of mathematical intuition have 

the same common objective: to explain how intuition can give rise to mathematical 

knowledge. Godel, who appeals to the experience among mathematicians of theorems 

'forcing themselves' on one, claims that mathematicians are capable of perceiving 

mathematical objects, and he explains this perception by analogy with ordinary 

perception of physical objects. Other theories of intuition generally attribute to 

mathematicians an introspective capability to perceive structural properties of 

mathematical concepts or objects.

By using the concept of'aspect' to clarify the nature of mathematical intuition 

and proof, Wittgenstein avoids some of the pitfalls of traditional theories while retaining 

some of their advantages. On the one hand, Wittgenstein avoids having to explain either 

how we perceive (or enter into a causal relationship with) mathematical entities, or the 

nature of introspection or structures, because seeing an aspect involves seeing an
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internal structure rather than a property. On the other hand, his account maintains the 

analogy between perceiving and intuiting a mathematical theorem without running into 

the difficulty of how one can see a conceptual truth. The basic similarity between 

intuition and perception is not between the realities perceived (mathematical and 

physical), but between the use of the concepts 'see', 'see as' and 'intuit'.

Let us begin with geometrical proofs. Wittgenstein gives the following example. 

I know what a pentagram and a pentagon look like, but when I see a pentagram drawn 

inside a pentagon, its external vertices meeting the vertices of the pentagon, I am now 

struck by something which I did not previously realise: the number of external vertices 

of the pentagram is the same as that of the pentagon, namely 5 (MS 148, pp. 14-16).^ 

What is it that I have experienced? The first impression, perhaps, is that I have observed 

a new fact, that is, the claim 'The pentagram fits into a pentagon' or 'The number of 

outer vertices of a pentagram is the same as the number of vertices of a pentagon' is the 

conclusion from the experiment of drawing a pentagram inside a pentagon (MS 148, p. 

12). That is, I find that this star shape fits this pentagon. But, secondly, I seem to have 

discovered something about the essence of these two shapes (MS 148, p. 8), for a 

necessary truth about all pentagrams and pentagons has dawned on me: that they are 

logically connected to the cardinal number five.

'I never knew that one could look at it that way.'
I had never seen the pentagram in the pentagon.
It is a new experience to me. But is the experience teaching me 

that the pentagram fits the pentagon?
'The visual image [pentagram] fits the visual image [pentagon]' 
The importance of this proposition lies in this, that it seems a 

proposition of experience and that on the other hand it is also used as a 
proposition of geometry, i.e. grammar. (MS 148, p. 15-16)
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The difficulty regarding the nature of the experience is resolved by considering the 

different types of visual description, in particular descrip-a and descrip-v. If I describe 

what I see using purely visual concepts, I will say that I see a drawing of a pentagram 

and a drawing of a pentagon and a then a third drawing of the pentagram inside the 

pentagon. If the first two drawings are the same size in the third drawing, I will say that 

this shows that the first drawing fits inside the second, this being an empirical fact about 

the objects in my visual perception. If, in contrast, I describe what I see in terms of 

mathematical concepts, I may say that I see a pentagram and a pentagon and then (if it 

strikes me) the pentagram fitting inside the pentagon, i.e. with the five vertices 

connecting. This is not a property of the drawings before me, but a logical truth for 

pentagrams and pentagons. Copying out the demonstration for somebody else may not 

be sufficient to show the connection. What I have perceived is an internal relation 

between three mathematical concepts: 'pentagon', 'pentagram', 'five'.̂ ®

Turning now to an algebraic example, Wittgenstein asks us what is involved in 

the discovery of the exponential in mathematics:

Tell me: have I discovered a new kind of calculation if, having once 
learnt to multiply, I am struck by multiplications with all the factors the 
same, as a special branch of these calculations, and so I introduce the 
notation "a" =. . ."?' (RFM p. 179).

There is a temptation to think that there is a mere change of notation here, that we 

should write '16 '̂ instead o f '16 x 16'; after all, the two are equivalent. But the change is 

more profound than this, for there is not only a new notation but also a new procedure. 

We count all the factors. That is, calculating '16 x 16' simply involves me multiplying 

one number by another number which happens to be the same, whereas '16 '̂ involves
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me taking 16 as a factor twice. These are different ways of seeing the problem, though 

they are mathematically equivalent.

First of all I want to say; Tt need never have struck anyone that 
in certain products all factors are equal'—or: "'Products of all equal 
factors" is a new concept'—or: 'What is new consists in our classifying 
calculations differently'. In exponentiation the essential thing is evidently 
that we look at the number of the factors. But who says we ever attend 
to the number of factors? It need not have struck us that there are 
products with 2,3,4,  factors etc. although we have often worked out 
such products. (RFM p. 180)

The introduction of the exponent is not merely a change of notation but is a 

conceptual change that results from noticing an internal relation, between similar factors 

and cardinal numbers, namely, that similar factors can be counted, and in this sense 

there is a change of aspect. The change rests on two techniques: multiplication and 

counting.

Thus I write e.g. "â " instead of "a x a". By this means I refer to 
the series of numbers (allude to it) which did not happen before. So I am 
surely setting up a new connexion! — A connexion — between what 
objects? Between the technique of counting factors and the technique of 
multiplying. But in that way every proof, each individual calculation 
makes new connexions! (RFM p. 180-181)

In other words, every new calculation involves a change of aspect, every new proof 

makes new connections. Even, in fact most obviously, '2 + 2 = 4', for although it states 

an equivalence it also involves a change of aspect. Thus we can imagine a community 

the inhabitants of which always took four things as two pairs, never noticing the internal 

relation (AWL p. 181). Wittgenstein does, however, caution against confusing 'rule' and 

'internal relation' in this context. One can see four as dividing into two pairs, but one 

cannot see '2 + 2 = 4', that is, there is no experience of seeing the mathematical
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equation (in other than the trivial sense of seeing it, for example, on paper). Once the 

equivalence is realised, it becomes part of the meaning o f '4' that it equals '2 + 2', but 

one can see the internal relation without constructing the rule '2 + 2 = 4'. What one sees 

are four things as two pairs, and this may suggest the rule, but to associate them in a 

rule of arithmetic is a distinct decision. That decision is largely based on the usefiilness 

of the rule that would be constructed. For a connection to constitute a mathematical 

development, Wittgenstein thinks, is must be mathematically useful (RFM p. 181 ; cf. 

Hardy 1992, p. 89)

Wittgenstein's idea to some extent plays on the positivist belief that mathematics 

is an extended tautology (A J Ayer, 1946, ch. 4).“ On this view, every step in a 

mathematical proof, every calculation, ultimately reduces to the form ‘a = a’. The proof, 

and all the rules used to construct it, is equivalent to all that, in addition to the proved 

proposition. But Wittgenstein's insight is that a proof also involves a change of aspect, 

or meaning. So even if some appropriately powerful deity were able to roll out the 

whole of mathematics from the axioms in a mechanical way, it would not follow that it 

saw anything more in the results than in the basic statement of the axioms. That is, a 

great deal more would have to occur before it was able to make any use of the results, 

or before it knew its way around mathematics; it would have to master the techniques 

and concepts of mathematical language. The deity would be like someone who 

described visual experiences wholly in terms of visual descrip-v. I take it that the deity's 

job would be anyway impossible (or at least, infinitely extended), since there are always 

new possibilities of making new connexions.

The notion of changes of aspects in mathematics also suggests Wittgenstein's 

account of mathematical surprise. It is often the case that proofs of more fundamental 

mathematical theorems or solutions to mathematical problems are surprising, and this
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has inclined some philosophers and mathematicians to the view that such proofs are 

akin to unexpected discoveries. But what is it, exactly, that is the object of surprise? It 

cannot be surprise at the way in which the proof proceeds, that is, it cannot be directed 

at any particular step of the proof, because each step of the proof follows with logical 

necessity. Surprise about the chain of inference would indicate only mathematical 

misunderstanding. Thus the surprise that a mathematical conjecture is true, if it is not 

based on a mathematical lack of competence, cannot be intrinsic to the proof procedure, 

but must result from a failure to command a clear view of the proof as a whole (RFM p. 

112). That is, the surprise is a purely psychological phenomenon that results from one 

expecting a different connection of mathematical concepts to the one that is set down in 

the proof. Consequently, one finds the new connection striking by virtue of perceiving a 

previously unnoticed internal connection.

I think this account of mathematical aspects leaves one major loose end. 

Consider the angle trisection problem. Finding a general method of constructing the 

trisection of a given angle was one of three ancient fundamental construction problems 

posed by Greek mathematicians and which they were unable to solve (the other two 

being the problem of squaring the circle, and doubling the cube, or the Delic problem). 

Angle bisection had proved no difficulty for Greek mathematicians, and they had also 

been able to trisect angles using unorthodox methods: Nichomodes was successful with 

conchoidal lines, and Hippus of Elis used a curve called the quadratix. It seemed natural 

to suppose, therefore, that is should be possible to find the trisection of a given angle 

using Euclidean methods. But they found the problem of constructing an angle 

trisection with ruler and compasses intractable.^^ But it was only in the nineteenth 

century that it was proved that the trisection of an angle is impossible using ruler and 

compasses (D.J.H Garling 1986, ch. 6), frirthermore, the impossibility proof was not
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given in Euclidean goemetry but in algebra, specifcally Galois theory (indeed, and to the 

credit of early mathematicians, the proof cannot be given in geometry). On 

Wittgenstein's account it follows that we now see angles under a new aspect, i.e. there 

is an internal relation between angles and cutting with ruler and compasses expressed in 

the proof. But, one might say, it is not our way of seeing that has changed, for the angle 

is just the same; what has changed is that we have an important fact about angles and 

ruler and compass constructions.^^ For we know something that earlier mathematicians 

did not: the answer to the construction problem. Specificall, and practically, we now 

know something about what, as a matter of fact, can be achieved with ruler and 

compass; the proof has shown that the trisection of an angle is impossible, and thus that 

the search for an angle trisection would be pointless. I shall consider this objection in 

some depth.

2.31 Mathematics and Facts: The Angle Trisection

At the root of the problem is a confusion between mathematical and factual 

propositions. The confusion is to think that a mathematical proof has a factual 

implication. In this instance it appears that there is a mathematical discovery that a 

certain operation is impossible and that we could, for example, use the proof to predict 

that any attempt to trisect an angle with ruler and compasses will fail. Wittgenstein's 

position is that the proof rules that the expression 'the trisection of the angle with ruler 

and compasses' has no sense in Euclidean geometry: 'In the course of this proof we 

formed our way of looking at the trisection of the angle, which excludes a construction 

with ruler and compass ' (RFM p. 239)
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Wittgenstein proposes the following comparison. The proof shows that it makes 

no more sense to search for the angle trisection in Euclidean geometry, than it makes 

sense to look for T/2' in the series of cardinal numbers (Cf. PG p. 388). That is, there is 

nothing that counts as angle trisection with ruler and compasses in Euclidean geometry. 

The comparison here is closer than it at first appears. We can imagine an angle divided 

into 2, 3, 4, 5, etc., equal sections. But if this division is constructed by ruler and 

compass, the trisection proof shows that some of the constructions (any multiple of 

three) are impossible. In contrast, bisection, and all multiples of two, are possible. Thus, 

in the series of possible numbers of constructed angle divisions, multiples of three are as 

out of place as fractions in the cardinal number series. So just as 1 is a cardinal number 

and 1/2 is not, bisection is an Euclidean angle construction, and trisection is not. The 

impossibility proof, in other words, has changed our concept of'possible cuts of an 

angle with ruler and compasses' by showing that it is distinct from the concept 'possible 

angle division'. For now the question Is there a way of cutting the angle with ruler and 

compasses?' does not state a problem for calculation in Euclidean geometry, because it 

can be answered by a stipulation: 'there is no such thing as angle trisection in Euclidean 

geometry', or, "'the ruler and compasses trisect an angle x" is not a proposition in 

Euclidean geometry'. Similarly, the question 'where is 1/2 in the cardinal number series?' 

is met by: 'you have misunderstood, 1/2 is not a cardinal number'. These questions are 

like illegal moves in chess, and show that the person asking has not understood the 

rules of the game, has not grasped the concept of angle trisection, or the cardinal 

number series. One answers not with a solution to the problem, but by laying down a 

rule that shows the question is senseless. By imphcation, if one were using a 

mathematical calculus in which one could ask the question 'can one trisect an angle with
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ruler and compasses?', it would be a different calculus with different rules, and 

specifically, a language in which the concept 'angle trisection' is used in a different way.

The question was whether a mathematical proof, such as that of the 

impossibility of angle trisection with a certain method in Euclidean geometry, had any 

factual consequences, for it seemed as if the proof shows that we shall not be able to 

find the trisection of an angle if we were searching for one using ruler and compasses, 

because no such construction exists. Wittgenstein’s answer is that if we are looking for 

such a trisection of an angle, or asking if it has been performed, we are not using 

Euclidean geometry. For the proof does not show the search to be a waste of time but 

shows that, in the context of Euclidean Geometry, it is not a search at all, because the 

object of the 'search' is inconceivable. Is this a correct characterisation of the search for 

angle trisection? That is, is there no mathematical context in which one can legitimately 

say that one is searching for an angle trisection? There seem three other possibilities.

1. One could be using a non-Euclidean calculus (i.e. one using non-Euclidean 

axioms) in which the concept 'trisection of an angle with ruler and compasses' does have 

a use. Let us say that in this system any number of angle divisions can be constructed 

using ruler and compasses. In this context one can only search for the trisection of an 

angle in an entirely trivial sense. In the same sense one can 'search' for the solution to '5 

+ 7 = . . . ' ,  or search for '15' is in the cardinal number series, and this is just a matter of 

homework. Clearly one cannot search for an angle trisection in the interesting sense —

i.e. whether or not it is possible — because it is inconceivable that it should be 

impossible. If one were in doubt whether an angle could be trisected in this non- 

Euclidean geometry, or whether '15' is in the series of cardinal numbers, then one would 

not know what a cardinal number is or what the non-Euclidean angle is. In this non- 

Euclidean mathematical system, any 'investigation' into how the angle can be trisected
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does not result in the discovery of a trisection, but is cut short by the stipulation: 'the 

construction of a trisection looks like this . . . This simply being an expression of the 

rule for the construction of the trisection of an angle.

2. One could be using a primitive Euclidean geometry in which nothing has yet 

been settled about angle trisection with ruler and compasses. In this case, it might seem 

that the proof of its impossibility (which is yet to be established) shows that a search for 

the trisection will fail, i.e. that as a matter of fact there are no angle trisections. But this 

is nonsense. Before one has a rule for the construction of a trisection, or a proof 

showing it to be impossible, one is not simply in a position of ignorance as to whether 

the angle can be trisected, rather, one does not know what it means to trisect an angle 

using this geometry. If this seems to overstate the case, one need only remember that it 

may turn out that one proves that construction of the angle trisection in this primitive 

geometry is impossible. If that is the case, it is incoherent to suppose (as we were 

supposing in our search) that it might be true that one can construct an angle trisection 

in this primitive Euclidean geometry. One can hardly be said to know what it means to 

trisect an angle if one does not know whether angle trisection is intelligible. (Cf. RFM 

p. 314)

3. One might be experimenting with a ruler and compasses to see the ways in 

which they can be used to divide up angles and in this sense be searching for an angle 

trisection. But it should be clear that this experiment has no specifically mathematical 

implications. A failure to produce the picture of a trisection in one's experiments is no 

proof of its impossibility, and a success in drawing one is no proof that there is a rule 

for the construction of a trisection (it could have been a fluke). If one were successfiil, 

this might stimulate mathematical interest in developing a general method for 

constructing a trisection with ruler and compasses, but a successful experiment is quite
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distinct from a proof. The most an experiment can show is that such and such a 

procedure can give rise to a certain result; the mathematician requires a rule that, if 

followed correctly, necessarily gives rise to a certain result.

If proofs have no factual consequences, how is it that the proof of the 

impossibility of an angle trisection leads us to give up the search (of type (3)) for a 

trisection? Surely it follows from the proof that the experiments with ruler and 

compasses will have no use for Euclidean geometry as regards angle trisection? But all 

that this means is that angle trisection in Euclidean geometry with ruler and compasses 

is inconceivable: The rulers and compasses are necessarily excluded as a method of 

constructing trisections. The proof gives us a new notion of trisection: it puts the 

picture of the trisected angle and the methods for constructing it in a new logical 

relationship. If one adopted this new concept of trisection, one would certainly see the 

investigation in (3) as having nothing to do with trisection. 'The proof as it were guides 

our experience into definite channels. Someone who has tried again and again to do 

such-and-such gives the attempt up after the proof (REM p. 240) There are two 

important points here.

First, the proof succeeds in convincing us to give up the investigation, not 

because it reveals a fact about trisection from which we can predict that the 

investigation is doomed to failure, but because it lays down a rule for the use of the 

concept of trisection.

Is not a proof too flimsy a reason for entirely giving up the 
search for a construction of the trisection? You have only gone through 
the sequence of signs once or twice; will you decide on the strength of 
that? Just because you have seen this one transformation, will you give 
up the search? The effect of the proof is, I believe, that we plunge into 
the new rule. (RFM p. 244)
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The rule disassociates our investigation from the notion of a Euclidean trisection. It 

shows construction with ruler and compasses and angle trisections in a new light; 'it is 

as if the formation of a concept guided our experience into particular channels, so that 

one experience is now seen together with another in a new way' (RFM p. 241).

Second, the proof by no means compels us to give up our investigation: 'Do not 

look at the proof as a procedure that compels you, but as one that guides you. — And 

what it guides is your conception of a particular situation.' (RFM p. 238-9) The proof 

guides us to make conceptual connections in the calculus of Euclidean geometry, but 

the only consequence of rejecting the proofs guidance and pursuing the investigation 

(in (3)) into angle trisection is to disassociate our investigation from Euclidean 

geometry. For if we successfully constructed a trisection in our investigation, it would 

logically follow that we had violated some rule of Euclidean geometry. It might seem 

that no such construction is possible. But there is no reason we should not find 

something we would call a construction for an angle trisection if we are using non- 

Euclidean rules. For example, we might be able to trisect an angle with ruler and 

compasses by cutting or folding the paper on which the angle is drawn, or drawing the 

angle and some construction on a sheet of rubber and stretching it into the shape of a 

trisected angle. Such methods would be unsuitable for a Euclidean representation, and it 

is because we are generally trained in Euclidean techniques that we are inclined to 

regard such methods as illegal: 'By being educated in a technique, we are also educated 

to have a way of looking at the matter which is just as firmly rooted as that technique' 

(RFM p. 243). But if one is prepared to countenance other techniques and geometries 

(other concepts of trisection), the line of investigation into trisection need not be closed 

off.

Wittgenstein makes both of these points rather clearly in the following example.
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Someone tries to arrange pieces to make a particular pattern. 
Now he sees a model in which one part of that pattern is seen to be 
composed of all his pieces, and he gives up his attempt. The model was 
the proof that his proposal is impossible.

That model too, like the one that shews that he will be able to 
make a pattern of these pieces, changes his concept. For, one might say, 
he never looked at the task of making the pattern of these pieces in this 
way before.

Is it obvious that if anyone sees that part of the pattern can be 
made with these pieces, he realizes that there is no way of making the 
whole pattern with them? May it not be that he goes on trying and trying 
whether after all some arrangement of the pieces does not achieve this 
end? And may he not achieve it? (Use of one piece twice over, e.g.) 
(RFM p. 240)

According to the rules of Euclidean geometry one must accept that constructing angle 

trisections with ruler and compass is impossible, and when one sees the proof of this, 

one must give up trying to construct Euclidean trisections (it becomes impossible to try 

to do so). But one does not have to go on using Euclidean geometry. One might still 

construct an angle trisection in a different geometry.

2.4 CONCLUSION

I have argued that in addition to perceiving objects and interpreting one’s 

perception of an object, one also sometimes sees an object as such and such. This third 

phenomenon, in several respects analogous to the first two, was analysed as the 

perception of an internal relation between the perceived object and other objects, which 

involves the recognition that the object which is perceived falls within the extension of a 

different concept. Identifying the role of seeing aspects in visual perception, perceiving 

human and other expressions, and in mathematics, it is possible to clarify certain real or 

potential philosophical misunderstandings in our thinking about these three issues. For
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example, in mathematics, the experience of grasping or proving a new theorem, which 

is often taken to be the perception of an independently existing mathematical reality, is 

shown to be the recognition of an internal relation between the theorem and the 

concepts of the proof procedure, this being an experience with no methaphysical 

implications. I will now extend the argument to a fourth field of investigation: religious 

language.
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CHAPTER THREE

3.1 RELIGIOUS ASPECTS

Unlike ‘seeing as’ in mathematics, the possibility o f ‘seeing as’ in religious 

contexts has received some attention by philosophers. Specifically, John Hick has 

advanced a theory about the role of aspect perception in religious life. Hick, though 

largely unsympathetic to Wittgenstein’s views, nevertheless believes that Wittgenstein’s 

writings on ‘seeing as’ may be used to shed light on the nature of religious faith. This, 

however, proves to be the full extent of the connection between Hick’s project and that 

of this chapter. For Hick not only proposes an account of ‘seeing as’ that is substantially 

at variance with the account I gave in Chapter Two, but his theory also has the effect, I 

will argue, of undermining the conclusions that he wishes to draw regarding religious 

faith. Since Hick is the main proponent of a role for seeing aspects in understanding 

religious faith, I will begin by describing his argument and its difficulties before looking 

in detail at Wittgenstein’s views on religion.

Hick is interested in Christian faith in the sense that a Christian may be said or 

may claim to ‘know God by faith’ or ‘know that God is real by faith’, which Hick takes 

to express an awareness of God. That is. Hick is concerned with faith as a form of 

cognition or awareness rather than mere propositional belief. Hick also thinks that the 

former is the correct account of faith, and that this fact has been distorted by theologians 

who have assimilated faith to a propositional attitude. Faith, Hick believes, should 

instead be assimilated with perception. I therefore want to explore the possibility that
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the cognition of God by faith is more like perceiving something, even perceiving a 

physical object, that is present before us than it is like believing a statement about some 

absent object, whether because the statement has been proved to us or because we want 

to believe it.’ (Hick 1969, p. 21) Hick recognises, of course, that faith is not exactly like 

perception. People do not generally claim to perceive God as such, and it seems that 

faith often involves conviction without the support of perceptual evidence. Hick 

therefore proposes the following: ‘. . . the hypothesis that we want to consider is not 

that religious faith is sense perception, but that as a form of cognition by acquaintance it 

is more like sense perception than like propositional belief (1969, pp. 21-2). To this end 

Hick introduces Wittgenstein’s remarks on seeing aspects.

Hick defines ‘seeing as’ as a term which is correctly applied ‘when that which is 

objectively there, in the sense of that which affects the retina, can be consciously 

perceived in two different ways as having two different characters or natures or 

meanings or significances’ (1969, pp. 22-3). This is a rather vague definition that admits 

several questionable cases. For example, it is possible to mistakenly give a meaning to 

something as a result of inattention or carelessness, though we would not clearly want 

to classify every such misunderstanding as an aspect of what is perceived. Alternatively, 

one might draw a conclusion from seeing something that rests on other false 

assumptions about objects not presently within one’s visual field. For instance, I might 

believe that I am seeing a red car only to discover that the unseen half is blue, but it is 

not clear that I would, upon looking at the red half a second time, see it under a new 

aspect, even though I would now see it as having a different significance (i.e. as being 

misleading information regarding the colour of the whole car). Also, Hick only later



95

introduces (and as a symptom rather than a criterion) what is surely a constitutive part 

of the phenomenon of seeing an aspect, namely, the attitude or disposition one bears to 

what one sees. Furthermore, Hick implies that seeing as consists in a combination of 

perception and interpretation (1969, p. 33), a view to which I detailed objections in 

Section 2.23.1 will not, however, dwell on these difficulties, most of which could be 

avoided with a tighter initial definition of ‘seeing as’.

Hick proceeds to introduce a second term, ‘experiencing as’, which is said to be 

akin to seeing as, except applying to the experience produced by any number of senses. 

Hick then suggests that religious faith, understood in its cognitive sense, could be similar 

to ‘experiencing as’, because it is the experience of a particular meaning, character or 

significance associated with an experienced object which is objectively there, i.e. the 

physical universe, and there are alternative ‘aspects’, such as atheism (and, presumably, 

any non-Christian understanding of the world).

. . . the analogy to be explored is with two contrasting ways of 
experiencing the events of our lives and of human history, on the one 
hand as purely natural events and on the other hand as mediating the 
presence and activity of God. For there is a sense in which the religious 
man and the atheist both live in the same world and another sense in 
which they live consciously in different worlds. They inhabit the same 
physical environment and are confronted by the same changes occurring 
within it. But in its actual concrete character in their respective ‘streams 
of consciousness’ it has for each a different nature and quality, a different 
meaning and significance; for one does and the other does not experience 
life as a continual interaction with the transcendent God. (1969 p. 23)

It is the possibility and basis of such an analogy that is the focus of this chapter, 

although, as I have indicated, I will part company from Hick at this stage. For Hick 

proceeds to argue, along with Chisholm, that one experiences objects as such and such
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even when one is not acquainted with any alternative aspects, even objects which are 

familiar and apparently unmistakable.

Hick acknowledges that one does not say, when one sees a fork on the table, 

‘Now I see it as a fork’, but he thinks that one does see the fork as a fork, except that in 

this familiar case the ‘experiencing as’ event is called by the more usual terms 

‘recognition’ or ‘identification’. But does one even identify or recognise a fork as a 

fork? Hick believes that an act of recognition occurs, even though one may not realise it, 

and gives two reasons. First, ‘if the fork were sufficiently exotic in design I might have 

occasion to say that I can recognise the thing before me on the table as a fork — that is, 

a man-made instrument for conveying food into the mouth’ (1969 p. 24). Second, ‘a 

Stone-Age savage would not be able to recognise [the fork] at all. He might identify it 

instead as a marvellously shining object which must be full of mana and must not be 

touched; or as a small but deadly weapon . . . But he would not have the concept of a 

fork with which to identify it as a fork.’ (1969 p. 24) Thus Hick believes that it is the 

familiar appearance of the fork and the familiar meaning and purpose of forks in our 

culture that enable us to recognise forks without difficulty; we do, however, recognise 

them. That is, we do experience forks as forks. But on this argument any experienced 

object could be experienced differently for reasons similar to those Hick outlines, and 

therefore must involve some form of recognition. Thus Hick concludes his analysis by 

equating ‘experiencing as’ with ‘experiencing’.

Beginning with the phenomenon of ‘experiencing as’ as it occurs in puzzle 

pictures such as the duck-rabbit picture, Hick seems to have shown, first, that the same 

phenomenon is common to all cases of identifying and recognising, and, second, that it
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pervades all experience. But it should be noted the way in which Hick changes the 

meanings of these various terms. When Hick talks of recognition as being a case of 

‘experiencing as’, he does not mean recognition in the sense in which one can recognise 

somebody in the street as an old friend, and which does involve a change of aspect 

similar to that in the duck-rabbit picture. Rather, he means it in the different and highly 

attenuated sense in which one can recognise somebody in the street as somebody in the 

street. That is, one recognises (in Hick’s sense) simply by virtue of having a concept of 

what one is experiencing. But even if Hick is allowed the premise that there is a type of 

psychological phenomenon whenever one applies a concept to one’s experience, it is 

clearly not what is generally called the act of recognition, because Hick’s notion of 

recognition is perfectly consistent with aspect blindness, i.e. the application of a concept 

to experience can carry on without the appropriate psychological phenomenon of seeing 

the aspect (cf. 2.23).

When Hick goes on to identify experiencing as with experiencing, he is no longer 

using the former term with the same sense that he introduced it, indeed, by making this 

final equation he undermines his original definition. Hick set out with the position that 

one may correctly speak of ‘experiencing as’ when there are two different characters, 

natures, meanings or significances associated with what is objectively there. Thus ‘duck’ 

and ‘rabbit’, for example, are associated with the objective and unchanging duck-rabbit 

figure. But, given Hick’s conclusion that all experiencing is experiencing as, we cannot 

say that the ‘duck-rabbit figure’ is the objective and unchanging object, for this is only 

the expression of an aspect. Somebody, perhaps one of Hick’s Stone-Age savages, who 

lacked the concepts ‘line’ or ‘shape’ would presumably not recognise our descrip-v of
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the figure, so it follows fi'om Hick’s argument that our descrip-v — ‘a figure with these 

lines and this shape’ — is actually a descrip-a. So on the one hand, all experiencing is 

experiencing as because any object experienced could be conceived in a different way; 

but on the other hand, no experiencing can be experiencing as because there is no 

unchanging ‘objective’ component to experience that is not just another aspect. Hick 

might appeal to his two reasons for thinking that all experience involves recognition as 

the basis for his identification of experiencing as with experiencing. But it should be 

noted that ex hypothesi, experiencing as occurs only when there is a particular object 

that can be experienced in more that one way, whereas Hick only establishes with his 

two examples that (a) one would see a different fork in a different way (if, for example, 

it were more exotic in design) and (b) a different person would see the fork in a different 

way. Neither of these points tell us anything about the extent of the phenomenon of 

seeing aspects in perception, but establish only that as a matter of logical possibility any 

object may be conceived of in different ways. I take this to be equivalent to the trivial 

truth that any object falls within the extension of more than one concept.

Perhaps Hick would maintain just the truth of the claim that all experiencing is 

experiencing as. Hick does assert that ‘all experiencing, involving as it does the activity 

of recognition, is to be construed as experiencing as’, and ‘there is no doubt that we do 

continually recognise things’ (1969 p. 27). It is curious that Hick should characterise 

recognition as a continuous phenomenon: if one sits and watches a stream for ten 

minutes, one does not continually recognise it as a stream for ten minutes; in fact, might 

one not just watch the water go by without actually conceptualising it as water going 

by? But I do not wish to dispute the purely epistemological problem of the role of
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concepts in experience. My point is that Hick’s argument is no longer pertinent to the 

phenomenon of seeing as, with which his argument began. In fact, by identifying 

experiencing as with experiencing. Hick seemingly fails to notice that he is no longer 

addressing the question that he earlier introduced, as to the analogy between experience, 

experiencing as (as in the puzzle cases), and religious faith. Because the first two are 

assimilated, and Hick consequently takes for granted the similarity of religious faith with 

experiencing aspects, this leaves only the issue of how Christians interpret events in 

religious terms, and the question of whether rehgious faith is veridical experiencing (and 

the latter question. Hick states in his conclusion, he has left unresolved). Consequently, 

Hick does not properly consider the analogy between religious faith and experiencing as 

and experiencing, and therefore fails to approach an answer to the fundamental question 

of what statements of faith mean\ are they, like descrip-a, expressions of perceived 

internal relationships, or are they more like empirical propositions, reporting the 

properties of objects?

Before turning to the main question of the meaning of rehgious claims, I will 

consider a final argument proposed by Hick in support of identifying experiencing with 

experiencing as. There is, he believes, an insurmountable difficulty in providing an 

account of faith as analogous to experiencing as, that arises if we do not identify 

experiencing as with experiencing. For in order to experience A as a B one must be 

acquainted with Bs, but while we are acquainted with ducks and rabbits, we never have 

before us unambiguously divine aspects. Hick draws the following conclusion:

Just as it would be impossible for one who had never seen rabbits to see 
anything as a rabbit, so it must be impossible for us who have never seen



100

an undeniable act of God, to see an event as an act of God. This seems 
on the face of it to be a conclusive objection. (1969 p. 27)

Hick equivocates over the matter of whether mere acquaintance of B is necessary to 

experience something as a B, or whether unambiguous acquaintance is required. But in 

either case, the claim is surely false. For I can recognise a thing as a B by having had Bs 

described to me, or from knowing when the criteria for the correct application for the 

concept ‘B’ are fulfilled, even if I have been given no concrete examples of B. Even if 

Hick’s argument were correct, identifying experiencing with experiencing as would not 

avoid the problem, indeed, would make it even worse, for it would follow that no novel 

experience is possible (and, by implication, no experience is possible because one could 

not have a first experience, since it would require prior acquaintance with what one is 

experiencing). Hick believes that this conclusion can be avoided by a reductio ad 

absurdum:

For although the process of recognising is mysterious, there is no doubt 
that we do continually recognise things, and further that we can learn to 
recognise. We have learned, starting from scratch, to identify rabbits and 
forks and innumerable other kinds of thing. And so there is thus far in 
principle no difficulty about the claim that we may learn to use the 
concept ‘act of God’, as we have learned to use other concepts, and 
acquire the capacity to recognise exemplifying instances. (1969 p. 28)

Thus Hick believes that because it is obvious that we do in fact recognise things, even if 

the process is mysterious, the argument from prior acquaintance must be false. But we 

are now surely entitled to wonder why this did not occur to Hick before he decided to 

equate experiencing with experiencing as. Is it not also obvious that we experience 

certain objects under different aspects, such as the duck-rabbit? In which case we can
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reject the argument from prior acquaintance against experiencing, when experiencing is 

not identified with experiencing as, for the same reason that Hick rejects it as an 

argument against experiencing as, when that phenomenon is identified with 

experiencing.

3 .2 WITTGENSTEIN AND RELIGION

Wittgenstein lectured on religious belief in the late 1930's, at about the same 

time he delivered his lectures on free will (believed to be 1939 or mid-1940s, cf PC, pp. 

427-8) and mathematics. Wittgenstein does not provide any systematic account of 

religious belief, but offers a barrage of examples supporting three claims: First, a person 

who has a religious belief in, say, the Last Judgement (Wittgenstein’s principal example) 

is not contradicted by someone who denies that there will be a Last Judgement. (LC pp. 

53-6) Second, that religious beliefs are not like beliefs in empirical theories or 

hypotheses, specifically, religious beliefs are distinct from scientific and historical beliefs, 

and are not justified by historically or scientifically established facts:

Christianity is not based on historical truth; rather, it offers us a 
(historical) narrative and says: now believe!

The historical accounts in the Gospels might, historically speaking, be 
demonstrably false and yet belief would lose nothing by this . .. because 
historical proof (the historical proof-game) is irrelevant to belief. (CV p. 
32)
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Third, a positive claim, that religious beliefs are akin to ‘rules of life’ or form part of a 

‘system of reference’ in the terms of which a religious believer makes sense of the 

world.

As statements of belief and disbelief in the Last Judgement, consider the two 

following passages.

There will be signs in the sun, moon and stars. On the earth, 
nations will be in anguish and perplexity at the roaring and tossing of the 
sea. Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is coming on the 
world, for the heavenly bodies will be shaken. At the same time they will 
see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. When 
these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because 
your redemption is drawing near. (Luke 21: 25-28)^

The second law of thermodynamics makes it scarcely possible to 
doubt that the universe is running down, and that ultimately nothing of 
the slightest interest will be possible anywhere . . .  So far as scientific 
evidence goes, the universe has crawled by slow stages to a somewhat 
pitiful result on this earth, and is going to crawl by still more pitiful 
stages to a condition of universal death . . .  I see no reason therefore to 
believe in any sort of God, however vague and however attenuated. 
(Russell 1957 pp. 24-5)

Wittgenstein can hardly deny that a religious believer who embraces the first passage 

and somebody sympathetic to Russell's vision will disagree, but he thinks that their 

disagreement has the form of two people who see things in different ways, or who take 

up different aspects on the matter, and it will be manifested in the different lives they 

lead, their attitudes and activities. Wittgenstein justifies his claims by an examination of 

the role religious beliefs play in the lives of religious people, that is, the way in which 

religious believers argue, express their beliefs, treat the non-believer, etc. I intend in this
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chapter to examine Wittgenstein’s account of religious belief and its relation to aspects, 

and also to indicate some of its weaknesses.

2.21 Religious and empirical statements

What is it to believe or dispute a belief in the Last Judgement? Is the believer 

simply stating that certain facts will obtain — e.g. that dead bodies will be reconstituted, 

that the heavens shall open etc. at some time in the future — that the agnostic doubts and 

the atheist denies? Wittgenstein thinks that this is invariably a confiised assessment of 

such a belief.

Suppose that someone believed in the Last Judgement and I 
don't, does this mean that I believe the opposite to him, just that there 
won’t be such a thing? I would say: ’not at all, or not always’.

Suppose I say that the body will rot, and another says 'No. 
Particles will rejoin in a thousand years, and there will be a Resurrection 
of you.’

If some said: Wittgenstein, do you believe in this?’ I’d say: ’No’. 
’Do you contradict the man?' I’d say: ’No’. (LC p. 53)

How can it be that disbelieving in the Last Judgement does not involve contradicting the 

claim that the Last Judgement will occur?

To start with, Wittgenstein claims that the disagreement between him and the 

religious believer is not straightforwardly factual; it is not just like a dispute over the 

truth of a certain hypothesis.

Suppose someone were a believer and said: 'I believe in a Last 
Judgement’, and I said: Well I’m not so sure. Possibly.’ You would say 
that there is an enormous gulf between us. If he said: 'There is a German
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aeroplane overhead', and I said 'Possibly. I'm not so sure', you would say 
we were fairly near.

Then, regarding the belief in the Last Judgement, Wittgenstein adds;

It isn't a question of my being anywhere near him, but on an 
entirely different plane, which you could express by saying: 'You mean 
something altogether different, Wittgenstein'. (LC p. 53)

I take Wittgenstein's thought to be as follows. Whether or not there is a German 

aeroplane overhead can be determined by observation, and even if something prevents 

observations that will resolve the matter, the disagreement over the aeroplane is not — 

as one might say of the religious dispute — profound. It is not profound because there is 

a state of affairs, a German aeroplane being overhead, which either obtains or not. If it 

were shown to obtain, that would show the believer to be correct, in which case 

Wittgenstein would have to admit that there is an aeroplane overhead; or if it was found 

that there is no German aeroplane, the believer would be found wrong, in which case the 

believer would have to concede that Wittgenstein was right to be sceptical. Not so with 

religious belief. No factual discovery will establish the case one way or another. This is 

not because the religious believer is stubbornly insisting on the truth of an unjustifiable 

theory (as sometimes is the case, for example. Creationists insisting that their theory is 

true and that Darwin's is false, and that the evidence shows this to be the case). It is 

because empirical evidence, such as evidence that the universe is running down, etc. fails 

to meet what the religious believer is asserting: someone who has a religious belief in the 

Last Judgement is 'on an entirely different plane' to someone who doubts it because the 

evidence in its favour is so weak, there is 'an enormous gulf between the two', and their
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opposing claims mean 'altogether different things'. That is, religious beliefs have a 

certain role in people's lives,  ̂and it is inconsistent with this that they be casually 

adopted or given up on the results of an empirical test or, indeed, a great many tests. In 

other words, religious belief plays a fundamental role in the lives of people that is not 

played by a belief in some empirical hypotheses.

What is the fundamental role that religious beliefs do and empirical propositions 

do not play? One difference is indicated by the fact that the religious believer may be 

disinclined to admit that there is any sense to the claim that there is no Last Judgement 

(cf. Phillips 1963, p. 1). The religious believer will claim, at least, that a world not 

concluded by a Last Judgement makes no sense, that it is fiitile or devoid of meaning, 

i.e. lacks purpose or significance. For example, it might be said that without the Last 

Judgement we are denied redemption, or that moral claims are meaningless in a world in 

which God's authority is not expressed. Let me consider this latter claim in more detail. 

Several philosophers have objected to the possibility of providing a ground for morality 

in the authority of a God; Plato in his Euthyphro, Russell (1954, p. 48), and most pithily 

A.J. Ayer (1984, p. 20). The objection is that if morality is founded on God's decrees or 

nature, the statement 'God is good' is rendered tautologous. 'It is consistent Avith his 

being what, by our ordinary standards, we should consider a wicked tyrant. Thus, even 

theists who praise God for his goodness must be applying an independent standard of 

morality.' (Ayer 1984, p. 20) While this objection is logically valid, it rather misses the 

point. That is, the conclusion follows from the premises; but in this case the premise 

‘God is good’ in not interpreted in a way that is pertinent to the religious believer. The 

religious believer will, of course, recognise that we have ordinary criteria by which we
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judge things to be 'good' and 'bad', but might say that these human criteria at best reflect 

what is really good, i.e. the will of God. In this context, the statement 'God is good' is 

meant in contrast to — something like — '"good" is what is defined by the criteria internal 

to human societies'. Thus, while the words 'God is good' may be logically analysed as a 

tautology, that is clearly not its function: it is used to draw our attention away from the 

morality of human actions as judged by human criteria, to the morality of human actions 

judged in the context of God's plan for the world. The claim ‘God is good’ thus 

encourages us to regard human endeavours from a religious perspective.

What is it about religious beliefs that can lead believers to maintain that belief in, 

say, the Last Judgement, is essential to make sense of the world, or to refuse to 

countenance the possibility of the doctrine's falsity? Consider what would be involved in 

someone dissenting from the law of induction, that is, this person claims not to believe 

that experiences are a basis for confidence in what will happen in the future. Belief that 

the future will be like the past underlies so many everyday beliefs, attitudes and 

practices, it is hard to make sense of what someone could mean by asserting that they do 

not share this belief. Without induction, one would have a very different conception of 

evidence — it may at best confirm hypotheses about the past —, most recognisable 

progress in sciences would be impossible, and true statements of fact would be things 

with which one could do very little. Now, the doctrine of the Last Judgement can also 

play a fundamental role rather like that of the law of induction, for it provides a 

framework of concepts in terms of which the religious believer can make sense of 

certain facts. For example, human behaviour is evaluated in terms of its long term 

consequences in the final judgement rather than, say, its immediate consequences for the
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happiness for the agent and other people, and human beings are regarded as agents in 

God's plan, and natural phenomena such as large scale disasters can be seen, under 

certain circumstances, as heralding the kingdom of heaven. Such a perspective on the 

world can make certain actions possible, even necessary, that would seem unthinkable, 

or at least misguided, to the non-believer.

On the basis of these distinctions I suggest, as a preliminary statement of 

Wittgenstein's position, that he was proposing that expressions of religious beliefs (I am 

thinking primarily of doctrinal beliefs) function as grammatical rules according to which 

believers make sense of events and experiences. To adopt a religious belief from a point 

of view of non-belief, therefore, is to live according to a different rule or class of rules, 

perhaps central to and distinctive of a religious community. Thus to become a religious 

believer involves giving priority to certain forms of expression, pictures and analogies 

that influence one's thought, and aspects under which one sees things. As I explained in 

1.3, a rule constitutes a norm to which observations must conform to make sense; 

Wittgenstein suggests religious doctrines can similarly fiinction, not as a restriction on 

what claims we can believe to be true, but on what we can regard as intelligible:

. . . dogma is expressed in the form of an assertion, and is unshakeable, 
but at the same time any practical opinion can be made to harmonize with 
it; admittedly more easily in some cases than in others. It is not a wall 
setting limits to what can be believed, but more like a brake which, 
however, practically serves the same purpose; it’s almost as though 
someone were to attach a weight to your foot to restrict your freedom of 
movement. This is how dogma becomes irrefutable and beyond the reach 
of attack. (CV p. 28)
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This indicates one fairly straightforward connection between religious faith and 

aspects. For the doctrine of the Last Judgement, by virtue of laying down a framework 

of interconnecting rules or norms linking the concept of the world as it is with the 

concept of the world as it will end, opens up for the religious believer the possibility of 

perceiving the world as it now is under a distinctive eschatological aspect. It offers only 

the possibility of this aspect because, as was earlier discussed in connection with aspect 

blindness, one can understand that an internal relation between things pertains, and be 

able to draw consequences from this, without actually perceiving the internal relation, 

i.e. without experiencing the aspect. Being able make use of the doctrine is not enough 

for faith.

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

The point is that a sound doctrine need not take hold of you; you 
can follow it as you would a doctor’s prescription. — But here you need 
something to move you and turn you in a new direction. — (I.e. this is 
how I understand it.) Once you have been turned round, you must stay 
turned round.

A theologian might be able to correctly apply Christian doctrine, and even be able to 

predict with some degree of accuracy (and perhaps also imitate) the conclusions and 

reactions of Christian believers, and yet nevertheless be an atheist, and perceive the 

world in essentially naturalistic terms. With aspect blindness, where one can know that a 

figure represents such and such but one does not see it as such and such, the attitude 

one has towards the object in question — the way one reacts to it — is not driven by 

one’s perception of the internal relation between it and other objects. Similarly, the
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atheistic theologian may know that an event is taken as having religious significance, but 

his or her attitude is not inspired or governed by the realisation of the event’s religious 

significance. Thus Wittgenstein emphasises the importance of a proper attitude 

associated with the rehgious perspective.

It strikes me that religious belief could only be something like a 
passionate commitment to a system of reference. Hence, although it’s 
belief, it’s really a way of living, a way of asserting life. It’s passionately 
seizing hold of this interpretation. (CV p. 64)

It can be seen that if believer and non-believer have adopted different aspects 

there is no factual contradiction between their beliefs. Nevertheless, the dispute between 

them is profound because the non-believer rejects a system of reference to which the 

religious believer is passionately committed. This is a dispute that cannot be resolved by 

evidence or reason, for the non-believer and the believer have — with regard to this 

dispute — different notions of what is reasonable and what constitutes good evidence, 

that is, a belief that the non-believer regards as reasonable because justified by good 

evidence may, in the light of the doctrine of the Last Judgement, be held misguided or 

even blasphemous by the believer.

These controversies look quite different fi*om any normal 
controversies. Reasons look entirely different from normal reasons.

They are, in a way, quite conclusive.
The point is that if there were evidence, this would in fact destroy 

the whole business.
Anything that I normally call evidence wouldn’t in the slightest 

influence me. (LC p. 56)
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It would not do, for example, to argue, along with Russell, that scientists have shown 

that the universe is running down, etc., for if the believer takes it as a rule that there will 

be a Last Judgement, then this doctrine provides a framework in terms of which the 

available evidence, explanations and theories about the universe are considered and 

evaluated. Indeed, to present evidence either for or against such a belief, and thereby to 

treat religious belief as something that could be supported or dislodged by evidence, 

would be to quite misunderstand its character. It follows that if one rejected the doctrine 

of the Last Judgement because the evidence for it is so poor, or because the evidence 

points to a different end to the world, one would not contradict the doctrine that the 

religious believer asserts; correspondingly, a belief held because of the evidence in its 

favour is not a religious belief. For to hold to the Last Judgement as a religious belief is 

not to be convinced that there will be a divine supeijudgement after all human 

judgements have occurred, but it is rather to hold an attitude towards all human 

judgements (e.g. that they are not ultimately important) and also to the world.

Wittgenstein does not claim that the religious believer is in any way deprived of 

the ability to distinguish what is factually true, or what constitutes good evidence, as a 

result of adopting religious belief. Indeed, this is implied by his assertion that if belief 

were a matter of evidence it would ‘destroy the whole business’, i.e. if it were only a 

question of evidence it would be recognised that there is very little sound empirical 

evidence for religious doctrines, and plenty of contrary evidence. What, therefore, is 

Wittgenstein’s account of the attitude of the religious believer towards evidence 

presented for the objects of religious belief — such as God’s existence — by those



Ill

engaged in natural theology and others, and evidence presented against by philosophers, 

atheists, etc.?

Suppose somebody made this guidance for his life; believing in 
the Last Judgement. Whenever he does anything, this is before his mind. 
In a way, how are we to know whether to say he believes this will 
happen or not?

Asking him is not enough. He will probably say he has proof. But 
he has what you might call unshakeable belief. It will show, not by 
reasoning or by appeal to ordinary grounds for belief, but rather by 
regulating for all in his life.

This is a very much stronger fact — foregoing pleasure, always 
appealing to this picture. This [in] one sense must be called the firmest of 
all beliefs, because the man risks things on account of it which he would 
not do on things which are by far better established for him. Although he 
distinguishes between things well-established and not well-established. 
(LC p. 53-54)

Wittgenstein makes several claims in this passage to which I shall return shortly: that the 

religious believer may claim to have proof that the belief is true; that religious belief 

influences believers in a way that well-established facts do not. But Wittgenstein's 

central point is that the religious believer expresses belief in the Last Judgement by 

living a certain kind of life, a life that is regulated by the religious belief. No particular 

behaviour is in question: religious life may be distinguished by a certain sort of moral 

thinking, it may involve prayer and certain rituals, etc., but however it is expressed, the 

life in question is guided by the doctrine of the Last Judgement. That is, the religious 

believer sees everything in the light of the Last Judgement: this picture functions as a 

rule guiding the believer’s attitude towards and conception of events. Wittgenstein calls 

such belief ‘unshakeable’ to emphasise the irrelevance of any cognitive justification.
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One implication of this analysis is that the religious believer may maintain belief 

in the Last Judgement and yet may consistently accept that when considered as an 

empirical proposition, the doctrine of the Last Judgement is utterly implausible. That is, 

recognising the implausibility of a rehgious belief is quite consistent with what 

Wittgenstein takes to be sufficient for holding distinctively religious belief, that the 

believer regulates his or her life with the doctrine in question, in this case, the picture of 

God's judgement on the world. Now, someone who believed in the doctrine of the Last 

Judgement might claim that it is factually true. But Wittgenstein's thought is that such a 

claim does not constitute the substance of the religious belief i.e. it is not sufficient or 

necessary for religious belief that one takes the doctrine to be factually true; belief in the 

Last Judgement has nothing to do with scientifically based beliefs as to what the last 

physical events in the universe will be. To believe in the Last Judgement is to lead a 

religious life guided by the doctrine of the Last Judgement, and one can lead this life, 

accepting that all the evidence tells against the doctrine's truth when considered as an 

empirical proposition (i.e. a cosmological theory).^

Thus, belief in the Last Judgement does not necessarily commit one to the belief 

that the Last Judgement is factually true, i.e. is a judgement that will be made after all 

other judgements. This may sound highly suspicious, but it should seem more plausible 

if one focuses on the (yet to be fully established) possibility: that religious belief 

constitutes a distinctive aspect or perspective on the world, and non-believers adopt a 

different, usually naturalistic, aspect on the world. I take it that Wittgenstein's 

observations that facts are inadequate for resolving religious disputes, that religious 

beliefs play a distinctive role in the lives of believers, and also that atheists and religious
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people seem to disagree on more than mere facts, are offered as prima facie evidence 

that religious statements express a religious aspect on the world, and are not, for 

example, empirical propositions. I will now consider Wittgenstein's account in relation 

to two issues concerning religious belief; religious beliefs and attitudes, and the referents 

of religious claims.

S. 22 Religious belief and attitudes

If the cognitive element of religious belief is so reduced in significance, is holding 

a religious behef distinguishable from having an attitude towards certain things, such as 

forms of behaviour? The 'Attitude Theory' of religious belief and language was given its 

first clear statement by R B Braithwaite: 'a religious assertion is the assertion of an 

intention to carry out a certain behaviour policy, subsumable under a sufficiently general 

principle to be a moral one, together with the implicit or explicit statement, but not the 

assertion, of certain stories' (1971, p. 89). The principal stories for the Christian believer 

are those reported in the Bible, so to be a Christian, on Braithwaite's account, is to 

intend to live in accordance with the patterns of behaviour recommended in those 

stories, and to express a religious belief is to express an attitude of approval and possibly 

to assert an intention to act in accordance with one of those stories. Braithwaite is led to 

this conclusion by his view that (A) that religious propositions are not factual 

hypotheses nor logical truths, and (B) that although they are unverifiable, religious 

statements do have a use, i.e. they are not meaningless. Braithwaite observes that 

religious statements are like moral statements in both respects (A) and (B), and
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concludes that religious statements declare a course of behaviour in the form of a 

historical or factual statement. Notably, Wittgenstein agrees with Braithwaite that 

religious statements are not significantly factual, in that they are not scientifically 

verifiable, and also that religious statements have a use. Is he also sympathetic to 

Braithwaite's Attitude Theory, as has sometimes been suggested (Swinburne 1986, ch.

6; J.W. Cook 1993, p. 154)?

While he does speak of passionate commitment to a system of reference (cf. 

quoted passage above), Wittgenstein does not imply by this that a religious claim is 

merely the expression of a certain attitude or intention to behave in a certain way. Being 

a Christian may involve adopting certain forms of behaviour: rituals, praying, etc., but it 

is not constituted by this behaviour. A person can lose faith but still maintain a religious 

life, following doctrine as one might a doctor's prescription (CV p. 53). If one ceased to 

be committed to a religious system of reference, that is, ceased to think of the world in 

terms of God's plan, that human beings are created by God etc., then one's religious 

behaviour would be mere ritual.

Braithwaite contends that religious statements are intended to express 

behavioural policy, but this is problematic. For while some religious assertions ('Love 

your neighbour as yourself) offer moral guidance, and may be linked to particular 

stories (the good Samaritan), there are a great number of religious assertions ('Jesus is 

the Son of God', the earlier quoted passage fi'om Luke, most statements of doctrine) 

that are plainly not used in this way. Wittgenstein resists any reductive analysis of these 

claims.
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Suppose someone, before going to China, when he might never 
see me again, said to me: *We might see one another after death' — would 
I necessarily say that I don't understand him? I might say [want to say] 
simply, 'Yes. I understand him entirely.'

Lewy: In this case, you might only mean that he expressed a 
certain attitude.

I would say 'No, it isn't the same as saying "I'm very fond of you'" 
— and it may not be the same as saying anything else. It says what it says. 
Why should you be able to substitute anything else? (LC p. 70-71)

So, contra Braithwaite, Wittgenstein does not think that the idea of meeting someone 

after death caimot be replaced by or reduced to an expression of an attitude towards that 

person, and further suggests that there may be no other expression that captures its 

meaning. Yet the meaning of'we might see one another after death' is also 

misunderstood if thought of as a hypothesis about post-mortem experiences. The 

significance of the image of two people meeting after death in the context Wittgenstein 

describes does not depend on its corresponding to real post-mortem experiences any 

more than when the a character in a film utters the cliché 'I'll see you in hell' there is an 

assumption of the possibility of such a state of after-life existence. 'I'll see you in hell' 

tells us about the potential or real immorality of the actions that are about to be or have 

been performed, whereas 'we might see one another after death' conveys something of 

the character of the relationship between the two people, for example, that their 

friendship runs very deep, that it remains strong even though they may be far apart, that 

they share many memories, etc. One would need to know more about the context to be 

sure as to the particular meaning of the words, but the point is that these words can be 

given sense without any metaphysical theory. To express them in terms of a theory 

would be to distort the meaning of the parting expression. The poignancy of ‘we might 

see one another after death’ is to do with the fact that these two people will probably
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not meet again. To suppose that the claim is literally true and they will meet again — as 

spirits in an ethereal realm, for instance — undermines the meaning of what is said; to 

paraphrase Wittgenstein, it would destroy the whole business.

Wittgenstein makes a related point with regard to our ordinary expressions about 

God:

Keller (in Green Henry) writes about a man who, in spite of him 
saying that he does not believe in God, uses all these common ways of 
speaking which comprise the word 'God'. ('Thank God', 'God willing', 
etc.) And Keller means the man therewith contradicts himself. But in no 
way must there be a contradiction in this, and one could say: what you 
mean by the word 'God' I shall infer from the sentences you use with this 
word and from those which for you are senseless. Because I also use the 
expression . . . ' meaning of a word' in specific connections and do not 
know a thing about 'the meaning of a word'. (MS 219, p. 6 /

Keller, according to Wittgenstein, thought that it is inconsistent to say on the one hand 

'God does not exist' and on the other to use ordinary expressions about God in one's 

language. The implied reasoning is that if one does not believe in the supernatural entity 

'God' then to say 'Thank God', 'God is willing', etc., is to contradict oneself, because the 

latter expressions only make sense only on the assumption that they refer to the divine 

entity. Wittgenstein's response is that the meaning of ordinary expressions about God 

are shown by the way they are used by the person who utters them. Thus what 

somebody believes about God is shown not by the isolated expression of belief or 

disbelief, but by the whole class of religious expressions that the believer uses and how 

they are used. A statement of belief in God plays only one part in religious language. 

Thus it is consistent to talk about God and even engage in religious practices (going to 

church, or offering a prayer in certain circumstances) without holding to the claim 'God
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exists*. The use of religious language, therefore, is in Wittgenstein's view largely 

independent of any particular theory one might have about supernatural entities. 

Similarly, Wittgenstein suggests, one ordinarily talks about a word meaning such and 

such without having any theory about what constitutes the meaning of a word.

As with the apparent dichotomy facing any account of aspect changes — that 

they either express different interpretations of what is perceived or report changes in the 

perceived objects — Wittgenstein rejects both Attitude Theory and an account of 

religious assertions as empirical hypotheses. Rather, religious language constitutes a 

distinct category of concepts and rules, the truth and falsity of which can be judged 

according to religious criteria. To become a religious believer is to adopt this system of 

reference.

3.23 The referents o f religious claims

One familiar philosophical account of religious belief begins with the proposal 

that to believe p is to believe that p is more likely than not, or to believe that p is more 

likely than some other alternative (Cf Swinburne 1981, ch. 1). Thus, standardly, to 

believe in God is to believe that it is more likely that God exists than that he does not 

exist, whereas to be a Christian believer may involve only believing that the Christian 

system is more probable than any of its rivals. On the traditional account, beliefs also 

influence the way in which people go about achieving their purposes. For example, if a 

person believes that God punishes the wicked and does not wish to be punished, that 

person will endeavour not to be wicked.
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Wittgenstein is clearly opposed to this analysis of religious belief. He does not 

object to it because it wholly wrong, but because it provides an assessment of one type 

of belief: belief in empirical propositions. The account is of little help, however, in 

understanding religious beliefs. To believe in the Last Judgement — to have faith that it 

will occur — is not to believe that it is more likely to occur than not, nor is it to believe 

that it is more likely to be true than some rival doctrine. For someone who truly believes 

in the Last Judgement will not contemplate anything as telling against its occurrence and 

will certainly not consider it as one of many possibilities when considered alongside rival 

doctrines. The believer does not take the Last Judgement to be an occurrence that can 

be given a probability that is judged on the basis of the available evidence; rather, the 

believer understands our experiences in the light of what will happen at the end of the 

world.

If the substance of the religious belief is not some empirical claim then what, on 

Wittgenstein's view, does the believer in the Last Judgement — whose image of the Last 

Judgement regulates his or her life — think that the religious doctrine refers to (if not an 

actual event that will probably occur)? Wittgenstein considers the issue in connection 

with images of God and the way they are used in religious life. The concept of God, 

Wittgenstein claims, is among the earliest one learns (cf. LC p. 59) and one is standardly 

taught it by means of stories (the burning bush, the giving of the Ten Commandments) 

and pictures (as those seen in churches). These pictures, however, are not used in the 

same way as pictures of, say, one's relatives. In the case of a picture of God, one is 

never shown the person pictured. While a picture can identify who God is, and may
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succeed in this better than a story, it does not do so by being an accurate representation. 

Take, for example, Michelangelo's picture of the creation of man.

In general there is nothing which explains the meanings of words 
as well as a picture, and I take it that Michelangelo was as good as 
anyone can be and did his best, and here is the picture of the Deity 
creating Adam.

If we ever saw this, we certainly wouldn't think this the Deity.
The picture has to be used in an entirely different way if we are to call the 
man in that queer blanket 'God', and so on.

It is quite clear that the role of pictures of Biblical subjects and 
the role of the picture of God creating Adam are totally different ones. 
You might ask this question; 'Did Michelangelo think that Noah and the 
ark looked like this, and that God creating Adam looked like this?' He 
wouldn't have said that God or Adam looked as they look in this picture. 
(LC p. 63)

One would quite misunderstand these pictures if one thought that they conveyed factual 

information by means of accurate representations. One's misunderstanding would lie in 

the fact that one did not know how the pictures are used (LC p. 63). While there are 

pictures which are said to be representations of devils and spirits, used by occultists and 

the like, these are used as factual representations which we rightly dismiss because 

nothing corresponds to them. One could use the picture of the creation of Adam as a 

representation of an event, in which case we would have to declare it enormously 

improbable; but this would be to misuse the picture, the principal meaning of which, I 

take it, is to be found in the relation between the characters portrayed. This is, the 

Christian God is identified as the creator of man.

Are religious utterances similarly misunderstood? Wittgenstein thinks that they 

are but, unlike religious pictures, it is not always easy to determine whether or not a
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Statement is genuinely religious or whether it is a highly improbable scientific 

proposition. One can not always tell fi'om somebody's claim that they believe such and 

such what is the character of that person's belief. Consider two contrasting cases.

First,

Suppose I went to somewhere like Lourdes in France. Suppose I 
went with a very credulous person. There we see blood coming out of 
something. He says: 'There you are, Wittgenstein, how can you doubt?' 
I'd say: 'Can it only be explained one way? Can't it be this or that?' I'd try 
to convince him that he'd seen nothing of any consequence. (LC p. 60- 
61)

In this case the believer has just made a mistake: the believer sees a red fluid spewing 

from the mouth of a statue and thinks that this is solid empirical evidence in favour of a 

factual claim, i.e. that the statue bleeds, and this is taken to justify some claim about the 

mystical significance of Lourdes. The weakness of the evidence can be shown by 

describing other more plausible explanations for the phenomenon, for example, that the 

priests use some mechanism for controlling the flow of blood. The evidence could also 

be discredited by discovering, for example, that the red fluid is in fact red ink or 

discoloured water. If the believer was very credulous indeed, it might take some time to 

explain why the evidence is so inadequate.

Contrast this with the case of a believer who is a highly intelligent person, and 

yet persists in the claim that the blood is a sign from God.

I could imagine that someone showed an extremely passionate 
belief in such a phenomenon, and I couldn't approach his belief at all by 
saying: 'This could just as well have been brought about by so and so' 
because he could think this blasphemy on my side. Or he might say: 'It is
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possible that these priests cheat, but nevertheless in a different sense a 
miraculous phenomenon takes place there.' (LC p. 61)

In this case, even when a plausible scientific explanation is offered, it does not alter the 

believer's conviction that the blood is a sign. Suppose the believer's conviction is not 

shaken even by the discovery that the blood is red ink (cf. LC p. 61): the believer claims 

it is still a sign, the priests, even though they cheat, are nevertheless used by God, and 

the red ink is symbolic.

Wittgenstein's fondamental thought here is that the character of the belief has 

changed between these two cases. Though the believers say much the same thing, that 

the blood is a sign, they each mean something different. The intelligent believer is not 

being credulous. In the first case, the believer was maintaining a false empirical claim. In 

the second case, the object of belief has ceased to be an empirical claim which is more or 

less probable, it has become a distinctively religious belief and nothing to do with 

probability (LC p. 57). The object of belief has ceased to be an empirical fact and is now 

a piece of dogma, ̂ and the questions and lines of investigation appropriate for the 

former are not appropriate for the latter (they might now be called blasphemous or 

misguided). Wittgenstein's contention is that what we have in these two cases is not a 

more or less irrational adherence a belief in some matter of fact (LC p. 58), but two 

logically distinct types of belief: belief in empirical propositions, and a type of belief or 

faith where the believer is committed to a rule that regulates the believer’s life.

3.24 Objections
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It has seemed to many philosophers that Wittgenstein's analysis is unsatisfactory 

because religious believers often insist that their beliefs are factual (cf. Hick 1989, p.

183; Stanesby 1985, p. 178f). If Wittgenstein's approach is going to unravel, it is surely 

going to be on this issue. It is not only that Christians, for example, offer historical 

grounds for believing that Jesus was a real man, sent by God, who performed miracles 

and returned from the dead. It is that these historical and metaphysical claims appear to 

form an important part of the lives of many believers: one only has to go to any religious 

book shop to find books 'proving' that the Resurrection occurred etc., or attend a church 

meeting (at least on the more Evangelical wing) to find these claims being made. This 

seems glaringly inconsistent with Wittgenstein's stated aim of describing language and 

not laying down theories.

Wittgenstein was well aware of some of these objections and had several 

observations to make. To start with, from the fact that some religious people call their 

beliefs factual and may go about defending the historical credentials of their religious 

stories, it does not follow that their beliefs are beliefs in empirical facts. For, as 

explained earlier, one must look at the place a belief occupies in religious language to 

get a clear view of its character.

In a religious discourse we use such expressions as: 'I believe that 
so and so will happen', and use them differently to the way in which we 
use them in science.

Although, there is a great temptation to think we do. Because we 
do talk of evidence, and do talk of evidence by experience. (LC p. 57; cf.
p. 60).
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One of the things Wittgenstein may have had in mind in these statements is that religious 

believers are often not acquainted with the historical, scientific and archaeological 

evidence ’supporting' their beliefs. Many believers are not acquainted with facts that are 

commonplace (though not unchallenged) among theologians: that Mark and not 

Matthew was the first written Gospel; that some of the so-called Pauline Epistles were 

not, and some probably not, vsnitten by Paul; that Mark was written at least thirty years 

after Jesus’ death and John, the latest, at least sixty years later. Clearly, one does not 

have to be acquainted with these facts to be a Christian. In general, religious claims are 

not dependant on the supposition that they are supported with strong evidence. And 

when historical claims are made as part of a statement of faith, religious believers do not 

apply to them the sort of doubts ordinarily applied to historical statements. This 

suggests that the insistence that God really exists or that Christ was really resurrected is 

not to be taken as a well-founded empirical proposition. Wittgenstein offers this 

alternative:

Christianity is not based on a historical truth; rather, it offers us a 
(historical) narrative and says: now believe! But not, believe this 
narrative with a belief appropriate to a historical narrative, rather: 
believe, through thick and thin, which you can do only as a result of a 
life. Here you have a narrative, don’t take the same attitude to it as you 
take to other historical narratives! Make a quite different place in your 
life for it. There is nothing paradoxical about that! (CV p. 32)

Thus the religious believer’s apparently historical assertion regarding the truth of 

religious narratives does not express facts that the religious believer has found to be 

probable, but the believer’s religious conviction (that is, the framework of rules to which 

the believer is committed), and perhaps also an attempt to encourage others to share
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those convictions, or embrace a similar way of life. For example, the word ‘really’ in 

‘Christ was really resurrected’ can be read not as affirming the occurrence of a historical 

event but as an emphatic ‘Christ was resurrected: believe itW This is confirmed by the 

fact that a believer well aware of the paucity of the supporting evidence, may 

nevertheless claim that historical debate is of little significance to matters of faith, even 

something to be avoided.

There does seem to be some truth in these claims. The propositions that might 

be considered as interesting objects of historical debate are rarely those that are deepest 

to a faith. For example, while one might speculate about the existence of God, God's 

existence is not usually the fact of which the religious believer is trying to persuade 

anybody. Even in those rather shallow tracts that try to persuade readers that there is 

good evidence that Jesus performed miracles and was resurrected from the dead, there is 

not usually any extensive investigation into the existence of God. They usually try to 

establish that some identifiable historical event occurred, such as the resurrection of 

Jesus (that there could be no question that he was killed, that there was an empty tomb, 

that people saw him after his death, etc.). But even granting as historical truth that Jesus 

was resurrected, no special religious significance need be read into the event: a set of 

causal circumstances that very rarely occur together, but which are themselves 

unmysterious, may have caused the event in question. What matters to the believer is, 

for example, that we are saved through Christ, or that in his resurrection he defeated the 

power of Satan. It is unclear how one could even begin to provide evidence for these 

claims. Wittgenstein's observation is that although these claims are empirically 

insupportable, that does not undermine their role as statements of faith.
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The historical accounts in the Gospels might, historically 
speaking, be demonstrably false and yet belief would lose nothing by this; 
not, however, because it concerns 'universal truths of reason'! Rather, 
because historical proof (the historical proof-game) is irrelevant to belief. 
This message (the Gospels) is seized on by men believingly (i.e. lovingly). 
That is the certainty characterizing this particular acceptance-as-true, not 
something else. (CV p. 32)

Wittgenstein's observation, however, does not tell the whole story, for what of 

those believers who insist that the Bible is good evidence for certain beliefs, or those 

who insist that they are stating true facts? They will claim, for example, that the 

resurrection is an empirical fact, and that their religious beliefs correspond to the 

metaphysical realities. Short of denying that such people exist,  ̂it seems that 

Wittgenstein must draw a distinction between those people who have genuine faith and 

hold to their belief as something that regulates their lives, as against those who are 

superstitious and believe propositions to be true without any good evidence for it. 

Religious believers, as against the superstitious, would be exhibiting a way of life rather 

that defending an indefensible hypothesis. The difference is between those who take 

'God exists' as fundamental to their lives and live by it, and those who take 'God exists' 

as a fact and hold to it not out of faith but out of fear or some need: 'Religious faith and 

superstition are quite different. One of them results from fear and is a sort of false 

science. The other is a trusting.' (CV p. 72; cf. p. 83)

This strategy has a number of dangers in it, not least of which is that it threatens 

to render Wittgenstein's whole approach vacuous. If the proposal is that religious 

believers are not claiming certain empirical propositions to be true but are living by 

certain rules, then it hardly advances this analysis to say that anyone who does treat a
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religious statement as a true empirical proposition is not a religious believer but 

superstitious. It leaves the question: are there any religious believers or are they all 

superstitious? I assume that Wittgenstein's response would be that the answer is to be 

found by looking at the way in which religious claims function in people's lives. But 

surely the difficulties here result fi'om religious claims failing to clearly fall into either 

category, propositions or rules. It seems, at least, that the way in which religious people 

treat historical evidence is insufficient to establish the case either way.

Let me now turn to a second of Wittgenstein's observations. As was mentioned 

earlier, religious claims do not appear to be straightforwardly statements of facts. People 

may be prepared to put their lives at risk for religious beliefs when they would not 

become martyrs for the most well-established facts. A religious belief seems to be in 

some sense primitive, like the belief that fire bums.

A man would risk his life not to be dragged into the fire. No induction. 
Terror. That is, as it were, part of the substance of the belief. This is 
partly why you don't get in religious controversies, the form of the 
controversy where one person is sure of the thing, and the other says: 
'Well, possibly'. (LC p. 56)

As with his earlier points there seems to be some truth in Wittgenstein's thought that 

religious claims are deeply embedded in the lives of religious believers, and that reUgious 

disputes are deeper and more entrenched that disagreements about empirical facts. But 

the observations he makes here are insufficient to establish the thesis that religious 

claims are not interestingly like empirical propositions. Let me illustrate what I think 

Wittgenstein has in mind. If religious beliefs constitute a system of reference to which 

the believer is committed, then to doubt, say, the Last Judgement would be like
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doubting '2 + 2 = 4' (cf. CV p. 73f.). The point is this: unlike an empirical proposition 

such as 'There is a German aeroplane overhead', it is impossible to take a neutral stand 

over whether or not '2 + 2 = 4'. If one uses standard arithmetic, this statement is 

necessarily true, while if one uses a non-standard arithmetic (where, say, 2 + 2 = 11) the 

statement '2 + 2 = 4' is necessarily false, or senseless (cf CV p. 73). The only intelligible 

'agnostic' stand would be to avoid using any arithmetical system, and this is not the same 

as doubting the truth o f '2 + 2 = 4', but a refusal to participate in the practice of 

arithmetic.

When one applies this thinking to religious disputes the issue is less clear.

Despite Wittgenstein's claim, religious controversies are sometimes of the form where 

one person insists on the truth of a religious belief and the other doubts it (a reaction 

particularly common, perhaps, in England). Wittgenstein may say that this doubting is 

not doubting of a proposition, but an expression of disinterest in a certain way of life. 

But now we have no reason to believe this is true; for one does not answer the argument 

that we can and do doubt religious assertions by stipulating that I doubt. . .', when 

applied to religious claims is merely an expression of disinterest. Wittgenstein may wish 

to appeal to religious language; but it is the examination of religious language that leads 

us to this inconclusive position. As for Wittgenstein's other observation, that people will 

risk their lives (and also the lives of others) for a religious belief which they will not do 

for a well established fact, this does not quite hit the mark. For again, there are a 

sufficient number of counter-examples to make his overall assessment of religious belief 

unconvincing. There are cases of individuals becoming martyrs for their beliefs, but 

there are also a great many cases where religious believers would not do anything like
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give up their lives for the sake of their beliefs. Does the possibility of religious 

martyrdom show something about the character of religious belief? It is unclear — for it 

could equally be the case that the possibility of martyrdom is due to the psychological 

fact that some people do hold to their beliefs obsessively. On the other hand, there are 

empirical propositions that are capable of strongly influencing one's life: the factual 

details of what would occur in a full-scale nuclear war, the facts of world poverty, 

discovering the fact that one is adopted, etc..

Wittgenstein offers an example that, if anything, seems to weaken his case. He 

imagines that scientists actually predict that something like the Last Judgement will 

occur, describing how it will be on the basis of the facts available to them.

Suppose, for instance, we knew people who foresaw the future; 
make forecasts for years and years ahead; and they described some sort 
of a Judgement Day. Queerly enough, even if there were such a thing, 
and even if it were more convincing than I have described, belief in this 
happening wouldn't be at all religious belief.

Suppose that I would have to forego all pleasures because of 
such a forecast. If I do so and so, someone will put me in fires in a 
thousand years, etc. I wouldn't budge. The best scientific evidence is just 
nothing. (LC p. 56)

Wittgenstein's thought might be expressed by saying that it is not sufficient for having a 

religious belief in the Last Judgement that one simply believe that as a matter of 

empirical fact that certain events will occur in the Mure. One must also regard those 

facts under a distinctive religious aspect. Consider again the duck-rabbit picture. 

Presented only with the drawing, one cannot tell what that drawing is unless one already 

has a conception of ducks or rabbits. The picture does not mean anything (other than a 

strange drawing) unless one sees how the picture can be used, that is, unless one sees
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the picture as falling under the concept of duck or rabbit. To be able to this presupposes 

that one is acquainted with — trained in the use of — one or both of these concepts. In 

this case the picture is unusual because it falls under two generally used concepts. Now, 

if scientists made predictions that in the future there will be a day when judgements are 

made on us all, how are we to take this? Seen from a scientific perspective (i.e. under 

scientific concepts), the Last Judgement is merely a notable, predictable and 

unmysterious occurrence. To give the facts a religious meaning one would need to see 

them as fitting in to an outlook on the world already informed by religious concepts.^ So 

however close the scientific prediction of the future event comes to the religious 

believer's description of the Last Judgement, the scientist would not thereby have a 

religious belief nor would the religious believer have been justified by the scientific 

prediction. Is this a plausible standpoint?

There might, as a result of the prediction about the Last Judgement, be 

widespread religious behaviour and for very good reasons. One would have good reason 

to suppose that if, like Wittgenstein, one did not budge, then one would as a result 

suffer on some future occasion. Why, then, should we not say that these people who 

believe in the Last Judgement as a result of the prediction have religious beliefs, unless 

we are for some independent reason persuaded by Wittgenstein's proposal that religious 

beliefs are not scientific? Why should we believe that ‘if there were evidence, that would 

destroy the whole business’ (LC p. 56)?

Wittgenstein might claim that the sort of religious behaviour that would ensue 

from the scientific prediction would be somehow degenerate religious practice. It would 

be, perhaps, carried out for the wrong reasons or in the wrong spirit. It would be a form
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of superstition. If we prayed to God because of evidence that at some point in the future 

we will be punished if we do not, this prayer is not an expression of faith in God, it is an 

expression of self-preservation. But are these two things always distinguishable? The 

scientific prediction of the Last Judgement would presumably lead to behaviour much 

like the religious behaviour of those who believed in the Last Judgement before the 

prediction, as those who believed in the Last Judgement would be thought to have been 

shown to be somehow right. Perhaps Wittgenstein would point to this seeming 

difference: that if it turned out that scientists had been wrong about the prediction, those 

who had acted religiously in order to obtain a good future judgement would give up 

their belief, while those who believed because they had faith in the doctrine would 

continue as before. Now, both of these claims may be true, but I think that the 

conclusion Wittgenstein wishes to draw can still be disputed.

If most of the recent converts to the doctrine of the Last Judgement were to give 

up their belief when the scientists are shown to be wrong in their prediction, while most 

of those who believed in the doctrine before the prediction maintain it despite the new 

evidence, it need not follow that the latter belief is of a different character to the former 

(i.e. that the latter hold to the Last Judgement as a rule rather that a fact). It could be 

simply that those who maintain the belief are not persuaded of its falsity because the 

doctrine has not been conclusively disproved. If the doctrine is sufficiently unspecified 

(for example, regarding the date and character of the judgement) it may be very hard to 

disprove; it may even be stated in such a way as to exclude scientists producing evidence 

against it, for example, if it involves the breaking of natural law. Could it be that the 

behaviour that Wittgenstein took to show different types of belief, empirical and
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religious, is in fact the result of those propositions that are believed being empirical, but 

more or less obscure?

By way of support for this last reflection, I think it is possible to imagine 

evidence that would seriously undermine ordinary religious belief. Suppose a religious 

community lives by a particular book. The book contains several contrasting (but largely 

similar) accounts of significant events that happened many hundreds of years ago. These 

accounts are from a number of different and — it is supposed — independent sources.

The text recounts many striking stories and details the fives of characters of great moral 

stature. This individual in the community fives according to many of the things the 

characters say; there is also a tradition of investigation into the meaning of book. Now 

suppose it is discovered that the book is in fact a work of fiction written only two 

hundred years ago by one person. Different drafts of the text are discovered which have 

substantially different implications (different stories are discovered with different moral 

meanings), and perhaps undesirable facts emerge regarding the character and motives of 

the author. I take it that the effect of this discovery would be very damaging to the 

community in terms of both its future prospects and the belief of its present members. It 

is imaginable that some believers might continue to guide their fives by this book, 

maintaining that even though the book is a work of fiction it somehow conveys the word 

of God. What are we to say of these people? It seems bizarre to claim that only they are 

the true religious believers, while those who give up their faith as a result of the facts 

were all along superstitious.

I do not take these objections as conclusive arguments against Wittgenstein's 

account, but rather to indicate that certain areas of religious language use do not
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support Wittgenstein's claims any more than they support an analysis of religious claims 

as statements of hypotheses. It is entirely possible that Wittgenstein was more alive to 

the similarities of religious and scientific language that the available lecture notes 

suggest, and that his written comments are a polemical attack on the tendency to 

assimilate religious and scientific claims, rather than an over-exaggerated insistence as to 

their differences. If this is true, Wittgenstein can be read as pointing out a number of 

difficulties with the analogy between scientific and religious claims, and offering a 

potentially fruitful line of investigation: that what divides believer and non-believer is no 

particular fact or class of facts, but their adopting different aspects. I will explore this 

matter further by examining in some detail a particular case: the nature of miracles.

3.25 Miracles

Hume offers a paradigmatic empiricist account of miracles. He presents an 

argument to show that any religious belief in a miracle is irrational. If such an argument 

were successful, it would undermine much of what Wittgenstein says about religious 

belief, and in particular the claim that the religious believer adopts a distinct aspect on 

natural phenomena. Wittgenstein must show that religious belief in miracles is not 

irrational and that someone who shares sufficient common ground with Hume to accept 

his conclusion as plausible has accepted a scientific conception of the world in which 

miracles can play no part. I shall begin by looking at Hume's argument in some detail.

Hume's argument proceeds as follows. First, experience is 'our only guide in 

reasoning concerning matters of fact' (1975, 86). Reasoning based on experience is not.
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of course, infallible. Experience of the English climate teaches us that the weather in a 

week of June is better than in a week of December, but if I expected the first week of 

next June to have better weather than December, I may be disappointed. This mistake, 

however, is not due to any difficulty with reasoning from experience. In fact, 

experiences show that the connection between climate and time of year is far from 

constant, so any prediction made on this basis should be treated with caution.

Some events are found, in all countries in all ages, to have been 
constantly been cojoined together: Others are found to have been more 
variable, and sometimes to disappoint our expectations; so that, in our 
reasonings concerning matters of fact, there are all imaginable degrees of 
assurance, from the highest certainty to the lowest species of moral 
evidence. (1975, 87)

Thus 'a wise man', Hume declares, 'proportions his belief to the evidence' (1975, 87). So 

we, if we are wise, should only have that degree of assurance that a certain effect will 

follow from a certain cause, as we have evidence that the effect will so follow. So the 

wise man should have full assurance in things constantly cojoined, 'In other cases he 

proceeds with more caution: he considers which side is supported by the greater number 

of experiments: to that side he inclines, with doubt and hesitation; and when at last he 

fixes his judgement, the existence exceeds not what we call probability' (1975, 87).

Judgements of the probability of an event involve weighing all observations and 

experiments in favour of the event occurring against observations and experiments that 

indicate it will not occur, and considering the degree to which the superior evidence 

outweighs the inferior. Now, regarding testimony, experience has taught us that it is 

generally reliable, that is, reports of witnesses are often observed to conform to the
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facts, but in accordance with the principles of reasoning regarding all matters of fact, we 

should proportion our belief in a report to the evidence in its favour. Experience shows 

that the number of witnesses, their character and personal interest in what is reported, 

their consistency and the conviction they have in what they say, are all factors that are to 

be taken into account in judging the reliability of the testimony. We should also take into 

account the character of the report. If the alleged fact that a witness testifies to is 

ordinary (in the sense that we have experienced a variety of similar things previously) 

and we have no good reason to doubt what we are told, then we believe the testimony; 

Hume thinks that we should believe it with a strength proportional to the evidence. If 

the event testified to is extraordinary, this will tend to detract from any assurance that 

the event testified to occurred as reported: 'the evidence, resulting from the testimony, 

admits of a diminution, greater or less, in proportion as the fact is more or less unusual' 

(1975, 89). For, on the basis of experience, we judge that to the extent an event 

reported is rare, the testimony supporting the event is unsound.

Notably, Hume admits that we can be justified in believing in the occurrence of 

an extraordinary event, but the testimony must be overwhelming. As an example, Hume 

considers the case of the Indian prince who, having never experienced water freezing in 

cold conditions and 'refused to believe the first relations concerning the effects of frost, 

reasoned justly' (1975, 89). Even with good testimony, the Indian prince would be 

justified in doubting a phenomenon 'that arose from a state of nature, with which he was 

unacquainted, and which bore so little analogy to those events, of which he had constant 

and uniform experience. Though they were not contrary to his experience, they were not 

conformable to it.' (1975, 89) The event is not inconsistent with his experience, for he
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has never been in a position of having experience that could falsify the account, but 

neither is he in a position to conjecture about the likely effect of low temperatures on 

water. He has never experienced anything sufficiently similar for him to regard the 

freezing of water as a plausible story. 'Such an event, therefore, may be denominated 

extraordinary, and requires a pretty strong testimony, to render it credible to people in a 

warm climate' (1975, 89, note).

Hume now turns to the miraculous. A miracle is defined as 'a transgression of a 

law of nature by a particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some 

invisible agent'. Unlike extraordinary events, seemingly improbable occurrences which 

fall outside one's experiences, a miracle is in direct contradiction with one's most 

uniform experiences of the course of nature. It follows that whereas the report of an 

extraordinary event gives one very good reason to doubt the veracity of a report that it 

occurs, if the event is a miracle, that constitutes absolutely conclusive evidence of the 

report's falsity.

There must . . .  be a uniform experience against every miraculous event, 
otherwise the event would not merit that appellation. And as a uniform 
experience amounts to a proof, there is a direct and full proof, from the 
nature of the fact, against the existence of any miracle. (1975, 90)

In other words, since a miracle violates law of nature, and a law of nature cannot be 

known to have been contravened in the past, it follows that a miracle contravenes an 

absolutely uniform experience, while our experience of the trustworthiness of testimony 

is not absolutely uniform. Consequently, in proportioning our belief to the evidence we
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must remain incredulous of testimony to the miraculous. Hume draws this general

maxim:

. . .  no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony 
be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous, than the 
fact, which it endeavours to establish; and even in that case there is a 
mutual destruction of arguments, and the superior only gives us an 
assurance suitable to that degree of force, which remains, after deducting 
the inferior. (1975, 91)

Hume believes that the occurrence of a miracle, supposing the possibility of 

God's existence, involves no contradiction, but he does appear to believe that an attempt 

to justify a belief in a miracle on the basis of testimony does involve a contradiction. One 

could only justify such a belief on past experience, and past experience is exactly the 

thing we do not have, nor could have, with respect to miracles. This, the standard 

interpretation (Cf. Coleman 1988), has been challenged by Antony Flew (Cf. Flew 

(1959, 1961). Flew, who argues that Hume does allow rational belief in miracles, rests 

his argument on certain difficult remarks (particularly Hume 1975, 127), but I think that 

there can be explained by the traditional interpretation. While Hume allows that we can 

provide evidence in favour of a miracle, in order for that evidence to counter-balance the 

evidence against it the falsity of the testimony would have to be as miraculous as the 

miracle in question. Hume is not being simply sarcastic when he speaks of miraculous 

testimony, for he allows the logical possibility of such a testimony, and continues his 

argument by providing several reasons for thinking that the testimony for a miracle has 

never been and can never be so strong.
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To start with, Hume states that there have never been any really well-attested 

miracles, that is, attested by a large number of well educated, reputable, reliable, level 

headed people 'and at the same time attesting facts, performed in such a public manner, 

and in so celebrated a part of the world as to render the detection unavoidable' (1975, 

92). Even given this, reports of miraculous events are suspicious for psychological 

reasons: 'the passions of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being such an 

agreeable emotion, gives a sensible tendency towards a belief of those events from 

which it is derived' (1975, 93). Miracle stories, Hume thinks, are highly entertaining and 

it is pleasant to inform others of such stories, so out of a 'love of wonder' there is a 

natural inclination to suppose them true or, at least, to let them pass proper rational 

enquiry. Also, we have particular reason to be suspicious of miracle stories used to lend 

support to a religion, for religious stories, though sometimes known to be false, are 

often used by enthusiasts for the purposes of furthering religious belief, and these stories 

are then propagated by credulous people as if true. An examination of the origins of 

miracle stories gives additional reasons for doubting the testimony to them. They 'are 

observed chiefly to abound among ignorant and barbarous nations', and where believed 

by civilised people, these 'avUI be found to have received them from ignorant and 

barbarous ancestors' (1975, 94). It is with the development of science, Hume thinks, that 

miraculous explanations have been replaced by natural explanations.

Hume has one more argument. In addition to the plausibility of the testimony 

being destroyed by the miracle itself violating a law of nature, the testimony also 

'destroys itself (1975, 95). Hume reasons that because the doctrines of different 

religions are inconsistent, to the extent that a miracle is used to justify a particular
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religious system, it has 'the same force, though more indirectly, to overthrow every 

other system' (1975, 95). In providing evidence against other religious systems, the 

testimony for the miracle thereby provides evidence against the evidence presented in 

favour of miracles used to support other religious systems.

These reasons for scepticism have varying strengths and weaknesses which I will 

not detail (cf. Mackie 1981, ch. 1), but cumulatively they certainly provide a prima facie 

reason to doubt the report of a miracle that are independent of the principal source of 

contrary evidence, i.e. the fact that the miracle violates a law of nature. It follows that 

there cannot be testimony the falsity of which would be more miraculous than the 

miracle testified to being true. Hume, however, proceeds with the puzzling claim that he 

has only given sufficient reason to show that miracles could never be used as the 

foundation for some system or religion, and he concedes that there can be provable 

miraculous events (1975, 99). Hume supposes that during January 1600 a total darkness 

extended over the earth for eight days. This fact is supposed agreed upon by all authors 

in all languages, and is generally accepted by all. Hume thinks that philosophers should 

accept this fact 'because it is rendered probable by so many analogies' (1975, 99) and 

investigate its causes.

Hume immediately compares this with another imaginary case; he supposes that 

on January 1600 that Queen Elizabeth died, that this is fially documented by physicians 

and agreed upon by historians, and after being interred for a month, she reappeared and 

ruled for another three years. Even if the January 1600 resurrection of Elizabeth should 

be as well verified as the January 1600 eight day darkness, Hume insists that he 'should 

not have the slightest inclination to believe so miraculous an event. I should not doubt of
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her pretended death . . .  I should only assert it to have been pretended, and that it 

neither was, nor possibly could be real'. If it is pointed out that it is very unlikely that so 

many people could be fooled, Hume 'would still reply, that the knavery and folly of men 

are such common phenomena, that I should rather believe the most extraordinary events 

to arise from their concurrence, than admit of so signal a violation of the laws of nature' 

(1975, 99).

Now I think that Hume can and would maintain that we will still never find 

ourselves in a situation of having reason to believe in a miracle on the basis of evidence, 

where the word miracle is taken to mean 'a transgression of a law of nature by a 

particular volition of the Deity, or by the interposition of some invisible agent'. The 

distinction that Hume seems to be drawing between these two imaginary cases is 

between a miracle (in the given sense) and an extraordinary event. Extraordinary events 

are those we perceive to be completely out of the ordinary and thus contrary to our 

experience, for example, the idea of water freezing was extraordinary for the Indian 

prince. When Hume spoke of'miracles or violations of the usual course of nature' (1975, 

99) in which we might reasonable believe, he meant extraordinary events and not 

miracles in the specified sense. This is shown by consideration of the examples.

The eight day darkness can, if extraordinarily well attested to be 'rendered 

probable by so many analogies', these analogies being other natural examples of decay 

and dissolution. Thus, for Hume the eight day darkness 'sufficiently resembles' events 

that he has experienced, or believes on the basis of experience. So if there is not a 

uniform experience against it and there is overwhelming evidence in its favour, one 

might reasonably believe that such an event has occurred. So Hume recommends that
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we search for the causes of any unusual but natural event, and in this search we may be 

required to reassess, to some extent, some laws of nature. In the case of the 

resurrection, however, the event is quite contrary to a uniform experience of people not 

rising from the dead and Hume can find no analogies — living things returning from the 

dead — to draw upon from experience.* For this reason, he cannot accept that the event 

occurred as described; there must be some natural explanation (e.g. it is some complex 

conspiracy). Hume thus poses the following dichotomy: faced with an extraordinary 

event extraordinarily well attested to, we either accept the testimony as testimony of a 

natural event and search for natural causes, or reject it as showing no analogy to past 

experience and postulate other causes for the testimony (such as the gullibility of the 

witnesses). Either way, we never start looking for supernatural causes.

Now, one might agree with Hume that most extraordinary events are eventually 

given natural explanations, but might we not experience events for which no explanation 

is forthcoming, events from which we could speculate about supernatural causes? 

Suppose, for example, that a person were to predict an event of religious significance, 

and testimony justified a belief that the event occurred as predicted. Say this person has 

been right in many other predictions in the past, and no plausible natural explanation 

presents itself. Can we not reasonably believe this person's predictions without positing 

a natural explanation for them?

Hume would disagree. If the prophet accurately predicted events as described, 

we would certainly have reason to believe that his predictions will come to pass, but we 

would never be justified in believing that this power of prediction has a supernatural 

cause. One can never justifiably believe in a supernatural cause, it can never have a basis
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in experience (cf. 1975, 99). For Hume, a cause, at least for the purposes of reasoning 

from experience, must be something of which we can have an impression. One can only 

observe a causal connection between objects in so far as one can have impressions of 

them in constant conjunction. The cause of a miracle would have to be identified as 

something we could sensibly perceive. So, for example, the cause of Lazarus' coming 

from the tomb might be Jesus' command or gesture, for we can have an impression of 

both of these, both are events in the usual course of nature and it is not 

incomprehensible that a natural causal link may be found between the two, although it is 

enormously unlikely, and we would need very strong evidence ruling out more probable 

explanations. But however good the evidence, Hume is not prepared to contemplate a 

transcendent cause, which is not discernible by sense impressions, internal impressions, 

or impressions of reflection, as an item of experience at all. There is simply nothing in 

our experience that could show an event was caused by God.^

An important part of Hume’s strategy, though by no means the whole of it, 

receives support from and unexpected quarter: Peter Winch’s analysis of the meaning of 

the claim that something has ceased to exist. Although Winch focuses on a fictional 

short story in which a man claims, and tries to persuade others, that certain objects have 

vanished. Winch is interested in the general question of what sense can be given to the 

assertion that such and such has ceased to exist or has vanished. Winch does not have in 

mind cases of objects being transformed or in some way disintegrating, dissolving or 

evaporating, but objects which purely and simply vanish or cease to exist without any 

further explanation. That is, can objects be said to exist at one moment and not the 

following moment, and also that there is no causal explanation as to why this happened?
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Winch is unable to find any circumstances in which this would be a sensible conclusion 

as to what has happened to an object. In general, to say that something has vanished is 

merely to report that something is no longer visible, and often with the clear implication 

that something else has happened that resulted in the object’s disappearance; but in the 

sense Winch describes, ‘It vanished’ means that the only thing that occurred is that the 

object ceased to exist.

To assert ‘It has ceased to exist’ of an object does not seem to satisfy the 

minimum requirement for a statement about why the object is no longer present, for we 

have no idea of what it would be for the event ‘ceased to exist’ to occur (other than a 

mental picture of something disappearing); this, of course, is exactly what the claim 

demands: that nothing obtained such that the object vanished. We would not, for 

example, know what to do if asked to make a person cease to exist. So Winch raises the 

question as to whether ‘It vanished’ can be said to explain or even report anything at all. 

As Winch points out, such a claim could not be established by an investigation into what 

happened to the vanishing object, in the way that one might establish that the object fell 

down a hole, had been destroyed, etc..

We do not have any general methods of investigating whether people 
have vanished. At best ‘he vanished’ is something we’re driven back on: 
to say when we despair of finding any other explanation. But I should not 
say, as I just did, ‘any other explanation’, since precisely because of the 
considerations I have been rehearsing. It has vanished’ is not an 
explanation at all. It is just an expression of despair at the prospect of 
finding an explanation. (Winch 1987, p. 85)

So according to Winch ‘it ceased to exist’ is not a report of an event, it is not even a 

proposition, and to accept that something has ceased to exist is not to accept that there
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is a particular species of occurrence that results in this vanishing, but rather to concede 

that there is a point at which causal and scientific investigations and causal and scientific 

thinking breaks down.

. . . despite appearances, the words ‘The shed has vanished’ do not 
express a judgement in which the utterer, as it were, projects a thought 
into the past as he might, for example, were he to utter the words ‘the 
shed has had a fresh coat of paint since yesterday’; it does not go beyond 
expressing present bewilderment at the senseless conflict of one’s present 
impressions. (1987 pp. 93-4)

No evidence, of course, could lead one to the conclusion that an object has 

ceased to exist, and one could not assign a probability to an object’s ceasing to exist for 

reasons similar to those offered by Hume against miracles; it will always be more 

plausible to either continue to look for a natural explanation or to question the testimony 

in favour of the phenomenon. ‘It ceased to exist’ has no function in the language of 

cause of effect, and because our language and thinking about the world is irresolvably 

causal, ‘It ceased to exist’ has no substantive role to play. In this respect Winch’s 

position on ceasing to exist is quite close to Hume’s on miracles. For although Hume 

does give some reasons to doubt accounts of miracles, and does consider some specific 

examples, his objective is to exclude any explanation of events in terms of miracles from 

rational discourse. That is, a miracle cannot be conceived in terms of those concepts that 

Hume takes to be definitive of sensible investigation: 'cause', 'event', 'regularity', 

'probability'. Any attempt to make sense of the discovery of a miracle as an object of 

scientific investigation must on Hume’s account end in disaster, for to be open minded 

about the possibility of a miracle occurring, or at least, the possibility of a miracle
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occurring and one reasonably believing that that miracle has occurred, must be, for 

Hume, like being open minded about the possibility that one's whole way of looking at 

the world might not work. It would be to say: some events cannot be accounted for in 

terms of regularity and probability. It would follow that wisdom is not exclusively to be 

found by proportioning one's belief to the evidence (1975, 87).

Winch, unlike Hume, is not committed to a defence of a causal and scientific 

perspective on events. Winch does, however, recognise that this is dominant in our 

outlook on the world, and that a consequence of this is that there is no ordinary context 

in which the claim ‘such and such ceased to exist’ has a substantive use, beyond an 

expression of despair about the prospects for the discovery of a natural explanation for 

such and such occurring. But Winch is not so dogmatic as Hume about the possibility 

of describing an event as a miracle:

Cause is a notion we are constantly using and it is hard to conceive what 
our lives would be without it; our puzzlement with it is a purely 
philosophical puzzlement about giving a satisfactory account of it. 
Miracle is not like that. It is not merely that we find a satisfactory 
account of it hard to give; we are puzzled — practically puzzled — about 
how we could ever put it to use. Our lives involve the propensity to ask 
kinds of questions, and to press those questions in kinds of way, which 
conflicts with the possibility of untroubled talk about miracles. Our first 
task in trying to understand what a miracle might be would be the 
imaginative reconstruction of a mode of life in which there could be such 
untroubled talk. (1987 p. 105)

Unlike ceasing to exist, the concept of miracle at least has a basis in some general 

understanding of the world, and Winch is prepared to be open minded about the 

possibility of somebody making sense of certain events by calling them miracles: I 

certainly do not want to say that all sense must have a basis in a predominantly
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naturalistic understanding’. (1987 p. 105) Interestingly, Hume seems to recognise 

something similar, that is, while he can show that if one proportions one's belief to the 

evidence one come to the conclusion that a miracle has occurred, he cannot show that 

proportioning one's belief to the evidence is the only rational way to proceed (unless one 

trivially builds the criterion of good evidence, in the scientific sense, into the definition 

of rationality). Indeed, Hume concedes that someone with faith will be untouched by his 

account because faith gives the religious person 'a determination to believe what is most 

contrary to custom and experience' (1975, 101). The implication of this is that if we use 

scientific criteria we shall never determine that anything is miraculous: what is required 

is a religious perspective. It would be too much to claim that Hume is amenable to the 

proposition that religious people take up a distinctive religious aspect on certain events, 

or they they see certain events as miracles, as opposed to natural phenomena with 

certain causal histories, etc.; but it is interesting that Hume’s argument is not 

inconsistent with this approach.

3.26 Wittgenstein on Miracles

Wittgenstein gives a particularly clear statement of his views on miracles:

. . .we all know what in ordinary life would be called a miracle. It 
obviously is simply an event the like of which we have never yet seen. 
Now suppose such an event happened. Take the case that one of you 
suddenly grew a lion's head and began to roar. Certainly that would be as 
extraordinary a thing as 1 can imagine. Now whenever we should have 
recovered from our surprise, what 1 would suggest would be to fetch a 
doctor and have the case scientifically investigated and if it were not for 
hurting him 1 would have him vivisected. And where would the miracle 
have got to? For it is clear when we look at it in this way everything
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miraculous has disappeared; unless what we mean by this term is merely 
that a fact has not yet been explained by science which again means that 
we have hitherto failed to group this fact with others in a scientific 
system. This shows that it is absurd to say 'Science has proved that there 
are no miracles'. The truth is that the scientific way of looking at a fact in 
not the way to look at it as a miracle. (PO p. 43)

Thus certain unusual phenomena can, like the duck-rabbit picture, be seen under two 

different aspects: ‘unusual natural phenomenon’, ‘miracle’. These two different way of 

looking at such phenomena also involve two distinct attitudes: respect and faith on the 

one hand, scientific curiosity on the other. The scientist may seek to explain the 

occurrence, but the religious believer will want to know what it means. The implication 

of Wittgenstein's remark is that the best answer that can be given to a sceptic by a 

religious person is to concede the Humean criticisms of belief in violations of laws of 

nature, but maintain that such objections leave religious faith in miracles untouched.

Would such a response be in accordance with religious practice? There is 

certainly a case for this. While some religious people do claim to believe in violations of 

laws of nature, they show little sign of meaning this in a scientific sense. For example, 

the means of testing whether a miracle is genuine used by religious communities bears 

little resemblance to the sort of investigation that Hume would want if he were to 

believe that only an extraordinary event had occurred. There is, of course, a distinction 

made between miracles and magic tricks: religious communities do not (as Hume 

sometimes seems to imply) uncritically accept anything claimed to be miraculous. 

Religious communities distinguish real miracles from fraudulent miracles. Some of the 

criteria used in making this distinction might be termed scientific: there would, for 

example, have to be reliable witnesses to the miracle. Other criteria would be religious:
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Is there a precedent for the miracle in the tradition of the community? Does it fulfil a 

prophecy? What does the supposed agent of God claim for himself? When one examines 

the accounts given in, say, the Gospels, one finds much greater concern in establishing 

that Jesus satisfies specific religious criteria, in particular, that he is the fulfilment of the 

Old Testament prophecies, than that a man performed a miracle. The authenticity of the 

miracles is not grounded in the evidence that the laws of nature were violated, but that 

Jesus is the Son of God. What makes an event miraculous, therefore, is not that it is a 

violation of a law of nature, but that it is an act of God, an event of religious 

significance. This is not a scientific matter at all, and it is not determined by scientific 

enquiry.

As an example, consider the story of Jesus turning water into wine. Though 

often given as a paradigmatic example of a miracle in philosophy texts, its meaning is 

rarely considered. Jesus and his disciples are invited to a marriage at Cana in Galilee and 

Jesus' mother informs him that the wine has run out. Jesus orders six jars (each holding 

20 to 30 gallons) to be filled with water, and then that some be drawn out and taken to 

the master of the banquet.

When the steward of the feast tasted the water now become wine, 
and did not know where it came from (though the servants who had 
drawn the water knew), the steward of the feast called the bridegroom 
and said to him, 'Every man serves the good wine first; and when men 
have drunk fi-eely, then the poor wine; but you have kept the good wine 
until now.' This, the first of his signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and 
manifested his glory; and his disciples believed in him. (John 2, 1-11)

Now, looking at this story from a scientific perspective it is quite ludicrous. But to look 

at the miracle from such a perspective is already to have got it wrong. The importance
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of the miracle at Cana is not that a law of nature was violated (indeed the physical 

alteration of the water is left unstated), but that Jesus ’manifested his glory' as a result of 

which his disciples believed. The glory is manifested and the disciples believe not 

because of the simple fact that water was turned into wine but because the significance 

of this act: the substantial quantity of the wine (representing, perhaps, the extent of 

God's grace), the symbolic meaning of water and wine, that the jars were used for a 

Jewish ritual, the symbolic meaning of the steward's words that clearly refer to Jesus 

despite his ignorance of what has happened.

I do not offer these remarks for their theological value, but to show that it would 

be something of a misunderstanding of the religious meaning of a miracle, such as the 

Cana miracle, if one thought of it as a report of a violation of a law of nature. Of course, 

the event in question must be unusual, but what makes it special for the religious 

believer is not the evidence it offers that a law has been violated, but the role it plays in 

the religious understanding of the unfolding of the world’s history, and in the Christian 

case, the story of God’s gift of salvation to the world through Christ. Wittgenstein 

suggests that miracles might be thought of as sacred gestures, such as a symbolic 

natural occurrence accompanying the words of a saint:

A miracle is, as it were, a gesture which God makes. As a man 
sits quietly and then makes an impressive gesture, God lets the world run 
on smoothly and then accompanies the words of a saint by a symbolic 
occurrence, a gesture of nature. It would be an instance if, when a saint 
has spoke, the trees around him bowed, as if in reverence. — Now, do I 
believe that this happens? I do not. (CV p. 45)
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What the non-believer sees as a pure coincidence, perhaps worthy of scientific 

investigation, the religious believer sees as an act of God and will react with reverence, 

and will look for the event’s meaning. But unlike the duck and rabbit aspects of the 

duck-rabbit picture, religious and non-religious aspects on this miraculous/coincidental 

event are not straightforwardly interchangeable. The reason for this was indicated in 

3.21 : seeing an A as a B involves not only one knowing that A may fall under the 

concept B, but also perceiving the internal relation between A and Bs, which involves 

(in some respects) reacting to and treating A as a B. There is no difficulty, in this 

respect, for ducks and rabbits, because these are familiar animals. But the non-believer is 

not inclined to take up a religious attitude towards any phenomenon, indeed, may find 

such an attitude repellent; the believer, in contrast, finds the attitude associated with 

regarding events as mere natural phenomena equally alien, and perhaps also morally 

vacuous or corrupted. Non-believers do, however, sometimes come to believe in 

miracles and Wittgenstein describes how such a change of aspect can occur:

The only way for me to believe in a miracle in this sense would be 
to be impressed by an occurrence in this particular way. So that I should 
say e.g.: ‘It was impossible to see these trees and not to feel that they 
were responding to the words. ’ Just as I might say ‘It is impossible to see 
the face of this dog and not to see that he is alert and full of attention to 
what his master is doing’. And I can imagine that the mere report of the 
words and life of a saint can make someone believe the reports that the 
tree bowed. But I am not so impressed. (CV p. 45)

Even non-believers are susceptible to rehgious attitudes, and given the right 

circumstances can be struck by the religious meaning of an event, and experience a 

change of outlook, perhaps only temporarily. The correlated point, I take it, is that given
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the right circumstances (a realisation of the extent and particularity of evil in the world, 

for instance) can engender a non-religious attitude in the believer. Just as one can be 

struck by the religious significance of an event one can also be struck by an event’s total 

senselessness. The difference between believer and non-believer with regard to miracles, 

therefore, is found in the attitudes and concepts that constitute their distinct responses 

and ways of understanding the events in question.

3.27 Wittgenstein and Predestination

Many of the fundamental points found in Wittgenstein’s work on the Last 

Judgement and miracles are recapitulated in his remarks on predestination. Like the 

believer in the Last Judgement, the predestinarian holds to an eschatological picture of 

the world, that is, that our destinies are determined by our acting in accordance with the 

will of God. But the predestinarian also believes that whether or not we act in 

accordance with God’s will is determined by God before the creation of the world. That 

is, whether we are damned or of the elect is not within our own power to decide. As 

with miracles, philosophers and theologians have presented a number of arguments 

against the doctrine of predestination. Two difficulties are, first, that there appears to be 

a straightforward inconsistency between predestination and human fi*eedom (or freedom, 

at least, with regard to what is right and wrong), for how we will act has been decided 

by God and we can have no influence over God’s decisions; second, we cannot be
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morally responsible, whether or not we act in accordance with God’s will, because we 

cannot be held to account for failing to act in a certain way if it was impossible to act in 

that way, and we cannot be justly praised for acting in a certain way if it was impossible 

to do otherwise. Given its apparent inconsistency with both human freedom and moral 

distinctions, it is unsurprising that the doctrine of predestination has been subject to both 

philosophical and theological obloquy. Indeed, at a personal level (as with miracles), 

Wittgenstein finds himself sharing the attitude of those who reject the doctrine, but he 

recognises that this is because he does not appreciate the doctrine at the level of 

religious faith, but only at a ‘lower level’ as a piece of superstition:

. . .  at my level the Pauline doctrine of predestination is ugly nonsense, 
irreligiousness. Hence it is not suitable for me, since the only use I could 
make of the picture I am offered would be a wrong one. If it is a good 
and godly picture, then it is so for someone at a quite different level, who 
must use it in his life in a way completely different from anything that 
would be possible for me. (CV p. 32)

What is the completely different use of the doctrine, and how is it to be understood in a 

‘higher way’? Although Wittgenstein offers comparatively few and brief observations on 

predestination, he does outline a way in which the doctrine may be understood as a 

distinct religious aspect on the world, rather than a monstrous hypothesis about a divine 

plan which, if true, would have the consequence of obviating moral distinctions and 

undermining human freedom.

As the above quotation indicates, and as one would expect, Wittgenstein argues 

that the temptation to regard the doctrine of predestination as a scientific conjecture 

should be resisted. Wittgenstein maintains, as with miracles, that belief in predestination
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does not commit one to any scientific claim about natural laws, for God’s will may be 

entirely consistent with natural laws, that is, God’s decision as to how people are fated 

may be consistent with the laws of nature. Nor does predestination have any implication 

for the range or possibility of human action, despite the fact that it seems that people 

should be capable of acting in accordance with God’s commands, for this is to distort 

the meaning of saying that the world is subject to God’s command.

In this context ‘He has commanded it’ means roughly: He will 
punish anybody who doesn’t do it. And nothing follows from that about 
what anybody can or cannot do. And that is what ‘predestination’ means. 
(CVp. 77)

God’s command is not a super-human ethical principle according to which we will be 

judged whether or not we know about it or are capable of acting by it. It does mean, 

however, that salvation is not immediately secured by rigorously following the ethical 

principles of human society (thereby no human court of law has ultimate authority in 

meting out justice). It may also mean that human punishment is not like divine 

punishment, in that human punishment may be misjudged, qualified or appealed against. 

In contrast, if something has been ordained by God it can only be accepted without 

question. God’s command is in a different category to human commands, for the latter 

can be justified by human reason or may subsequently be overturned or disputed by 

human reason.

Wittgenstein readily concedes that these ideas of punishment and judgement will 

find little favour with most people, indeed, most people find them repellent. But while 

Wittgenstein offers no apology for predestination, he thinks that our reaction is based on
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our treating it as a scientific theory rather than a religious perspective. We consequently 

misunderstand how the doctrine is used, that is, the sort of way of life and attitudes of 

someone who sees the world under this aspect.

How God judges a man is something we cannot imagine at all. If 
he really takes strength of temptation and the frailty of nature into 
account, whom can he condemn? But otherwise the resultant of these 
two forces is simply the end for which the man was predestined. In that 
case he was created so that the interplay of forces would make him 
either conquer or succumb. And that is not a religious idea at all, but 
more like a scientific hypothesis.

So if you want to stay within the religious sphere you must 
struggle.

Predestination; It is only permissible to write like this out of the 
most dreadful suffering — and then it means something quite different. 
But for the same reason it is not permissible for someone to assert it as a 
truth, unless he himself says it in torment. — It simply isn’t a theory. —
Or, to put it another way: If this is a truth, it is not the truth that seems at 
first sight to be expressed by these words. It is less a theory than a sigh, 
or a cry. (CV p. 86, 30)

As the latter of these two passages indicates, the misunderstanding that predestination is 

a sort of scientific hypothesis is due to the lack of the experience — the sufferings — and 

attitudes required to find predestination an outlook on the world which makes sense. 

Thus, as with the Last Judgement and miracles, predestination offers a religious aspect 

on events, and one that will only make sense for certain individuals in certain 

circumstances.^^
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3.3 CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have indicated certain difficulties that arise in trying to apply a 

wittgensteinian approach to religious belief as a whole, for it seems that there are 

sufficient analogies between religious and scientific language for it to be at least 

arguable that religious claims report facts about the world as well as express religious 

aspects on the world. But when considered in relation to particular religious views, 

Wittgenstein’s remarks, and the concept ‘aspect’, becomes considerably more 

enlightening. It can be seen that the difficulties arising for reasonable belief in miracles, if 

they are thought of as violations of laws of nature, are dissolved if the events in question 

fall under two different aspects; ‘act of God’ and ‘highly improbable occurrence’. 

Similarly, the moral and metaphysical objections to predestination are dissolved once it 

is understood as a religious aspect on the world that requires a particular context of 

experience and attitudes for it to make sense to a person. It is not that predestination is 

consistent with freedom of the will, rather ‘free action’ and ‘predestined chosen action’ 

are two different ways of looking at human behaviour. Putting the dispute between 

believer and non-believer in terms of aspects shows us not only the basis of the 

intransigence of the two parties — for they both have the same facts at their disposal — 

but also explains why people come to believe, or lose their faith, not as a result of 

evidence or a valid argument, but by experiencing conversion to the opposing views or, 

as Wittgenstein says, by being impressed by certain facts.
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There is a further implication of Wittgenstein’s analysis that should be made 

explicit. For as Wittgenstein argued regarding mathematical aspects, the experience of 

the truth of a mathematical theorem, which many mathematicians take to be evidence for 

platonism, is in fact the perception of an internal relation between mathematical 

concepts, as a result of which a new theorem is taken into mathematics as a proved 

proposition. Analogously, a religious believer’s experience of a miracle is not on a par 

with, say, his or her experience of a person gesturing and then another person, believed 

to be paralysed, getting up, etc.; rather, the religious believer is struck by an internal 

connection between the observed phenomena and other elements of belief, such as 

canonical miracles like those performed by Jesus, or Biblical stories, prophecies, etc., 

and consequently gives the event a special status. Because seeing an aspect is 

disanalogous to ordinary perception in that it does not involve identifying a new 

property of what is perceived, by showing that the mathematical intuition is akin to 

seeing an aspect, Wittgenstein undermines the inference from mathematical intuition to 

platonism. Similarly for religious believer, experiencing a miracle, by virtue of its 

similarity to seeing an aspect rather than perceiving a property of an object, does not 

carry any implication as to what natural laws are true. In other words, what is meant by 

belief in miracles is to be found exclusively in the terms and logic of religious language 

rather than scientific language.

I have generally been contrasting religion with scientific aspects, these latter 

being characterised by the concepts of natural law, causality, evidence and probability.

In so doing I have taken for granted an understanding of these concepts whereby they 

constitute an aspect on the world. So in the following chapter I will concentrate on the
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scientific aspect on the world and, in particular, I will consider the way in which 

different scientific notions of natural law and causation may lead to one’s seeing the 

course of events in different ways. A further issue, connected with predestination, will 

also play an important role in the following chapter before being considered 

independently in Chapter Five: the freedom of the will. For just as predestination is 

generally held to be inconsistent with free will, so scientific interpretations of the world 

are often thought to be inconsistent with free will. Can a case be made for the claim that 

to believe in free will is to see an act as free?
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CHAPTER FOUR

4.1 INTRODUCTION

One of the principal difficulties in thinking about free will is that although we 

may feel that we can do otherwise than we do and have some idea as to what we want 

from a free will, we do not begin with a clear understanding of what sort of thing free 

will is itself Rather, in the first instance, free will is given meaning by its location in a 

system of concepts such as responsibility, action and personal identity, and also a 

variety of feelings, feelings of hope, pride, guilt and so forth. It is this system of 

concepts and feelings that seems challenged by the successful use of certain scientific 

concepts, such as cause, effect, prediction and law. For how can we be free in a world 

governed by natural laws? More precisely, how can our actions be free and 

responsible if it is the case that our actions can be predicted in accordance with 

natural laws from causes preceding those actions?

I see no way round the fact that the habit of giving moral praise and 
blame, of congratulating and condemning men for their actions, with 
the implication that they are morally responsible for them, since they 
could have behaved differently, that is to say, need not have acted as 
they did,. . . would be undermined by belief in determinism. (Berlin 
1969, p. xi)

I will not be considering the moral and social implications of accepting determinism 

(cf. Honderich 1988, Weatherford 1993), and philosophical questions about the 

nature of the freedom of the will I will leave for Chapter Five. I will instead what it 

means to say that an event — such as an action — is caused or falls under a natural 

law, and whether one can consistently believe that such an event, if it is an action, is a 

free action. I will be looking in detail at two notions crucial to the scientific 

understanding of the world; natural law and causation.

By determinism I understand the doctrine that every event or state is preceded 

by an event or state such that the pair falls under a universal law.  ̂This is a minimal
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definition of the principle of determinism. One famous version of the principle is 

expressed by Laplace

We ought to regard the present state of the universe as the effect of its 
anterior state and as the cause of the one which is to follow. Given for 
one instant an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by 
which nature is animated and the respective situation of the beings who 
compose it — an intelligence sufficiently vast to submit these data to 
analysis — it would embrace in the same formula the movements of the 
greatest bodies of the universe and those of the lightest atom; for it, 
nothing would be uncertain and the fiiture, as the past, would be 
present to its eyes. (Laplace 1951, p. 4)

Laplace's formulation carries with it not only the notion that events are governed by 

laws, but also that events are in principle predictable from preceding states of the 

universe (a principle the logical coherence of which has been questioned, cf. 

Honderich 1988, ch. 6) and also a principle of uniformity, that there was only one 

possible future for the world, given its initial state (cf. Mill 1965, p. 201). I will look 

at some of the implications for free action of the predictability of action in Chapter 

Five, but in this chapter I will work with the minimal formulation.^

In his Lecture on the Freedom o f the Will Wittgenstein considers the question 

'Could one say that the decision of a person was not free because it was determined 

by natural laws?' (PO p. 429). His concern is with what follows from the claim that 

natural laws govern human behaviour. For if my decisions are determined by certain 

preceding causal circumstances, in accordance with certain natural laws, it seems that 

I must make those decisions, because the decisions that I make are necessitated. 

Wittgenstein proposes that the success of this argument turns on our conception of 

natural laws. For if one thought of natural laws as merely universal generalisations 

describing what happens, then to say that the behaviour of a body is governed by a 

natural law is simply to say that the body's movements are in accordance with a 

generalisation (PO p. 430). Wittgenstein thinks there is no inconsistency in my free 

decisions being 'governed' by natural laws in this sense, because if the law is simply a 

description of a regularity, it does not in any way compel me to act as I do.
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Suppose I said: ‘Our decisions are determined by the circumstances of 

our education and our whole anatomy. We don’t know in what way 

they are determined. We can’t predict except in very rare circumstances 

and then very roughly. All the same it is reasonable to think that they 

follow natural laws and are determined. ’ ‘They follow natural laws’ 

could only mean that one day we may, though it is most misleading and 

out of the question in fact, forecast a man’s actions. But thinking this is 

no reason for our saying that if the decisions follow natural laws — that 

if we know the laws which they follow — they are in some way 

compelled. What on earth would it mean that the natural law compels a 

thing to go as it goes. The natural law is correct, and that’s all. Why 

should people think of natural laws at all as compelling events? If what 

I say is correct people would seem to have made a blunder. (PO p.

430d)

The matter would be rather different, however, if natural laws necessitated the 

course of events in the way that rails determine the course of a train. For in that case 

the events in the world could be said to be controlled by natural laws. And 

Wittgenstein claims that people are inclined to a conception of natural laws of this 

sort:

We said you could explain the way people looked at natural laws by 

saying they regarded them as if they were rails, along which things had 

to move. The expression of a natural law was in some way such a rail.

(PO p. 429).

A prima facie objection to conceiving of natural laws in this way is that rails are 

themselves physical objects, and as such are subject to physical laws: rails can break 

or bend. Thus it is a mistake to think of laws as underlying mechanisms compelling 

the movement of objects. Unfortunately, while this argument may be applicable to a
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certain informal, common concept of natural laws, few modem philosophers who 

offer necessitarian accounts of laws, or who believe that if our actions are governed 

by laws then we are not jfree, make the mistake of thinking that laws are tmly like 

physical mechanisms. I think, however, that there may be more to Wittgenstein’s 

argument, and that it may be applicable to modem philosophical notions of natural 

law. In the account I will present, I take the notion of laws as rails to be a pre- 

philosophical, realistic account of the modal character of natural laws. For we can be 

realistic about the necessitation of laws without acceding to the physical existence of 

rail like mechanisms. It is the presence of rails that give rise to the regularities in the 

train's movement, in that rails determine the movement of the train from one moment 

to the next, in the sense that they carry the train forwards to the next part of the track 

whatever else happens. Analogously, laws can be held to make one event happen after 

another, whatever else happens.

While Wittgenstein will argue that the regularity account of natural laws is 

consistent with human freedom and that one cannot regard actions as both free and 

necessitated, he does not endorse either a reductionistic or realistic conception of the 

modal character of laws. That is, he does not claim that either the idea that laws 

necessitate or that they are merely regularities is false, for these two notions of natural 

law form part of two different ways of looking at the course of events (which are also 

connected with two different concepts of causation).

Before turning to his argument, I will define and introduce the two different 

accounts of natural law.

4.2 LAWS OF NATURE

A law is a true proposition (though cf. Kuhn 1970, pp. 205-7) generally of the 

form Ax (Gx id Fx) where G' and "F' are predicates that do not refer to particular 

spatio-temporal relations. The problem is to give an account of the modality of natural 

laws, i.e. the necessity with which something must happen in accordance with a 

natural law under certain circumstances. For example, if it is a natural law that all
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copper expands when heated, every piece of copper must expand when heated. What 

is the meaning of this 'must'? There are two main theories.

Regularity Theory. The regularity theorist offers a reductionist account of law 

statements. Put simply, a proposition expresses a law of nature if it expresses what 

invariably happens. Natural laws, in other words, express only what does occur. 

Various explanations have been offered by regularity theorists for the (misguided) 

belief that laws involve some sort of necessary connection (cf. Bigelow/Pargetter 

1990, p. 233-4) Hume explained it by the determination of the human mind, from the 

experience of constant conjunction, to pass from the impression or the idea of one 

term of the relation to the idea of the other term (1978 bk. I, pt. II, sec. II, VI). In 

general, regularity theorists maintain the theory of Humean Supervenience: 'For any 

two worlds w% and W2, if wj and W2 agree on local particular facts (and so on 

regularities), they agree on laws of nature' (Carroll 1994, p. 196). I will consider two 

basic criticisms of the regularity theory,^ and outline some responses.

First, not all statements of universal regularities are laws. For example, it is, 

we may suppose, a universal regularity that no gold spheres are greater than 10 

metres in diameter, but this does not appear to be a law but only an unrealised 

physical possibility. For all that prevents there being a gold sphere that big is the fact 

that it does not happen to exist naturally and that nobody is inclined or wealthy 

enough to have such a sphere produced. In contrast, it is physically impossible that a 

sphere of uranium-235 should be over ten metres in diameter (or even close to that 

diameter), as that would exceed its critical mass. Regularity theorists have advanced 

various criteria to account for the distinction between those invariable occurrences 

which are laws or those which are not. David Lewis, drawing on the work of Frank 

Ramsey (1928, 1929), has proposed that '[A] contingent generalisation is a law of 

nature if and only if it appears as a theorem (or axiom) in each of the true deductive 

systems that achieves a best combination of simplicity and strength' (Lewis 1973, p. 

73; cf. Mill 1965, bk. Ill ch. XII; Barman 1984, 1993). There are innumerable 

deductively closed sets of true sentences, but only some of them will have the 

scientifically desirable features of simplicity, and only some have strength (or
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information content), and fewer still have the right balance of these properties. Laws 

of nature are the sentences describing regularities common to those true theories 

achieving the best balance. Thus Lewis seems to offer criteria by which the regularity 

theorist can pick out the natural laws from the uniformities without appealing to any 

sort of natural necessity. Lewis's theory is perhaps the best current form of regularity 

theory, but there are difficulties. Simplicity is a subjective criterion, dependant at least 

in part on our own psychological abilities, and the distinction between laws and 

accidental generalisations is presumably not subjective (Carroll 1994, p. 52). It also 

seems possible that a natural law should be complex, unintegrated with other laws of 

nature, and which are rarely instantiated (i.e. not strong): such a law would be 

excluded by the Lewis-Ramsey criteria (Armstrong 1983, pp. 71-2). Furthermore, the 

Lewis-Ramsey theory gives no basis to suppose the truth of counterfactual 

conditionals, which is the second of the two basic problems for any regularity theory, 

which I will now outline.

It seems to be a feature of law-statements that they support counterfactuals. If 

it is a law of nature that copper expands when heated, it seems that had this piece of 

copper been heated, although it was not in fact heated, it would have expanded. In 

contrast, the fact that everybody in a room at a certain time is wearing a wristwatch, 

does not support the claim that if a, who was not in the room, had been in the room at 

that time, a would have been wearing a wristwatch (cf. Armstrong 1983 pp. 46-7). To 

put it another way, if the law (x)(Fx Gx) states only a uniformity, that is, it gets its 

truth value from what occurs in the world, then if, contrary to fact, a were an F, then 

the facts upon which the truth value of the law statement depend would be different, 

and there would be no basis upon which to say whether or not the extension of the 

class F would conform to the law. Mere universal uniformities, therefore, unlike laws, 

do not support counterfactuals (subject to certain qualifications, cf. Armstrong 1983, 

pp. 47-8). One very simple answer to this has been proposed by I. L. Mackie (1966). 

If we have evidence that all As are Bs then we have a good inductive argument fi*om 

the supposition that p is an A to the conclusion that p is a B, even if p is not an A. 

Thus a mere uniformity can be used to support a counterfactual by virtue of the
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evidence that the uniformity obtains. A similar argument is advanced by Swartz (1985 

pp. 68-70). A regular association can support a counterfactual if it has been shown to 

be 'pervasive', that is, it obtains under a wide range of conditions. For example, to test 

whether a drug causes a blinding of vision, a doctor may administer the drug to 

people who would not otherwise have consumed it, and people with different ages, 

different lifestyles, to people with different diets and who are not taking other 

medication, and withhold the drug from a control group, etc. Suppose the regularity is 

maintained in all these different circumstances. This evidence may suggest that the 

drug causes a blurring of vision independent of the conditions under which it was 

taken, that is, that the regularity is pervasive or unconditional. On this basis, the 

counterfactual can be sustained. Both Mackie and Swartz deal with the problem of 

counterfactuals by falling back on the principle of induction, although there is some 

question as to whether regularity theory is capable of offering a rational account of 

induction (cf. Armstrong 1983).

Necessitarian Theory offers a realistic account of the modal character of 

natural laws. Natural laws do not merely describe what occurs but express what must 

occur in particular circumstances. Necessitarians have a simple answer to the problem 

of distinguishing statements of universal regularities from statements of laws, that is, 

the statement of a law must describe a necessitating connection. But what is a natural 

necessity?

One account explicates the necessity of natural laws in terms of possible 

worlds (cf. Pargitter 1984). It seems that there must be a class of possible worlds in 

which natural laws will obtain and accidental regularities will not and which 

distinguishes these two types of relation. The problem is to specify that class without 

falling back on the notion of natural law (as one would, for example, if one claimed 

that natural laws are those regularities that obtain in all physically possible worlds, i.e. 

the worlds in which the laws are the same). Another account — the account I will 

focus on — advanced by Armstrong (also Dretske 1977 and Tooley 1977), is that a 

law, for example that all Fs are Gs, expresses an irreducible relation of necessitation 

existing between the universals F-ness and G-ness. Armstrong symbolises this by
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’N(F,G)'. Now, if N(F,G), then (x)(Fx id G x), but the reverse entailment does not 

hold, so contradicting the thesis of Humean Supervenience: a relation of necessitation 

between universals F-ness and G-ness entails that F is consistently cojoined with G, 

but a constant conjunction is not sufficient for the necessitating relation to obtain. 

Armstrong's reason for putting the relationship of nomic necessity in terms of 

universals rather than particular properties is that he thinks that the ontological 

ground for this necessity lies in what it is to be an F and what it is to be a G (1983 p. 

77). For if the relationship between F and G is simply that for every instantiated 

member of the class of Fs — Fa, Fb, etc., — Fa necessitates Ga, Fb necessitates Fb, 

etc., then we would have no good reason to suppose that the pattern of necessitation 

will continue in the future (p. 77). Thus Armstrong proposes that there is something 

by virtue of which an F is an F, something in each F, and likewise G, and that 'being 

an F necessitates being a G and, because of this, each individual F must be a G'. The 

relations between universals, Armstrong thinks, are themselves contingent and not 

logical (he calls the relation 'contingent necessity' 1984 p. 261) for the reason that 

laws of nature are discovered to be true a posteriori, and, as was observed by Hume, 

we can certainly imagine what it would be like for some natural laws to have been 

different.

It may seem that even a relationship of necessitation between universals does 

not ensure an interesting form of natural necessity, for might it not happen in the 

future that it is not the case that Fs are Gs? Armstrong responds

If F and G are related by a dyadic relation, a relation whose terms are 
confined to these two universals, then it cannot be that they have this 
relation at one time or place, yet lack it at another. The universals F 
and G are exactly the same thing at their different instantiation. They 
cannot dissolve into F-nesses and G-nesses at different places and 
times: if they do we are not dealing with unitary universals, that is, 
with universals. (p. 79)

But if the relationship between universals is contingent, how can Armstrong's theory 

really account for the counterfactuals supported by laws? Armstrong hopes to locate 

the physical necessity of natural laws in the nature of universals (their 'unity'), so that
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if a relation between a pair of universals is manifested in a world, then that relation 

must be manifested in all instances of those two universals in that world. But it seems 

that this cannot be sufficient to support counterfactuals, which involve truths about 

other possible worlds (i.e. what would have happened had certain facts not obtained). 

If the 'necessitating' relation between universals is itself just a brute fact, not a 

consequence of the nature of the universals themselves, why should Fa and Ga be 

nomically related in counterfactual situations? As Tweedale points out.

How could such a relationship possibly sustain the counterfactual 
implications of laws of nature? Since it is contingent and totally 
unaccounted for, there is nothing to say whether it would hold, or not, 
if the related universals existed in circumstances in any way different 
from the actual ones. We no longer have a genuine solution to the 
difficulties besetting the Humean view. All we have is a name, 'nomic 
necessitation', chanted rhythmically in the direction from which we 
hope a solution will come. (Tweedale 1984, pp. 185-6)

Thus some philosophers have attempted to explicate nomic necessity in terms of 

logical necessity (Pales 1993, Swoyer 1982, Ewing 1932, Tweedale 1984); most 

necessitarians, however, are reluctant to adopt a position attacked to vociferously and 

effectively by Hume.

This completes my survey of the two main theories of natural laws. Which 

view did Wittgenstein take, if either?

4.21 Wittgenstein on Laws o f Nature

On the basis of his earlier views about natural laws, where he rejects any type 

of natural necessity, one would expect Wittgenstein to be sympathetic to the 

regularity theory.

There is no possible way of making an inference from the 
existence of one situation to the existence of another, entirely different 
situation.
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There is no causal nexus to justify such an inference. (TLP 
5.135-6)

There is no compulsion making one thing happen because 
another has happened. The only necessity that exists is logical 
necessity. (TLP 6.37)

Some recent writers on Wittgenstein's Lecture on the Freedom o f the Will have 

thought he is similarly rejecting natural necessity and proposing in its place some sort 

of regularity theory. For example, Norman Malcolm claims:

Wittgenstein said it was an absurd mistake to suppose that 
natural laws compel things to happen in the way they happen . . .  A 
natural law is only a description of a regularity in nature. The idea that 
natural laws compel events comes in part from the use of the word 
'law': for this word suggests more than an observed regularity which 
we expect to continue.

Wittgenstein's thinking here is clear and correct. What is called 
a 'law of nature' is nothing but a description of an observed pattern in 
nature. A law of nature cannot show that a certain occurrence had to 
happen. Nor can anything show that a natural law has to exist. . . One 
may be tempted to say that natural science only describes and does not 
explain; but this can be misleading, for it suggests that there could be 
an explanation of a kind that consists in showing that a particular 
natural phenomenon had to occur, or in showing that a particular 
regularity in nature had to exist. (Malcolm 1993, pp. 25-6)

If Malcolm's interpretation is correct, one would expect Wittgenstein to offer an 

argument for regularity theory, for the theory is certainly not self-evident. But the 

only real basis for this is Wittgenstein’s suggestion that the concept of law implicitly 

suggests more that observed regularity (PO p. 430), and this is perhaps reminiscent of 

an often repeated argument of Moritz Schlick’s, that necessitarians are guilty of 

confusing natural laws with the laws imposed by a state upon its citizens.

The function of laws (the meaning of laws) is do ûfe-scribe and not to 
/7r^-scribe. They relate what actually occurs, and not what ought to 
occur . . . The laws of a country or State, are forms of compulsion for 
the citizens of that state. But to speak of compulsion, or force, in the 
case of the laws of nature, is absurd. One is misled into doing so, 
because, of the ambiguity of the word 'law' — and this, in turn, is due



167

to the half-conscious use of a psychological model. (Schlick 1949, p. 
20-21)

But a psychological argument of this sort is inadequate to establish the falsity of 

necessitarianism: the necessitarian can surely respond that the regularity theorist is 

guilty of a facile confusion between natural laws and universal generalisations.

Notably, Paul Johnston, who certainly does not think Wittgenstein is putting 

forward theories, describes Wittgenstein's comments on natural law in a way that 

implies he was assuming a regularity theory. Johnston explains that, after noting the 

apparent inconsistency between saying that a person's action is free and saying that it 

is determined by natural laws.

Wittgenstein points out that there is something curious in this, for if 
natural laws are simply general descriptions of what has happened, 
why should they be thought of as determining the future? Why should 
a description of what has happened and a prediction about what might 
happen be seen as compelling things to happen as they do? Here the 
idea of compulsion arises from our way of thinking about these 
descriptions, for we see them as revealing natural laws as rails along 
which things have to move. (Johnston 1986, p. 193)

Here, no argument at all is offered in favour of natural laws being merely general 

descriptions, and the apparent incompatibility between actions being free and being 

governed by natural laws is dismissed as confused thinking about those general 

descriptions and the predictions drawn from them.

If Wittgenstein was simply assuming the truth of regularity theory (there were 

few defenders of necessitarianism in the 1940s), then it must be conceded that his 

work in this area of the free will problem is only of historical interest (though his 

comments on free will stand independently, cf. Chapter Five). But there are three 

reasons to doubt this interpretation. First, I have already described Wittgenstein's 

methodological principle not to advance any philosophical theory (1.4), and I take it 

that he would realise that adopting regularity theory would violate this principle. 

Second, Wittgenstein considers in some detail the related issue of causal necessitation 

and constant conjunction between cause and effect, and he does not advocate either
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theory of causation. I will consider this work presently. Third there is some evidence, 

even in his Lecture, of an argument about free will and natural law that does not 

assume regularity theory, to which I will now turn.

Wittgenstein clearly argues that regularity theory is consistent with free will, 

and I believe this to be an obvious — though often overlooked — point. Free will is not 

inconsistent with human action satisfying some generalisation, unless one wishes to 

rule out human freedom a priori. I will give three reasons. First, any sequence of 

numbers accords with some rule, but one does not show a roulette wheel to be rigged 

by finding that a sequence of its results accords with some rule. Generalisations in 

themselves are harmless; I take it that what needs to be shown is that the rule or law 

governs or necessitates the events in question in such a way as to make them unfree. 

As it — the law — would if, for example, it stood in relation to the events as a track 

does to a train (PO p. 430).

Second, a similar point to the first, it is not in itself an argument against free 

will that human actions are in some respects regular. This is not only because human 

actions are also often irregular (they are, after all, the very thing we call free), but 

because a person can choose to act in a regular way (PO p. 433). People can and do 

act according to rules. The predictable choice may also be the most rational. Again, 

what needs to be shown is that choices are necessitated, and that visible regularities in 

human action as well as the irregularities are produced by the underlying rails.

Third, if regularity theory is true then events do not occur because they are in 

accordance with natural laws, rather, natural laws take their truth values from the 

course of events. Thus it is not because of a physical law that all planets travel in 

elliptical orbits, but because all planets travel in elliptical orbits that it is a physical law 

that they do so (PO p. 431). Similarly, it is only because human beings do such and 

such in certain circumstances that their doing such and such in certain circumstances 

would constitute a physical law. It follows that a choice between two things made in a 

unique situation (i.e. one that has never previously occurred nor will occur) will make 

true one or other physical law. So, if I am faced with a unique problem P — that only I 

will face, and only once — and I choose Q, then by doing Q I make it a law that
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whenever P, then Q. If I had chosen R, then I would have made it a law that whenever 

P then R. Given the complexity of human behaviour and choices, unique situations 

may arise comparatively frequently, so multiplying the number of laws required to 

describe human actions (Swartz 1985 p. 127). The occurrence of such choices is 

consistent with determinism: if I had chosen Q or R my action is subsumable under a 

natural law (the law that is made true by my action), and the action is also deducible 

from the true natural law and the causal circumstances of the choice. But this implies 

no threat to my freedom to act in one way or the other.

What therefore is Wittgenstein’s position regarding the truth of regularity 

theory? In the following, I will give a statement of what I believe to be Wittgenstein’s 

argument in the first section of his lecture (PO pp. 429 -31).

A natural law is a proposition that should be both true and general (or 

universal). If a generalisation that correctly describes past events proves successful in 

its prediction of future events, we may suppose that it is a law. Now, the applicability 

of the generalisation crucially depends on future events occurring in accordance with 

it. For if we find a number of events inconsistent with what the generalisation 

predicts, we must, if we wish accurate predictions, adapt the generalisation or say that 

it is not a law. But if what counts as a natural law depends upon what is going to 

happen, indeed, is changed where needed to be in accordance with what happens, it 

seems that the claim that a natural law necessitates what is going to happen is in some 

way vacuous. To put it in terms of Wittgenstein's rail metaphor: If the shape of the 

rails is determined by the movement of the train, the rails do not necessitate the train 

to move in any particular direction any more than do the buffers on the front of the 

train. Both rails and buffers describe the same course as the train, whatever that 

happens to be.

One could maintain that in reality there are laws necessitating events like rails 

necessitate the movement of a train. But in the absence of a method of identifying 

such a necessitating connection, this assertion seems uninformative. If we have no 

method of determining a law other than by observing the course of events, on what 

grounds can one say that the description of a regularity states a necessitating
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connection, and—for the same reason—on what grounds can one deny it? The law is 

determined by reference to the course of events, by what actually happens, so why 

should we hold any opinion as to whether events are necessitated by laws? One 

attempt to answer this, on the ground that we perceive singular causal sequences, I 

shall consider shortly.

Consider the falsification of a well established natural law. Suppose a 

regularity in human action is discovered, a generalisation is drawn, and it is said that 

this expresses a natural necessity, i.e. that the law necessitates action. It is still 

possible, of course, that the law should be found to be false. Suppose it does happen, 

and the law is shown not to hold. What then is to be said about human action? One 

response could be that the action is still governed by the rail-like law but that the rail 

has changed its shape. To adopt such a view would be to surrender any conception of 

law such that the law is capable of producing and explaining the observed regularities. 

The more likely response to the falsification is that there must be some rail-like law 

holding in respect to human actions, and the falsification merely shows that we do not 

yet know it. But this is a general way of characterising all falsifications of laws, and is 

intimately connected with a certain technique of investigation i.e. that when a law is 

found not to hold, one looks for another law. But here the thesis that laws necessitate 

seems vacuous: nothing more than a procedural rule. So what are the facts that allow 

us to identify a necessitating connection?"^

Let me propose the following analogy (cf. PO pp. 435-6, 430-1). Consider an 

imaginary community. This community uses a book which they all take to hold 

statements of the true laws that govern the universe. They use the list of rules in the 

book with great success, but some predictions made on the basis of these laws turn 

out not to hold. But it is not said that the book is wrong: the mistake is said to be in 

the interpretation of the symbols in the book. What is needed is a slightly different key 

to interpret the text. This is a general line that is taken in response to any apparent 

falsification of laws, that it is not the book that is mistaken but the interpretation of its 

contents. The truth of the book is unassailable, while all uncertainties are directed 

towards the interpretation. But what does it mean to say that the statements in the
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book are true? No more, it seems, that all statements of law are used by reference to 

the book. I suggest that this situation is similar our claiming that there are laws in 

reality which we attempt to discover, and where we say of a falsification that it shows 

our expression of those laws to be inadequate.

The claim is not that it is false to say that there are laws in reality, or that this 

community is mistaken to put their faith in the book. It is rather that there is neither 

truth nor falsity in this. There is no reason why a community should not as a matter of 

practice hold the written page as fixed and cast all doubt on the key for interpreting it, 

but this practice is also arbitrary: they could instead drop the key and change the book 

directly. By comparison, scientific developments in constructing true lawlike 

generalisations could be expressed as ever closer approximations to the underlying 

natural laws, or as the construction of one generalisation after another in accordance 

with what happens. We have two different aspects on the course of events: the 

regularists and necessitarians do not disagree on any observable fact, but upon the 

way in which we represent certain types of facts (i.e. regularities), and our attitudes 

towards scientific investigation into natural laws (as a search for the underlying truth, 

or a search for unity and simplicity).

4.22 Singular Causation

If regular and necessitating connection may be thought of as two aspects of 

the course of events, then it needs to be shown that one or other view cannot be 

established as true by appeal to observed events. Recently it has been proposed that 

the presence of nomic necessities can be shown by the experience of singular causal 

sequences. In this section, I will consider this possibility in some detail.

The issue of singular causation begins with Hume, who claimed that ‘we may 

define a cause to be an object, followed by another, and where all the objects similar 

to the first are followed by objects similar to the second’ (1975 VII, II). This suggests 

that for a particular sequence (of objects, events or properties) to be a causal it must 

be an instance of a regular sequence, i.e. it must fall under a law (where 'law' is
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conceived as an exceptionless generalisation). Against this, it was argued, principally 

by Ducasse, that sequences can be identified as causal without any appeal to the 

notion of conditionality or lawfulness. It certainly seems that one can identify a causal 

sequence without being able to formulate the law. Armstrong gives an example;

A small piece of stuff is observed to be dropped into a glass of liquid, 
in a laboratory, say. The next thing perceived to happen is that the 
glass explodes violently. Under these circumstances we would have 
little doubt that we have witnessed a particular causal sequence. The 
dropping of the stuff into the glass caused the explosion. But we might 
have absolutely no idea what was the regular sequence involved. We 
could not begin to formulate the law. (Armstrong 1983, p. 93)

The two positions on singular causation can be in part reconciled with the observation 

that one can claim to be aware of a causal relation, but not aware of the law 

governing the sequence, if one takes the former claim to entail that there is some law 

under which the sequence falls (Davidson 1967, p. 92). It seems at least arguable, 

however, that causal sequences that are not species of regularities should be logically 

possible (Armstrong 1983, pp. 94-5; Anscombe 1971, p. 81).

Armstrong offers the recognition of instances of singular causation, the 

perception of which Armstrong thinks is 'epistemologically primitive' (1993, p. 421), 

as a basis for the identification of nomic necessities. Laws are generally inferred from 

regularities, but the relationship between universals might be similar to that 

experienced in cases of singular causation: 'the mustness involved in alleged nomic 

connection of properties is identical with, or bears a close analogy to, the mustness 

present in singular causation' (1984 p. 229). More recently, Armstrong has argued 

that instances of singular causation may themselves exhibit patterns or regularities 

such that the same type of cause produces (in the single instances) the same type of 

effect. From this one might infer the existence of universals to explain the pattern of 

causal relations and, furthermore, hypothesize that the uniformity observed between 

particular instances of these universals hold by virtue of a second order relation 

between universals: ‘the very same relation that is actually experienced in the
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experience of singular causal relation, [is] now hypothesised to relate types not 

tokens'(1993 pp. 421-2).

The possibility of perceiving singular causation was also defended by Russell, 

and it is in relation to Russell's work on the subject that Wittgenstein develops his 

argument.^ Russell considers the relationship between knowledge and perceived data 

(1936). He imagines some people playing cards and they see that the ten of spades has 

been played, hence the proposition 'the ten of spades has been played' is known to 

them from what has been perceived (1936 p. 131). Now, more is perceived than 

required to know this proposition, for there is also the size of the card, the visual 

background, etc.; but in another respect not enough is perceived, for to reach this 

knowledge certain elements of what is perceived must be isolated or classified. It must 

also be the case that one knows the words 'spades' and 'ten' are associated with certain 

features of what is perceived, and this knowledge seems to depend upon the 

perceiver's interests and past history (one might have only noticed that it is a ten, or a 

spade). But Russell now asks; how can classifying play a role when one is at the 

beginning of one's empirical knowledge?

We can never discover that past experience — i.e. that involved in 
learning to speak — has made us say 'that is the ten of spades,' unless 
we have had reason to believe facts of the same kind as that it is the 
ten of spades. You could not know that you say 'cat' when you see a 
cat, unless you knew that it is a cat independently of your saying so. 
You must also have a knowledge, not essentially verbal, that you say 
'cat.'(1936 p. 133)

This non-verbal knowledge is 'knowledge of that which words can express' (1936 p. 

133).

Russell thinks that the impulse to say 'cat' upon seeing a cat is a causal relation 

established in one by the learning of language (1936 p. 135, 1938 p. 47), but this 

impulse is itself caused by various experiences, such as perceiving feline appearances. 

It is this second causal or 'quasi-causal' connection that Russell thinks is directly 

perceived,^ thus facilitating the knowledge that I say 'there is a cat' because a cat is 

there. I do not know that I say "there is a cat" because a cat is there' because I know
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that in a large number of similar instances similar utterances have followed similar 

experiences, rather, I am asserting something which I can know without going 

outside what is now happening' (1936 p. 136). If I am at the beginning of my 

empirical knowledge, I can still have knowledge of a cause if it is immediately 

perceived (or 'intuited', though this is not Russell's term), thus not dependant on any 

familiarity with a lawlike connection.

If I say: I said "cat" because I saw a cat,' I am saying more than is 
warranted. One should say: 'I willed to say "cat" because there was a 
visual occurrence which I classified as feline.' This statement, at any 
rate, isolates the 'because' as much as possible . . .  I think that the word 
'because' in this sentence must be understood as expressing a more or 
less causal relation, an that this relation must be perceived, not merely 
inferred form frequent concomitance. 'Cause,' accordingly, must mean 
something other than 'invariable antecedent,' and the relation of 
causation, or some relation intimately connected with it, must be one 
which can sometimes be perceived. (Russell 1936 p. 137)

A similar relation, Russell claims, is perceived when I am hurt and cry out: 'I perceive 

not only the hurt and the cry, but the fact that the one "produces" the other' (Russell 

1936 p. 137, 149).

Wittgenstein, as one would expect, disagrees with Russell's theory of meaning 

(cf. Winch 1976 pp. 48-9), but I will focus on his remarks on the perception of 

singular causes. Wittgenstein identifies a primitive language game which he calls 

'recognising a cause'. This language game involves a reaction (which Wittgenstein also 

calls 'primitive') that occurs independently of the performance or results of repeated 

experiments. The reaction may consist simply in looking from one thing to another 

(PO p. 410), or looking towards a particular thing (PO p. 377). What one looks to is 

then identified as the 'cause'. By calling the reaction 'primitive' Wittgenstein means 

that it is pre-linguistic; it is a reaction, for example, that we see in animals (such as 

when an animal instinctively looks towards the source of a sound). By calling the 

language game primitive, Wittgenstein means that reacting in this way and calling 

something a 'cause' is the prototype practice of'identifying' a cause (cf. Z 541), i.e. an 

elementary form of the language game upon which further developments are built
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(such as doubting or speculating about what the cause is, conducting experiments, 

determining regularities, etc.).

Suppose I feel a tug on a string I am holding and look along the string and see 

a person holding it. I do not need fiirther experiments to be convinced that the cause 

of the tug on the string was the other person who was holding the string pulling it. 

Here, I establish an answer to the question 'Why is the string moving?' simply by 

looking along the string: 'That person is the cause' means 'That person pulled the 

string' (i.e. that is the person I saw at the end of the string) (PO p. 389). Now, instead 

of taking the person at the other end of the string as the cause, I could have 

determined the cause by performing some experiments (for example, finding that 

nothing else is attached to the string) but Wittgenstein's point is that I do not do this: 

there is a primitive language game where I name the thing to which I look the 'cause'. 

Wittgenstein contrasts this with the example of a farmer who notices that, since 

moving some goats to a particular slope, they have produced less milk; the farmer 

proceeds to determine the reason for this by various experiments (moving the goats to 

another area, changing their fodder, etc.). The farmer establishes an answer to the 

question 'What causes the goats to produce less milk?' by experimentation. In this 

second case to say 'This is the cause' means roughly: 'these are the conditions that I 

would have to change in order to get rid of this phenomenon' (PO p. 389).

Further examples of'recognising a cause' include recognising the source of a 

sound (PO p. 377), recognising what one finds frightening (e.g. 'he looks so 

threatening') (PO p. 371) or what makes one laugh in a joke (PO p. 407), or that one's 

pain is caused by being struck (PO p. 373), or one can be immediately aware of the 

cause of terror, pleasure, etc. (PO p. 407). The examples offered by Russell (the pain 

caused me to cry out) and Armstrong (the substance caused this glass to explode) also 

fall into this category.

Now, Wittgenstein's first point is that there is a practice of'reacting to a cause' 

or 'recognising a cause immediately' whereby we identify a singular causal sequence 

without experimentation, and this activity constitutes a language game distinct from 

that of identifying a cause by experimentation.^ In other words, Wittgenstein is
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distinguishing two different concepts o f  cause', or more exactly, two different uses of 

the concept 'cause' (cf. LW 899); 'cause' as the thing that as a result of a primitive 

reaction I judge directly responsible for something that happens, 'cause' as the thing 

that by performing experiments I find to be what invariably gives rise to the effect. 

Wittgenstein is not offering an ontological claim, that there are in reality two different 

types of causal connection, but a grammatical claim, that the concept 'cause' has two 

different applications. Thus, although one uses the word 'cause' in both contexts — 

when one reacts to something and when one identifies something by experimentation - 

-, the rules for the correct application of the concept 'cause' are different (though the 

same thing may be correctly identified according to both sets of criteria). There are, as 

it were, two different games being played.

Russell and Armstrong both argue that we can perceive singular causal 

sequences, and that this is a direct perception of causal relation (i.e. not mere regular 

succession), causal relations being relations which can also be inferred from the 

evidence of regularities. That is, direct intuition and experimentation are two different 

methods of identifying the same thing or, at least, one can directly perceive or intuit 

some constituent element of the causal relation that can be inferred from the 

observation of regularities. But if Wittgenstein's grammatical distinction is 

substantiated, this is a mistake. This is not because it is in error about the existence of 

causal connections (Wittgenstein is not arguing for any ontological thesis), but 

because the word 'cause', as it is applied in accordance with the two practices, means 

the same thing. It is not that we have two different methods for identifying the 'cause' 

of something (one rather more accurate, albeit more time consuming, than the other), 

but that we have two different language games and two different uses of the concept 

of cause.

Wittgenstein's reasons for drawing this grammatical distinction in causal 

language fall into three categories: a) correctly following the criteria of the two 

language games can produce conflicting results, b) the more complicated language 

game, in which we are uncertain of what caused an event and proceed to find the 

cause by experiments, presupposes the existence of the primitive and distinct language
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game in which causes are identified immediately (i.e. without uncertainty), c) the two 

language games have distinct practical functions.

a). Wittgenstein observes that a cause identified by an immediate reaction can 

be contradicted by the findings of repeated experiments (PO p. 373). For example, 

suppose I immediately recognise that my pain is produced by a blow I have received 

(perhaps I instinctively defend myself). I have no doubt that this blow is the cause of 

my pain (PO p. 373). But it is possible that experimental evidence would show that I 

am deceived about this, i.e. that the pain was produced not by the blow but by some 

other phenomenon. Thus, a cause Cl of an occurrence O may be identified by an 

immediate reaction, whereas a different cause C2 for O may be identified by 

experimentation. That is, C2 and not Cl is regularly followed by O. One might be 

tempted to say here that the cause Cl identified by the first method is not a cause 

because the experimental investigation established that the cause is C2, but this would 

be a mistake. It is true that one cannot infallibly recognise a cause, for one can also 

later recognise that a cause is C2; but on the other hand, an intuitive identification of 

Cl is not shown to be mistaken by an experimental investigation showing that the 

cause is C2, because intuitive identification is not a practice that picks out constant 

conjunction, rather it picks out objects to which one intuitively reacts. Intuitive 

identification is a reaction, not a report.

Don’t we recognise immediately that the pain is produced by 
the blow we have received? Isn’t this the cause and there can’t be any 
doubt about it? — But isn’t it quite possible to suppose that in certain 
cases we are deceived about this? And later recognise the deception? It 
seems as though something hits us and at the same time we feel a pain.

Certainly there is in such cases a genuine experience which can 
be called ’experience of the cause’. But not because it infallibly shows 
us the cause; rather because one root of the cause-effect language- 
game is to be found here, in our looking out for a cause.

We react to the cause.
Calling something 'the cause’ is like pointing and saying: 'He's 

to blame!’ (PO p. 373)
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Wittgenstein's point is that whether or not those causes picked out by primitive 

reactions are the same as those picked out by experimentation, there is this ordinary 

human reaction, often involuntary, of instantly reacting and then identifying a 'cause', 

and that provides what can be called an experience or awareness of a cause. This 

indicates one use of the concept 'cause'. In other words, the fact that the instinctive 

reaction does not always lead one to pick out the phenomenon constantly cojoined to 

the effect does not mean that the instinctive reaction is only an inaccurate pointer to 

what the real cause is, but rather, the class of'causes' of which we are immediately 

aware is distinct from (though in some respects resembles) the class of'causes' which 

are identified by experimentation.

To make the final point clearer, consider the analogy between identifying a 

cause and identifying the source of a pain. Generally, one immediately knows in which 

part of one’s body one feels pain: I do not feel a pain and then identify it as being in 

my head, I immediately feel a headache. Now, the source of a pain can also be 

identified by a doctor: working from experience and medical knowledge, a doctor can 

often infer from observing a patient the cause of the complaint. Just as the object one 

immediately identifies as a cause may, upon experimentation, be found not to be the 

cause, so what one immediately knows to be the source of one’s pain might, upon 

experiment, be found to be the result of a problem in another part of the body. But as 

with the word ‘cause’ the word ‘source’ is being in used in two different ways: on the 

one hand as part of a report the truth of which is judged according to scientific 

criteria, on the other hand, as part of the expression of a primitive reaction.

b). Wittgenstein thinks that it is an essential feature of the primitive language 

game of identifying a cause that it is founded on an immediate, unquestioning action. 

That is, no doubt or speculation inhibits the identification of the cause. Now, of the 

examples Wittgenstein offers, such as recognising the pain is caused by the blow 

received, this is clearly true. The reactions are instinctive, though subject to 

modification, and the causes are identified without question. Doubting only has a role 

in a different language game, such as identifying the event constantly cojoined to the 

effect: one cannot immediately know from one observation that two events in
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succession are regularly cojoined (if one were to successfully identify a causal 

regularity by a primitive reaction, one would only have guessed correctly). This 

absence of doubt, Wittgenstein argues, is a logical feature of the primitive language 

game of identifying a cause. If I felt the pain and then wondered or speculated 

whether or not it was produced by the blow, I would be engaged in a different 

language game. Thus one grammatical distinction between recognising a cause 

immediately and finding a cause by experimentation is that the former practice 

involves no doubt: all that happens is that I instinctively react to something and 

identify what I react to as the 'cause'. On what basis does Wittgenstein draw this 

grammatical distinction between the two language games and the respective concepts 

of cause? Wittgenstein seems to offer two relevant lines of argument.

First, Wittgenstein appears to argue that all language must be founded on 

primitive pre-linguistic reactions. Language, therefore, begins with action: speculation 

is a more sophisticated development.

Language — I want to say — is a refinement. "In the beginning 
was the deed."

First there must be a firm, hard stone for building, and the 
blocks are laid rough-hewn one on another. Afterwards it's certainly 
important that the stone can be trimmed, that it's not too hard.

I want to say: it is characteristic of our language that the 
foundation on which it grows consists in steady ways of living, regular 
ways of acting.

Its function is determined above all by action, which it 
accompanies.(PO pp. 395-6)

These remarks express a view of the origins of language found in several of 

Wittgenstein's later writings, notably his remarks on certainty (cf. OC 475). The view 

is that language does not derive from reasoning but is built on a non-linguistic 

foundation of action. This theory is used to support the claim that the use of our 

concepts does not ultimately have a rational foundation. Elizabeth Wolgast takes 

Wittgenstein's defence of this view to be a primary objective of his remarks on cause 

and effect (Wolgast 1994 p.587). Wolgast accepts the claim that there is no rational 

foundation for our concepts, but disputes the theory that our concepts derive from
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pre-linguistic reactions or responses. As Wolgast points out, if this latter theory is 

construed as a historical claim about the development of language it is, at the very 

least, in need of evidence which Wittgenstein does not provide. But it appears that in 

other than the above quoted passage Wittgenstein mentions this theory only in 

passing, and when he does it is unclear that he intends to propose a hypothesis about 

the origin of language. Wittgenstein's main contention seems to be not that our talk 

about cause and effect is rooted in a reaction and so has no ultimate rational 

foundation, but that it is rooted in a more primitive and grammatically distinct 

language game in which causes are identified unhesitatingly, and so the concept 'cause' 

has two different uses.

The second line of argument is that a language game in which it makes sense 

to doubt that such and such is the cause must be rooted in a more primitive language 

game in which the concept 'cause' is applied unhesitatingly, i.e. where doubt or 

speculation about the cause of something simply do not come into play.

'The basic form of the game can't include doubt.' What we are 
doing here above all is to imagine a basic form: a possibility, indeed a 
very important possibility. (We very often confuse what is an 
important possibility with historical reality.)

'Doubting — I might say — has to come to an end somewhere. 
At some point we have to say — without doubting: that happens 
because of this cause.' (PO p. 377)

The simple form (and that is the prototype) of the cause-effect 
game is determining the cause, not doubting. (PO p. 397)

As these remarks indicate, Wittgenstein does not intend to assert anything about 

childhood linguistic development. That doubting such and such is the cause is founded 

on a more primitive practice in which such and such being the cause is immediately 

accepted, Wittgenstein takes to be a grammatical truth about the practice 

'doubting/speculating about the cause', not a historical claim about the evolution of 

human language. 'Founded on' does not mean that a child must first be instructed in 

the basic form of the game (Wittgenstein offers no recommendation for the teaching 

of language), rather, for something to count as 'doubting a cause' there must be a
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context of being certain about causes. Doubts must be exceptions to the rule (PO p. 

379), ’the reasons for doubting are reasons for leaving a familiar track' (PO p. 379). 

Thus Wittgenstein's position is that in order for one to doubt that something is a 

cause, i.e. for there to be something that we would call 'doubting a cause', there must 

be a distinguishable, primitive language game of identifying a cause with certainty. 

Doubting, speculating, wondering about a cause do not occur in the primitive 

language game: uncertainty is a second order feature of the primitive language game 

(PO p. 395).

Why does doubting presuppose a primitive language game in which there is no 

doubting? Why should there not be doubt from the outset? For it seems that there is 

nothing incoherent in the view that a single observation can never be an adequate 

basis for certainty about the cause of something. Wittgenstein's response is that the 

concept 'cause' could never have been developed if we had never been certain about 

the cause of something: 'how could I ever have wondered what was the cause of this 

or that event if I hadn't already seen the cause of something?' (PO p. 399) So the more 

complicated cause-effect language game of identifying a cause by experimentation, the 

sort that might be used in a scientific investigation, and which involves a concept of 

causal regularity and a practice of doubting or speculation about the cause, is 

dependent upon a more primitive language game, fi’equently engaged in in day to day 

life, and which involves a concept of causal connection and an unhesitating reaction 

by which the cause is identified. As the relationship between the two language games 

is grammatical, the implication is that 'doubting a cause' only makes sense against a 

background of being certain about causes. Wittgenstein defends this contention with 

several analogies. Let me describe three.

First, Wittgenstein compares the two language games involving the concept 

'cause' with two language games with the concept 'chair'.

. . .  we say 'Take this chair' and it doesn't occur to us that we might be 
mistaken, that perhaps it isn't really a chair, that later experience may 
show us something different. Here one game is played that does not 
include the possibility of a mistake, and another more complicated one 
which does include it. (PO p. 377)
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In this case, the analogy to the primitive game of identifying a cause is that of 

unhesitatingly identifying a chair: one points to a chair and says ’this is a chair', one 

might tell someone who is moving furniture 'take this chair', etc.. In most ordinary 

contexts one does not question one's identification. In the more complicated language 

game (only rarely engaged in) the identification of the chair is subject to doubt: this 

thing that looks like a chair could be really something else. In the latter game, 'this is a 

chair' means something like 'this appears to me to be a chair'. It is in the context of 

teaching a child to identify physical objects that one would clearly use the more 

primitive of the two language games: no question as to whether or not the chair is 

really a chair is raised with the child, the child is simply taught to call certain things 

chairs.

Wittgenstein makes two points about this example. First, the assurance with 

which one says 'there is a chair' in the primitive language game is not based on a 

certainty that what one takes to be a chair is not an illusion. For it is conceivable that 

what is taken to be a chair in the primitive language game turns out, upon 

investigation, to be an illusion. But this does not mean that taking something as a 

chair without doubt is to overlook the possibility of a mistake. The point is rather that 

the possibility of the chair being an illusion does not exist in the primitive language 

game (PO p. 387): nothing counts as justifying doubt in this language game (PO p. 

385). Second, the primitive language game is an essential ground for the more 

complicated language game. This is shown by considering what would be result from 

teaching a child to doubt from the outset. Suppose that instead of learning to say 

'There is a chair here', the child is taught to say, in a doubting tone of voice, 'I think 

there is a chair here' (PO p. 379). Can the child be said to express doubt as to the 

identity of the physical object? In the absence of the primitive language game, the 

hesitancy expressed by the child over the claim 'There is a chair' ceases to be what one 

would call doubt. For if doubt is endemic to the child's talk about chairs, the hesitancy 

becomes part of the child's natural reaction to seeing a chair: the doubts are not 

justified by anything. Such 'doubts' do not qualify the child's certainties.
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Wittgenstein clarifies his argument in another analogy.

. . . imagine a mother whose child is crying and holding his cheek. One 
kind of reaction to this is for the mother to try and comfort her child 
and to nurse him in some way or other. In this case there is nothing 
corresponding to a doubt whether the child is really in pain. Another 
case would be this; The usual reaction to the child’s complaints is as 
just described, but under some circumstances the mother behaves 
sceptically. Perhaps she shakes her head suspiciously — even expresses 
annoyance and lack of sympathy. But now imagine a mother who is 
sceptical right from the very beginning: If her child cries, she shrugs 
her shoulders and shakes her head; sometimes she looks at him 
inquiringly, examines him; on exceptional occasions she also makes 
vague attempts to comfort him. — Were we to encounter such 
behaviour, we definitely wouldn’t call it scepticism; it would strike us 
as queer and crazy. — ’The game can’t begin with doubting’ means: we 
shouldn’t call it doubting, if the game began with it. (PO p. 383)

Wittgenstein expresses the argument in terms of reactions rather than language 

games, but his point is much the same: there is a primitive reaction, in this case a 

reaction on the part of the parent to respond to the child’s pain behaviour with 

sympathy, and then a secondary and more complicated reaction, that of scepticism 

with regard to the child’s behaviour. This secondary reaction develops, presumably, as 

the child learns to feign discomfort; but even though the parent in certain 

circumstances may wonder if the child is just pretending to be in pain, there is still a 

distinct and instinctive reaction of trying to comfort the crying child. But what if, as 

Wittgenstein supposes, a parent reacts only in the second way, that is, always treats 

the child’s pain behaviour with suspicion and never immediately accepts it as genuine? 

I take Wittgenstein’s point to be that we cannot simply judge this parent to be deeply 

sceptical. The reason for this is that while some parents may be more or less sceptical 

that others, and some children more or less deceptive, the parent-child relationship 

must ultimately be rooted in trust (i.e. an unqualified acceptance that the other is 

being truthful). The sceptical parent is one who rarely manifests the instinctive 

reaction, rather than the one who lacks the capacity to trust. It is against a 

background of trust that the relationship can develop.* In other words, the 

consequence of a breakdown in the basic reaction of trusting is not a relationship
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based on parental scepticism, but an undermining of the parent-child relationship 

altogether; the parent no longer treats the child as a child.

Wittgenstein makes a similar point with the following analogy:

We might say: It is essential to street traffic that in the great 
majority of cases a car, or a pedestrian, travels in a constant line 
towards a destination and does not move about like somebody who is 
changing his mind at every moment, going first fi"om A towards B, 
then turning round and taking a few steps back, then turning round 
again, and so on — And to say This is an essential feature of street 
traffic' means: it is an important and characteristic feature; if this were 
different, then a tremendous amount would change. (PO p. 379)

In this case, the prototype journey by foot or car involves one travelling directly from 

A to B. Wittgenstein contrasts this with a game in which people move about by car or 

foot, but the basic movement of directly travelling from A to B is absent. 

Wittgenstein's point is that while many journeys are not of the simple type — travelling 

directly towards a destination — it is essential to our notion of street traffic that this 

simple type of journey should be the prototype traffic movement. That is, travelling 

directly to a destination is the elementary form of traffic movement against which 

other traffic movements may be characterized regular or chaotic (or 'roundabout' or 

'circuitous'). So when Wittgenstein imagines travellers unable to decide on any 

specific destination, or completely incapable of travelling directly to any destination, 

his argument is that the car and foot movements of such a community count as 'traffic' 

in only an attenuated sense, for the prototype journey of going directly fi'om A to B 

does not characterize their movements or function as a standard against which to 

distinguish their more or less circuitous journeys. For us, the circuitousness of traffic 

movements depends on the degree to which they involve travellers deviating from the 

standard direct journey; but for these travellers, there is no distinction between more 

or less regular traffic (though another criterion might be used, for example, the 

number of times a traveller reverses direction on a 'journey'). Similarly, for us 

hesitancy or uncertainty in one's movements is taken as manifesting doubt as to one's
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destination or the route to take, but for them this hesitancy is simply a constituent part 

of any journey.

‘The game can't start with doubting’ — What we ought to say 
is; the game doesn't start with doubting. — Or else: the 'can' has the 
same function as it has in the assertion: 'Street traffic can't begin with 
everybody doubting whether to go in this, or rather in that direction; in 
that case it would never amount to what we call 'traffic' and then we 
couldn't call their hesitation doubting either.' (PO p. 381)

I take the point of Wittgenstein's analogy to be this: just as the concept of doubting (a 

direction or destination) may be significantly and correctly applied to hesitancy or 

uncertainty (in one's travels) by virtue of the fact that there is a primitive language 

game involving the unhesitating activity ('going directly fi’om A to B'), so the practice 

of speculating about or doubting a cause (which is a feature of the language game of 

identifying a causal regularity) is dependant on the primitive language game 

'identifying a cause immediately'.

By means of such examples and analogies, Wittgenstein hopes to show that 

'doubting a cause' is a practice that is rooted in a basic language game in which a 

cause is identified immediately (and an essential part of this language game is a 

primitive instinctive reaction). This in turn supports the grammatical distinction 

between the two causal language games.

c). Wittgenstein thinks that because the primitive language game does not 

involve any doubt about the identity of the cause, it might be argued that the concept 

of cause that is used in this game is somehow degenerate or inferior to the concept of 

causal regularity:

It is easy to think: only the game which includes doubt is true 
to nature. (PO p. 381)

If we don't doubt, we regard this as a fault, something stupid - 
doubting is a deeper insight into the nature of the matter: or so it 
seems. (PO p. 385)
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It is certainly true that the notion of causal connection is less attuned to nature than 

causal regularity, in the sense that it is less useful in predicting the future. But 

Wittgenstein argues that the lack of investigation in identifying a causal connection 

shows not that the concept is inferior, but that it has a distinct function. Just as the 

notion of causal connection is a poor instrument for predicting the fijture with 

precision, the concept of causal regularity may be useless if one's requirement is 

immediate knowledge of how to avoid being hurt a second time. The usefulness of the 

concept is judged according to the function it is expected to satisfy.

Representing people (etc.) in perspective strikes us as correct 
compared the Egyptian way of drawing them. Of course; after all, 
people don't really look like that! — But must this count as an 
argument? Who says I want people on paper to look the way they do 
in reality? (PO p. 387)

The concept 'cause', as the term is applied in the primitive language game may 

be called degenerate if all that means is that the concept is only of limited use in 

certain types of investigation, such as scientific investigation. If a scientist wishes to 

discover the cause of a container exploding, an instinctive identification of a small 

object dropped into the container before it exploded as the cause would only function 

as a preliminary pointer as to how the investigation might proceed. A satisfactory 

scientific inquiry would have to involve experimentation. It is not simply that an 

instinctive reaction might fail to correctly pick out the causal regularity, it is also that 

there are certain standards of scientific investigation that require experiments to be 

carried out: 'It is just as if somebody claimed to have knowledge of human anatomy 

by intuition; and we say: "We don't doubt it; but if you want to be a doctor, you must 

pass all the examinations like everybody else.'" (PO p. 393) In contrast, if one is 

struck, one knows that it is this that causes pain, and one may accordingly defend 

oneself or retaliate. In this context, and in many everyday contexts, experimentation 

would be both impracticable and unnecessary. It may be objected that the immediate 

identification of a cause is only useful in many everyday contexts, because the 'cause' 

to which one intuitively reacts in these circumstances usually happens to be the event
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that regularly gives rise to the effect. But this observation is not to the point, for it is 

an integral part of the use of the concept 'cause' in the primitive language game that it 

is applied immediately, without experimentation or speculation: it is this rule of the 

game that is a basis for the concept's usefulness in practical contexts, and which at the 

same time places a limit on the concept's usefulness in gaining scientific knowledge.

Given the distinct practical functions of the concepts o f ‘cause’, one might 

wonder why both are called 'cause', indeed Wittgenstein poses exactly this question: 

'Why do we call what we recognise immediately by the same name as the one we 

apply to what we learn from repeated experience of conjunctions?' (PO p. 387) But 

the closest Wittgenstein comes to answering this question is to suggest that both 

observations of regular conjunctions and singular causal sequences may are used in 

the prediction of future events (PO p. 410), though the former, presumably, with 

greater accuracy. Wittgenstein may have thought that speculating further as to why 

we call the two concepts 'cause' would have led too far into the natural history of 

linguistic development (cf. PI p. 230). It does not follow from Wittgenstein’s 

distinction, however, that the fact that we can immediately identify causal connections 

does not justify any metaphysical conclusion regarding the causal relation present 

between constantly cojoined events, as Russell and Armstrong argue. The causal 

relation that exist between constantly cojoined events, is not a relation that we also 

sometimes immediately perceive; rather, there are two distinct practices of identifying 

causes and two distinctive uses of the concept ‘cause’.

4.3 THE RATIONALITY OF REGULARITY THEORY

If the regularity theory is a satisfactory account of natural laws then there is a 

variety of determinism which is consistent with freedom of action. That is, my actions 

can be free but also logically deducible from the statement of their causal 

circumstances and statements of natural laws, if these natural laws are merely 

universal regularities. The future of regularity theory as a way of representing the 

course of events will no doubt largely depend upon its ability to distinguish from
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universal regularities those which are natural laws without appealing to a notion of 

natural necessity. But given the assumption that scientists have the means to identify 

natural laws (or that they have already done so, or at least have made progress in 

doing so), and that they do not directly observe the necessitating connections that 

give rise to regularities, then the regularity theorist will always be able to shore up the 

account against the necessitarian's objections by bringing the criteria by which natural 

laws are identified more in line with the criteria used by scientists. But showing that 

observed regularities can be expressed merely in terms of occurrences happening 

regularly does not establish any metaphysical claim, such as, that there are only 

regularities in nature. For the necessitarian can also account for observed regularities 

in terms of hypothetical nomic connections that give rise to them.

If observed regularities can be expressed in terms of either modal or non- 

modal language then, as I indicated earlier, no experiment or observation could settle 

the question of the modal character of natural laws. This point is made by van Frassen 

(1989 pp. 90-1). He imagines 'visiting' a possible world — a 'Hume world' — in which 

there are no nomic connections, i.e. a world relative to which anything is physically 

possible, but which has exactly the same world history as our own;

. . . there is no occurrent difference between the two worlds at all. 
There is no observational or experimental evidence anyone could 
gather, that would have any bearing on whether we are in that Hume 
world . . . Equivalently: no such evidence could bear at all on the 
question whether we don't really live in a Hume world already, (p. 91)

Thus if we were to visit an Armstrong world with the same world history as our own, 

where laws are necessitating relations between universals, or even a world in which 

laws are a species of logically necessary connection, we would not notice and would 

not find by experimentation any difiference. One might be tempted to conclude from 

this example that the best position on the modal character of natural laws, and also 

causation, is agnosticism. But if necessitation and regularity may be understood as 

two different aspects on the course of events, then a different approach is indicated, at 

least for the scientist: to eschew the metaphysical debate altogether and accept that
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there are two different ways of looking at events, perhaps adopting the aspect that 

proves most fruitful.

There is a further line of argument available to the necessitarian which 

deserves consideration: that the regularity theorist fails to give a rational explanation 

for why the world is regular. This argument has been most clearly stated by Galen 

Strawson. Strawson directs his objections to a regularity theory of causation (but they 

could equally be directed towards the regularity theory of natural laws).

Strawson describes what he believes to be a 'simple and devastating objection' 

to any regularity theory (1992 p. 20). He takes the regularity theorist to claim, first, 

that the world is highly regular in it behaviour, and second, that there is 'absolutely 

nothing at all about the nature of the world given which it is regular in its behaviour: 

there is just regularity.' (p. 21) It follows, Strawson claims, that according to the 

regularity theorist the regularity in the world is 'a complete and continuous fluke'. By 

this Strawson means that if there is no reason for the world's regularities, then there is 

no reason why the world should not be regular rather than chaotic from moment to 

moment. Similarly, there is no reason why the particular regularity exemplified in our 

world should occur from moment to moment rather than some other regularity.

The objection to the Realist Regularity theory of causation is 
accordingly very simple. It is that the theory is utterly implausible in 
asserting categorically that there is no reason in the nature of things for 
the regularity of the world . . .  it is absurd, given the regularity of the 
world, to say — to insist — that there is definitely no reason in the 
nature of things why regularity rather than chaos . . . occurs from 
moment to moment. (1991 pp. 21-2).

Strawson argues fiirther that the regularities of the world provide reasons to suppose 

that there is something about the world, such as fundamental objective forces (p. 91), 

by virtue of which it is regular. Strawson rejects agnosticism with regard to this 

further claim, for to refuse to endorse this claim is to imply that there is nothing to 

choose between accepting or rejecting the view that there is something about the 

world that gives rise to regularities, and thus that it might be reasonable to adopt it.
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To reinforce his objection, Strawson proposes this analogy: a randomizing 

device determines the colour value of each pixel on a 800 X 400 monitor ten times a 

second. Each pixel may take any colour value (let us suppose there are 256 colours 

available). On the screen it appears that a film is being shown. Highly regular 

sequences of events are displayed, although the picture is produced by a randomizing 

device. That these pictures should be shown rather than any other pictures, and that 

ten times every second every pixel should be configured to show a clear picture, is a 

pure fluke. Now, if one imagines that the pixels are particles in a universe, and that 

the pixel colours are the behavioural properties of these particles, one can see the pure 

fluke that the regularity theorist proposes for the world.

There is, objectively, no reason at all for the particular regularity 
displayed on the screen. For it is an objective fact about the envisaged 
system that any colour should be displayed at any pixel point at any 
1/10th second period of time. This analogy, then, may convey some 
idea of the true (and astonishing) nature of causation as applied to our 
own world, (p. 25)

Strawson acknowledges van Frassen's point that there would be no occurrent 

difference between a world in which regularities that occur are due to the nature of 

the world, and a world in which the regularities simply occur for no reason 

whatsoever, just as a computer programmed to list the natural number series in order, 

would describe a sequence identical to a random number generator that — by pure 

chance — happened to generate the natural numbers in order. Strawson's argument is 

not, therefore, based on the evidence of observation nor does he deny the logical 

consistency of regularity theory. But Strawson thinks that to take the view that 

regularities that do occur in our world occur for no reason — that the fact that the 

regularities of the world are as they are, or that they are there at all, is a pure fluke — 

is absurd.

Why is it that postulating some feature of the world by virtue of which it is 

regular, removes the absurdity of mere regularity? For surely it is a matter of chance 

that these fundamental features should be the same from day to day? It seems that 

Strawson only explains regularities of the behaviour of things by introducing a second
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regularity, the regularity of the operation of these fundamental features, which is itself 

an unexplained brute fact (cf. Everitt 1991). One potential danger in this line of 

thought is that it threatens to render the regularity theory a priori true (Strawson 

1992, pp 91-2; Strawson 1991, pp. 210-11); if any supporter of natural necessity 

postulated some feature of the world R1 by virtue of which the regularities may be 

explained, the regularity theorist may argue that unless R1 is itself to be a mere 

regularity, some further feature of the world R2 must be postulated to explain Rl, and 

so on. But the truth of regularity theory cannot simply follow from the trivial claim 

that explanations must come to an end somewhere, i.e. with a statement of how things 

ultimately are. To argue in this way is to ignore the real distinction between regularity 

theory and necessitarianism, which Strawson puts as follows:

. . .  the present account postulates the existence, as a fundamental 
aspect of reality, of something — fundamental objective forces — 
constitutive of the nature of matter and given which it is in fact the 
case that it cannot but behave as it does. The Regularity account 
asserts positively that there is nothing about the nature of matter given 
which it cannot but behave as it does, and that there is thus definitely 
no reason it is regular as it is. This is a vast difference, even if it is an 
unobservable one. (1992, p. 91)

Accepting Strawson's distinction between regularity theory and his theory of 

natural necessity, does he really establish that regularity theory is absurd? For I take it 

that the point behind the objection presented to his theory, that the fundamental 

features of the world are themselves in need of explanation, was not to show that 

those fundamental features are mere regularities (and thus that the regularity theory is 

a priori true), but to show that the point at which one concludes one's explanations for 

the regularities of the word is arbitrary. That is, regarding the absurdity or rationality 

of his own theory, Strawson would be in no better position in defending his account 

against someone who postulated yet more fundamental connections, than the 

regularity theorist is in defending against Strawson. If Strawson nevertheless wishes 

to maintain that it is absurd to say that the world is constituted merely by regularities 

rather than by regularities and certain natural connections that give rise to them, i.e.
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that this conclusion follows from some conception of what is rational, I take it that the 

regularity theorist will claim to adopt a different notion of rationality. I conclude 

therefore, that if Strawson's argument is to succeed, it must first establish that the 

conception of rationality fi'om which its conclusion proceeds is one that the regularity 

theorist should accept.

Strawson is, of course, quite right is claiming that there is something odd 

about the assertion that one thing just happens after another and that we can only 

hope to find more and more regularities. But it is also curious to assert that 

regularities can be explained by underlying necessitation connections that are, in 

principle, unobservable. Even more suspicious is that Strawson argues that it is 

enormously probable that there are such connections, when we have no means of 

estimating the probability of the existence of a second layer of unobservable lawlike 

connections. What is peculiar about both Strawson’s and the regularist’s theories, is 

that they attempt to give scientific credibility to theories about the nature of the 

relation between types of event uncovered by scientific investigation. In this context 

Wittgenstein’s approach seems more attractive; regularist and necessitarian adopt 

different aspects or ways of looking at regularities in the world. If Strawson’s 

argument is successful, it is not because it establishes it is much less probable that our 

world should be here rather than some more random world, it is rather that it 

impresses us with the radical and unacceptable contingency of our world if we think 

of the course of events as merely regular. In other words, we are struck by the 

appropriateness of another way of looking at the world, as being underpinned by 

necessitation conditions. I will now turn to the aspects adopted with regard to a 

particular type of event: human behaviour.
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CHAPTER FIVE

5.1 INTRODUCTION

In Chapter Four I examined Wittgenstein's work on natural laws and the 

possibility that the two theories about natural laws, regularity theory and 

necessitarianism, represent two different aspects on the course of events. In this 

chapter I will investigate Wittgenstein's account of the freedom of the will and the 

possibility that this too is similar to an aspect of human action. It is notable that this 

latter issue — what is meant by ascribing freedom or responsibility to an agent — , 

while addressed in Wittgenstein's writings, is left largely ambiguous in the course of 

the Lecture on the Freedom o f the Will. In contrast, the manuscript writings offer 

little comment on the significance for belief in free will of scientific success, or 

potential success, in discovering causal connections in human behaviour. One reason 

for this is no doubt the distinct contexts of the lecture and Wittgenstein's written 

remarks; the lecture — actually the notes for two lectures — form part of a sequence of 

(at least three^) lectures generally concerned with the implications of scientific 

discoveries for our beliefs about freedom, whereas Wittgenstein's manuscript 

comments are all (to the best of my knowledge) found among and form part of his 

remarks on the nature of action and the will, or fall within his writings on the 

philosophy of psychology. To understand Wittgenstein's remarks, therefore, it is 

essential to understand his philosophy of action.

5.2 VOLUNTARY ACTION

Wittgenstein's writings on voluntary action and the will, as represented by the 

two collection of remarks in Philosophical Investigations and Zettel, are the result of 

a complicated editorial history. The remarks in Philosophical Investigations are 

mostly drawn from TS228 (they are also found, with some minor alterations, in the 

largely identical TS230), which in turn derive from a number of interrelated
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manuscripts (notably MS 115,  ̂the second half of which was published as Eine 

Philosophische Betrachtun^). The majority of the Zettel remarks are cuttings from 

TS229 {Remarks on the Philosophy o f Psychology vol. 1), itself a selection from 

MS132-5.

Since changing the internal structure of a remark, its position in a sequence, or 

putting it in the context of new material, often has the consequence of slightly 

changing its meaning. Thus the history of the development of Wittgenstein's 

reflections on voluntary action is unsurprisingly tortuous. Let me offer this brief 

outline. In his earlier writings'  ̂(mid 1930s) the problem of the nature of the will is 

used — rather like Augustine's problem of time — as an example of a philosophical 

difficulty that arises from failing to get a clear view of the problematic concepts, for 

example, from using too many examples of a certain type, giving the misleading 

impression that there is a common element to all cases of voluntary action. When 

Wittgenstein returns to the subject (mid 1940s), he focuses on providing a sustained 

critique of what Kenny calls the 'introvert conception' of the will (Kenny 1975, p. 13): 

that an act of will or volition is a mental event that precedes (and causes) every 

voluntary action, and distinguishes voluntary from involuntary movement. This 

critique is represented in Philosophical Investigations. Wittgenstein's later work (late 

1940's) forms part of a larger project in his philosophy of psychology to resist the 

reduction of psychological concepts to images and feelings: Wittgenstein extends his 

earlier criticisms and develops his own positive account of voluntary action. This 

work is represented in Zettel. Needless to say, several lines of argument and analysis 

are lost in the process of redaction as Wittgenstein's philosophical interests change, 

most noteworthy of these being his reflections on the freedom of the will, as he 

expresses his argument in an ever more concise form. I hope in the following few 

sections to elucidate some of the remarks and provide a context for his thought on 

free will.

Wittgenstein poses the problem of action in the form a deceptively simple 

question:
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Let us not forget this: when 'I raise my arm', my arm goes up. 
And the problem arises: what is left over if I subtract the fact that my 
arm goes up from the fact that I raise my arm? (PI 621)

This question has become such a standard philosophical quotation, and a paradigmatic 

expression of the problem of the nature of action, that it comes as something of a 

surprise to discover that in the context of Wittgenstein's work it is taken to exhibit — 

and be a source of — conceptual confusion. For the question invites one to identify 

that facet of voluntary action that distinguishes its voluntariness. This difference 

cannot be merely a matter of bodily behaviour, because an arm movement may be 

either voluntary or involuntary: I could be raising my arm to shake somebody's hand, 

or experiencing an involuntary muscle contraction. So one is immediately led to look 

inwards and postulate some mental occurrence that makes the movement voluntary, 

such as a volition.

. . . what is activity? Prima facie bodily movement. But not any bodily 
movement — not if the chair gives way, nor the beating of the heart. It 
must be voluntary movement. But what is voluntary movement? Is my 
shaking my head voluntarily a head-shake or something else? It seems 
that what matters is this something else — the WILL — i.e. something 
that happens to my soul — i.e. an experience. (LPP p. 35)

This line of reasoning is most persuasive when one considers the question of 

voluntariness with regard to one's own actions, in comparison with the actions of 

other people. For it seems that one can never be in a position of being certain, with 

regard to another person's movements, whether or not they are voluntary. It seems 

that one can, at best, infer that somebody's movements are voluntary from the 

appearance of the actions and the word of the agent. In contrast, one can invariably 

tell which of one's own actions are voluntary. This knowledge, it seems, must derive 

from some personal experience or impression distinguishing one's own voluntary 

movements (cf. LPP p. 36). But this is the very principle Wittgenstein questions. 

Indeed, one objective of Wittgenstein's writings on the will is to undermine the 

conviction that there must be such an internal mental occurrence that is integral to the 

performance of voluntary actions and which distinguishes them (directly to the agent
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and indirectly to observers) from involuntary actions. This is the negative part of 

Wittgenstein's work on voluntary action, which I will examine over the next few 

sections, beginning with those of his criticisms directed towards specific theories of 

voluntary action: William James' theory of voluntary action as involving the idea or 

anticipation of a movement's sensible effects (5.21); the theory that a voluntary action 

is distinguished by a feeling of innervation (5.22); and the theory that voluntary 

actions are tryings (5.23).

5.21 Kinaesthetic sensations

William James proposed that a voluntary action is produced by a memory 

image of the experience distinctive of the consequent movement. This remembered 

experience is constituted by the kinaesthetic impression characteristic of the 

movement (that is, the bodily sensation which informs one of the attitude of the limb), 

and/or the 'remote effects' of the movement, such as its perceptible sound or 

appearance. Since every voluntary action requires a memory of the feeling or 

appearance of the action, to be able to perform an action voluntarily one must have on 

some previous occasion performed the action involuntarily (James 1891 pp. 492-3; 

Russell 1921, p. 285). James does not deny the possibility of there being ideas other 

than the memory image involved in the production of a voluntary action, such as a 

fiat, but he claims: 'whether or no there be anything else in the mind at the moment 

when we consciously will a certain act, a mental conception made up of memory- 

images of these sensations, defining which special act it is, must be there.' (James p. 

492). Thus James offers as his central thesis the so-called ideo-motor theory of action: 

'in perfectly simple voluntary actions there is nothing else, in the mind but the 

kinaesthetic idea, thus defined, of what the act is to be' (James, pp. 492-3).

When applying this simple thesis to voluntary actions in general, James 

presents two qualifications. First, suppose a person is to perform a complicated 

voluntary action, one consisting of a large number of movements, such as brushing 

one's teeth is the morning. Suppose also that this person has performed this action on
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a large number of earlier occasions. James notes that in such an instance, the agent 

will not form an idea of each movement constituting the action. The particular 

movements involved in brushing one's teeth may come without thought. The only idea 

that is required to perform a well-trained action is an idea of the end of the action 

(e.g. an idea of one's teeth brushed). 'An end consented to as soon as conceived 

innervated directly the centre of the first movement of the chain which leads to its 

accomplishment, and then the whole chain rattles of quasi-refiectively. ' (James, p.

519) The second qualification is that the idea of a movement's sensible effects will not 

be sufficient to determine that movement's occurrence //one also has in mind ideas of 

different possible movements. In such instances some effort of attention or a fiat is 

required to clear the mind of conflicting possibilities.

Despite these qualifications to the simple theory, James maintains the central 

principle that we are 'aware of nothing between the conception and the execution of a 

voluntary action' (James p. 522).

A prima facie objection to James concerns his presentation of the will as 

attending to an image of the feeling of the movement before that movement is 

performed (James, p. 587). For this image is also something that can be brought about 

by the will, as James himself admits. It is simply, James thinks, that in most cases, 

forming this idea requires no effort of will: 'the only resistance which our will can 

possibly experience is the resistance which . . .  an idea offers to being attended to' 

(James, p. 567). If this willing is involuntary — if an image simply occurs to me and 

then I make the movement — willing is a passive experience, something which 

happens to me (PI 612). If, in contrast, willing involves voluntarily calling to mind an 

image, then it itself is something which is willed, and this leads into a regress (PI 613). 

Since Ryle, this has been a familiar strategy to take against accounts of action that 

present willing as itself an action. But given Wittgenstein's own disinclination to call 

ideas voluntary in the sense in which bodily movements are voluntary (RPPII 83,

116), it is unclear that Wittgenstein's intention is to advance this line of argument 

against James (though he does use a similar argument against other theories).
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Several recent writers on Wittgenstein's work on voluntary action have 

identified James as the principal target of Wittgenstein's criticisms (cf Shanker 1993, 

Candlish 1991), and there is no doubt that a number of Wittgenstein's arguments in his 

philosophy of psychology are directed against James, notably James' theory of 

emotion. There is also no doubt that Wittgenstein was acquainted with James' theory 

of action. But the larger part of Wittgenstein's critique concerns the claim that 

sensations or feelings are the real basis for identifying voluntary actions. James 

claimed, in contrast, that voluntary action is distinguished by being preceded by a 

memory image of the kinaesthetic (or other) sensations of the consequent movement. 

Indeed, James rejects any distinctively voluntary feeling (such as a feeling of 

innervation) either in the movement itself or in the preparation for the movement. In 

this latter respect, James and Wittgenstein are in agreement. But Wittgenstein also 

rejects the claims (a) that voluntary actions are merely movements that follow 

appropriate memory images and (b) that a movement is remembered and uniquely 

identified by the associated kinaesthetic sensations. In both these respects 

Wittgenstein parts company from James.

(a) According to Wittgenstein, it is a characteristic of a large class of 

voluntary actions that the agent cannot adopt an 'observant attitude' towards them 

(BB p. 153). By this Wittgenstein means that we do not treat or react to our own 

actions as we treat or react to bodily movements that we are merely observing. That 

is, we do not regard our own actions as occurrences that happen to us, nor do we 

observe them in the way that we observe the actions of other people. For example, we 

do not await our own actions with expectation or with curiosity, and for the most part 

our own actions do not surprise us. On James' account, however, a voluntary action is 

merely a movement that follows a certain type of memory image. This is not sufficient 

to account for the attitude we have towards our own movement. The difiBculty is 

illustrated by James' example of an agent on the point of getting out of bed in the 

morning. The agent experiences various conflicting ideas about what movement to 

make: the warmth of the bed, the coldness of the room, the need to get to work on 

time, the comfort of lying down, etc., and then, after a while, the agent just focuses
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mentally on the particular idea of getting up, and then experiences getting up. The 

effort of will in this case is in attending to the particular idea of getting up, the actual 

movement then follows automatically, so to speak. Wittgenstein argues to the 

contrary. Will isn't imagining a movement and watching it happen' (LPP p. 67): it is 

generally only one's own reflex actions that one observes happening, or the actions of 

others. For example, if I am drawing a circle, I may react with surprise that the circle I 

draw is accurate, because the minor defects and irregularities in my drawing are 

involuntary (supposing I am not very skilled is such drawings), whereas to say with 

surprise Look, my hand moves in a circle!' is a completely inappropriate reaction (cf. 

PI 627). If I did react in such a way and if it was meant sincerely, it would naturally be 

taken as an indication that my hand was moving against or independently from my 

will.

By having the bodily movement as merely as event that usually follows a 

memory of the kinaesthetic sensations of that movement, James fails to give any 

account of the way in which the movement itself is integrated with our intentions, 

motives, expectations, tryings, etc. (RPPI 838). Wittgenstein presses home the need 

for such an account by considering what it is like to take up an observing attitude to 

one's own movements. He argues that one usually cannot take up such an attitude 

towards one's own movements without interfering with those movements (Z 592). For 

example, if I am walking or reading out loud and then I start to observe my own gait 

or voice, then I will probably become detached from what I am doing and my actions 

become an object of curiosity for me, and it will become difficult to walk or talk 

naturally, for example, I might start to walk or talk mechanically, or stop altogether.

(b) Wittgenstein examines in some detail the theory that we know the position 

and movement of our limbs by our kinaesthetic sensations (PI p. 185). As we 

invariably know the position and movement of our limbs even though we are not 

looking at them, it seems to follow that, to facilitate this knowledge, there must be, in 

addition to the visual evidence, distinctive kinaesthetic sensations associated with 

one's posture. Similarly, it seems that one must be able to distinguish a movement 

kinaesthetically in order for one to know what one is going to do, and thus to act
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voluntarily. Wittgenstein's work on kinaesthetic sensations is an independent part of 

his philosophy of psychology, but it also connects with voluntary action as part of his 

critique of James.

James contends that a movement involves distinctive kinaesthetic sensations 

and/or remote sensations, and that a voluntary movement consists in 'a mental 

conception made up of memory-images of these sensations, defining which special act 

it is' (James, p. 492). James allows that some memory images may be made up of only 

remote sensations, for example, one may voluntarily move one's arm in a certain way 

remembering only the appearance of the movement, as when one copies another 

person's gesture. But since we sometimes perform actions without seeing or hearing 

the movement, kinaesthetic sensations form an essential part of James' equation.

While Wittgenstein does not deny that certain types of voluntary action may 

go along with certain collections of kinaesthetic sensations, he does deny that actions 

are in practice characterized or defined by the associated kinaesthetic sensations.

If someone were to tell me; 'Bend your arm and produce the 
characteristic sensation,' and I bent my arm, then I'd have to ask him: 
'Which sensation did you mean? A slight tension in the biceps, or a 
feeling in the skin on the inside of the elbow joint?' Indeed, if someone 
ordered me to make a movement I might make it and then describe the 
sensations that it produces, together with their peculiar place (which 
would hardly ever be the joint). And I would often have to say that I 
felt nothing. Only one musn't confound this with the statement that it 
was as if there were no sensation in my arm. (RPPI 758b, cf. LW 398)

Evidently, actions usually produce kinaesthetic sensations in the agent: we do 

feel our movements (RPPI 796). But, Wittgenstein claims, it is not the case that we 

have sensations that we associate with particular movements, and by means of which 

we identify future movements as being the same or different. This is indicated by the 

fact that we generally cannot identify such characteristic sensations, and do not move 

our limbs by reference to such sensations. If there is reference to anything in one's 

action, it is to the movement's appearance (I might learn to tie a knot by following 

another person's example, but not by the feelings in my fingers). Indeed, if one were 

asked to describe the feeling of a certain arm movement, one would probably have to
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move the arm in the required way, perhaps several times, in order to describe what 

one felt (RPPI 391). And one would not, in this case, be describing the feelings that 

characterize of the arm movement, one would simply be describing how the arm felt 

on this occasion each time one moved it in the required way (RPPI 395).^

James could avoid at least the simple objection that we do not, as a matter of 

fact, form memory images of kinaesthetic sensations before action by adopting a 

dispositional account (such as that proposed by Carl Ginet 1990). On this account, to 

will a movement is to be predisposed to regard the kinaesthetic perception of that sort 

of movement as the perception of what one is willing, and to regard any contrary 

perception as incompatible with what one wills (Ginet 1990, p. 38). This theory, 

however, still rests on the assumption that one must be capable of distinguishing an 

action kinaesthetically (i.e. identify the action by its kinaesthetic feeling) to be able to 

perform that action. Wittgenstein’s argument is that we do not make this distinction.

Wittgenstein has several further objections, which I will consider in outline. If 

moving a limb were to cause one such pain as to drown out any other sensation in that 

limb, it does not seem that one would need to look at the limb to be able to tell either 

that it has moved, or where one has moved it to (PI p. 186, RPPI 386). In fact, if one 

is tired or drunk, or suffering muscular pains or a burning skin, the sensation of, say, 

raising one's leg in taking a step, would be quite different in each case; but one is not 

consequently in doubt as to whether one has actually moved the leg because of the 

different sensations (RPPI 382). Wittgenstein also notes that while somebody might 

describe or imagine a person’s bearing, a person’s gesture or voice etc., nobody 

describes or claims to imagine the particular kinaesthetic sensations associated with a 

movement (RPPI 383). For sensations that are supposedly essential for our being able 

to act voluntarily, it is curious that nobody should mention them. Suppose one plays a 

piano piece, and thus moves one’s fingers, and upon playing the same piece on a later 

occasion, one is asked whether one moved one’s fingers in the same way. One would 

not be able to say the finger movements felt the same on both occasions. One could 

only say that they looked the same, or that the piano piece sounded the same (RPPI 

387). This reinforces Wittgenstein's thought that if anything shows that one has
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moved, or how one has moved, it is invariably what one sees or hears rather that what 

one feels. Thus one does not follow an order to do such and such by reproducing in 

oneself the appropriate kinaesthetic sensations but by following the movement, and 

one does not say 'When I have this kinaesthetic sensation my arm is in this position'. 

Even if one were convinced by certain feelings that one's arm had moved in some way 

(perhaps because moving it in that way causes one pain), if one looked and found that 

that movement had not occurred, one would presumably trust one's eyes and say that 

the feelings had been misleading.

5.22 Innervation

Wittgenstein also considers the theory that voluntary actions are distinguished 

by a feeling of innervation, that is, a feeling of impulsion associated with the current 

passing from the brain to the muscles stimulating movement. This view was supported 

by, among others, Wundt and Mach, and criticized at length by William James (James 

pp. 494ff). The principal rationale for this view appears to have been that different 

types of voluntary action must be individuated by feelings of innervation in order for 

one to know to stimulate the appropriate muscles in the required way. How are these 

feelings themselves distinguished? Presumably not by the muscles which are 

stimulated, for, as James observes, one does not need to know about the internal 

workings of one's body to perform a voluntary action. More plausibly, feelings of 

innervation could be distinguished by their intensity, and there is some evidence that 

we do this. For example, when bowling, one may balance a ball in one's hand to get a 

sense of the power and type of movement required to perform the action.

Wittgenstein objects specifically to this theory on the grounds that there are 

clear cases of voluntary actions that involve no feeling of innervation. 'Can't rest be 

just as voluntary as motion? Can't abstention from movement be voluntary? What 

better argument against a feeling of innervation?' (RPPI 845) Similarly one can 

imagine or think something voluntarily, or calculate in the head or change the aspect
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under which one sees something voluntarily, without any feeling associated with this 

mental activity (RPPI 759). Wittgenstein also notes, as does James, that the theory of 

innervation is proposed without any research in its favour, for example, 'nobody has 

researched to prove that you have a certain feeling when and only when there is a 

voluntary innervation' (LPP p. 35). But for Wittgenstein, unlike James, it is the 

inclination to put forward a theory of this sort, despite the lack of evidence for it, that 

is philosophically interesting.

Wittgenstein pursues the matter further in his lectures, claiming that 'This 

business about postulating a feeling of innervation, though absurd, has a very 

important meaning' (LPP p. 202). The interest of the theory for Wittgenstein appears 

to lie in the fact that feelings of innervation are postulated in order to overcome a 

fondamental difficulty for accounts of willing as a type of feeling, but the result of 

doing this is to become more deeply embroiled in the confusion. The difficulty is that 

if willing is a feeling, such as a feeling of muscular contraction, then willing my arm to 

move is something that happens to me rather than something that I bring about. That 

is, the distinction between my arm moving and moving my arm would simply be that 

in the latter case I perceive not only my arm moving but also a muscular contraction, 

and I am the passive recipient of both these impressions. I might say of my willing that 

It happens' as I might say 'It rains'.

I should not say of the movement of my arm, for example: it 
comes when it comes, etc.. And this is the region in which we say 
significantly that a thing doesn't simply happen to us, but that we do it. 
'I don't need to wait for my arm to go up — I can raise it.' And here I 
am making a contrast between the movement of my arm and, say, the 
fact that the violent thudding of my heart will subside. (PI 612)

Now, the idea behind feelings of innervation, Wittgenstein thinks, was an attempt to 

answer the active/passive distinction, while maintaining that a feeling shows the 

difference between one's voluntary and involuntary actions, by postulating a feeling 

with an active character.
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What they were after in postulating a feeling of innervation was an 
active feeling', i.e. something like a wish or intention, something before 
the deed done and yet not a wish, not an intention; a feeling and yet 
not something which just happens to me. It just shows what queer 
results come fi'om confusion of categories. (LPP p. 73)

The result is a hopelessly confused idea of a phenomenon that is a feeling fulfilling the 

function of an action, that is, bringing about bodily movement (RPPI 754). If 

innervation is conceived of as an activity, something done before the actual 

movement, as opposed to a feeling associated with one's muscles being stimulated, 

then the question arises as to the voluntariness of this preparatory activity, i.e. what 

activity preceded the innervation, etc.. But Wittgenstein does not pose this particular 

problem because he thinks that innervation is simply not something that one does or 

brings about before acting. Wittgenstein's reasoning is that innervating one's muscles 

is not something that one must know how to do in order to, say, raise one's arm. That 

is, even though it may be a physiological fact that some muscles may be innervated 

before some actions, one does not prepare for one's arm to go up and then it does: 

one simply raises one's arm (RPPI 1040). This claim is backed up by Wittgenstein's 

observation that while one can tell somebody 'raise your right hand', which may be 

voluntarily acted upon, there is no order 'innervate your arm muscle' (LPP p. 72). 

Presumably all one could do to obey the command to innervate the muscle would be 

to raise one's arm. One can, of course, ask somebody to tense the appropriate arm 

muscle, but this is quite distinct from innervating the muscle, because one does not 

tense the arm muscle in order to raise one's arm. To tense the arm muscle and to raise 

the arm are two distinct and independent actions.

5.23 Trying

William James describes the case of a patient, anaesthetised in one arm, who is 

asked to raise the desensitised arm while keeping his or her eyes closed. At the same
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time the patient is prevented from moving the arm. Upon finding that the arm has not 

in fact moved, the patient expresses surprise. This case has been well verified. Now, it 

seems that while no actual movement resulted from the patient's willing, the patient 

did in fact exert his or her will. One might say, therefore, that the difference between 

voluntary and involuntary actions consists in this exertion, that is, a trying; 'You want 

something in your mind that you call the real action. When you try and fail you can 

say you exerted your will; so willing must be trying, independently of the actual 

motion.' (LPP p. 35) One advantage of this account, as Wittgenstein points out, is that 

trying to do such and such is something that one does rather than something (like a 

sensation) that one passively experiences.^

Wittgenstein's main objection to this theory is that it is just false that one 

always tries when one acts. 'People have said in fact that the genuine voluntary action 

is trying. But this is wrong; I don't just now try to talk I just talk.' (LPP p. 80) 

Sometimes one tries, such as when performing an action that is difficult or requires 

effort, or when there is the possibility that one might fail, but in most instances this is 

not the case:

'Want' is sometimes used with the meaning 'try': T wanted to 
get up, but was too weak.' On the other hand one wants to say that 
whereever a voluntary movement is made, there is volition. Thus if I 
walk, speak, eat etc., etc., then I am supposed to will to do so. And 
here it can't mean trying. For when I walk, that doesn't mean that I try 
to walk and it succeeds. Rather, in the ordinary way I walk without 
trying to. (RPPI 51)

G'Shaughnessy has argued that there is a sense in which every voluntary action 

requires a 'trying': '. . . though we speak of trying when success is in doubt, that doubt 

could dwell in someone other than the agent or speaker' (G’Shaughnessy 1980, p. 

365). G'Shaughnessy also points out that since no action can be an absolute certainty 

(some freak occurrence could prevent one from lifting one's arm as intended), it is 

always possible that an action might fail to come about as intended, so there is a sense 

in which every action involves one succeeding to act, and therefore a sense in which 

every action involves a trying. Wittgenstein did not explore the theory that willing is
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trying in any greater detail; he regarded it as one example of an attempt by 

philosophers to solve the problem of the will by assimilating willing with a different 

concept, rather than clarifying the concept of willing. But it does not seem that either 

of O'Shaughnessy's points substantiate the claim that willing is trying. There are many 

cases of voluntary action where either the observers are in no doubt about the agent's 

success, or where there are no observers present, while the mere possibility of failure 

is not the element of a voluntary action that distinguishes it from an involuntary 

action. Even if there is a highly attenuated sense in which we can say that every 

voluntary action involves a 'trying', it does not seem to offer any basis or criterion by 

which one can discriminate voluntary movements. Wittgenstein's argument is that 

there is no particular type of thing that is distinctive of voluntary actions either lying in 

the actions themselves or accompanying them.

5.3 WITTGENSTEIN’S ACCOUNT

Although Wittgenstein's critique of various theories of voluntary action are 

usually considered in their own right, he was also engaged in the larger task of 

showing that one's knowledge of which of one's own actions are voluntary is not 

shown by some inner experience. Thus, in addition to the criticisms directed towards 

particular theories of action, one finds other lines of investigation: (a) Wittgenstein 

observes several difficulties in making the voluntariness of action ultimately a matter 

of the agent's experience, and he describes a number of actions which are 

paradigmatically voluntary; (b) Wittgenstein compares our ability to distinguish which 

of our actions are voluntary with, among other things, our ability to distinguish when 

we are lying; (c) Wittgenstein describes the criteria by which voluntary actions are 

distinguished fi'om involuntary actions.

Wittgenstein suggests that one reason for thinking that the voluntariness or 

involuntariness of action is shown to the agent by a feeling, is that we take it that 

when asked if one of his or her movements is voluntary, the agent either tells the truth
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or lies (LW 205). That is, we take as a conclusive criterion of voluntariness the 

agent's sincere avowal that the action is voluntary. It is at least true that we generally 

take an agent's honest testimony about the voluntariness of an action as carrying 

greater authority that, say, the observation of an independent witness to the action. 

This seems to suggest that the agent has some privileged access to the nature of the 

action beyond the evidence of the behaviour, i.e. some experience.

Wittgenstein counters this by questioning the usefulness for an agent of a 

feeling in determining the voluntariness of an action.

Suppose you come to hospital with a jerking arm and say, 
'Sometimes my arm moves involuntarily.' The doctor might say, 'I can 
move my arm like that'. 'Oh, but it feels involuntary.' 'Is that a very bad 
feeling?' 'No.' Well, why worry about it?' — This is all wrong. The 
point is that the motion happens when I don't want it. The doctor may 
indeed ask how it feels and where (LPP p. 77)

In this case the criterion for the involuntariness of the arm movement is not what it 

feels like but that it moves uncontrollably. Even if the movement of the arm did not 

feel out of the ordinary, if the movement were uncontrollable it would be involuntary. 

But Wittgenstein is not arguing for a behaviourist assessment of voluntary action, for, 

as is clear from the quotation, he is not denying that the person's feelings are relevant 

in determining the nature of the involuntary movement. The feelings might, for 

example, help the doctor to diagnose the condition. Indeed, Wittgenstein thinks that 

the feeling sometimes plays a role in judging a movement to be involuntary, for 

example, if one felt nothing at all in the limb, or if it felt as if it were anaesthetized, (it 

would also be useful in forming a judgement about the voluntariness of a movement 

to know if one found the movement of the hmb surprising). But feelings usually have 

an inconclusive role in such judgements. Thus even in an extreme case of a person 

claiming of all bodily movements that they feel involuntary, as if the actions felt as if 

they had to be performed, it would be unclear what followed from this about the 

agent's voluntariness if, in all other respects, the agent acted normally (RPPI 766b). In 

judging this person's responsibility we might ask, 'Do you know what you are doing?'. 

Do you act in accordance with what you want?', etc., and if the agent answered
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positively to these questions we might judge the fact that the movements feel 

automatic as merely as irritation for the agent (perhaps something requiring medical 

treatment), rather than an indication that the agent's actions are involuntary. These 

points suggest that to know whether an action is voluntary one must see it in the 

context of the agent's mental states, feelings and behaviour. Wittgenstein calls this 

context the surroundings of an action.

If the voluntariness of an action were a matter of the presence or absence of 

an inner experience, then any bodily movement — moving one's arm, walking, eating, 

etc. — could be voluntary or involuntary. That is, any movement one makes might or 

might not be associated with the appropriate inner experience of it being directly 

produced or made to occur. Wittgenstein challenges the claim that any movement can 

be voluntary or involuntary. Wittgenstein acknowledges that with many simple bodily 

movements, such as an arm or leg raising, they may happen voluntarily or 

involuntarily. In the ordinary course of one's behaviour one will move one's arm 

voluntarily and sometimes one will find one's arm moving involuntarily (or they will 

occur without one realising it, for example, when one is asleep). But this is not true 

for a large class of actions including eating, walking, reading:

If someone were to tell us that with him eating was involuntary 
— what evidence would make one believe this? (RPPI 764)

Someone, who is threading a needle with all the appearance of 
taking care, and tells us that he does it involuntarily. How could he 
justify this statement? (RPPI 774)

. . . people don't consciously distinguish voluntary and involuntary 
eating, drinking, etc. They distinguish, e.g. voluntary and involuntary 
raising of the arm. Now '/ did this voluntarily/involuntarily' is an 
utterance; but not the utterance of a feeling. The utterance of a feeling 
would always have sense even for eating and drinking, but the 
utterance 'I did this involuntarily' has not is such cases a clear sense. 
(LPP p. 75)

What would be involved in a case of involuntary eating? One might imagine, 

as an example, being compelled to swallow food. But this is an instance of forced 

feeding rather than eating. One might instead imagine experiencing a sequence of
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involuntary movements in the course of a meal, whereby one lifted some food to one's 

mouth, chewed on it and swallowed. But even in this case it is at least unclear that we 

could call this an instance of involuntary eating, for while there is an involuntary arm 

movement, jaw movement and swallowing, why should we take this chain of 

involuntary movements as eating? Explanations ventured by doctors as to the causes 

of these movements might be of use here (if, for example, they showed that it was 

pure coincidence that the movements occurred in the order that they did we might be 

less inclined to call them eating). It could be imagined that these involuntary 

movements are brought about by some other agent with some control over one's 

nervous system. But Wittgenstein is not claiming that it is inconceivable that we 

should not count eating as voluntary, it is rather that -  unlike an arm movement — 

one must postulate a complicated and extraordinary circumstance in which the eating 

occurs.

If the voluntariness/involuntariness of an action were ultimately a matter of 

how the agent experiences the movement, the movement itself would be separated 

from the question of its voluntariness. As I have said, Wittgenstein thinks that for 

certain movements, the question may indeed be separate: an arm movement, 

considered in itself, may fall into the class of voluntary arm movements (stretching 

one's arm, reaching out one's hand, etc,) or it may fall into the class of involuntary 

hand movements (reflex movements, twitches, etc). That is, an arm movement by 

itself may be seen as voluntary or involuntary: it can be seen under either aspect, as 

falling into either of the two classes.^ Eating, on the other hand, does not offer these 

two possibilities, because for the range of activities in their ordinary surroundings, the 

class of involuntary eatings is empty. If one said that somebody's arm movement was 

voluntary, one would probably mean that the agent moved the arm willingly, as 

opposed to being forced to move the arm by somebody else, moving it reftexively or 

being unaware of the arm movement. But if one said that a person eats voluntarily, 

one would not mean that the agent ate willingly as opposed to being forced fed, eating 

reftexively or eating unconsciously, for, as I have said, forced feeding is not 

involuntary eating, while unconscious eating or reftexive eating, if any such
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phenomena occur, would at least be contestable cases. One might imagine 

extraordinary circumstances in which eating might be called involuntary and thus one 

can imagine saying that eating is voluntary, implying some significant contrast with 

these involuntary cases. But I take Wittgenstein's point to be that for the class of 

actions with their ordinary surroundings the distinction between voluntary eating and 

involuntary eating has no application. In other words, for actions in their ordinary 

surroundings (i.e. their ordinary surroundings of mental states, dispositions, forms of 

behaviour, feelings), it simply makes no sense to doubt that eating is voluntary. This is 

not because one invariably assumes of such cases that the agent feels the action to be 

voluntary, it is rather that there is nothing that counts as involuntary eating in ordinary 

circumstances. To say of an ordinary case of eating that it is voluntary adds nothing of 

substance to what is already known (it is a pleonasm), because the criteria that 

distinguish a case of eating invariably pick out a type of intentional action; eating, in 

ordinary circumstances, an example of voluntary action; How do I know whether the 

child eats, drinks, walks, etc. voluntarily or involuntarily? Do I ask the child what it 

feels? No; eating, as anyone does eat, is voluntary.' (RPPI 763)

Wittgenstein's position, therefore, is that actions such as eating, walking, 

reading, threading a needle, etc., in their ordinary surroundings, are paradigmatic 

instances of voluntary actions.

A child stamps its feet with rage: isn't that voluntary? And do I 
know anything about its sensations of movement when it is doing this? 
Stamping with rage is voluntary. Coming when one is called, in the 
normal surroundings, is voluntary. Involuntary walking, going for a 
walk, eating, speaking, singing, would be walking, eating, speaking, 
etc. in an abnormal surrounding. E.g. when one is unconscious: if for 
the rest one is behaving like someone in narcosis; or when the 
movement goes on and on and one doesn't know anything about it as 
soon as one shuts one's eyes; or if one can't adjust the movement 
however much one wants to; etc. (RPPI 902)*

The corollary of this is that it makes no sense to doubt that actions of this sort in 

these contexts are voluntary, for to do so would be to doubt that one of the 

paradigmatic examples of voluntary action is an example of a voluntary action, which
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would indicate only that one did not understand how to correctly apply the concept 

Voluntary' to bodily movement.

It is important to be clear about what type of scepticism about voluntary 

actions Wittgenstein has it in mind to refute here. Wittgenstein is saying, first, that it 

makes no sense to doubt of an exemplary case of voluntary action — such as a case of 

eating etc. in its ordinary surroundings — that it is voluntary; second, that we take 

ordinary cases of eating and walking as exemplary cases of voluntary action. The first 

claim is a grammatical truth, and the second is simply an observation that these cases 

are used as paradigmatic instances of voluntary action: they are the sort of example 

that might be used in teaching the concept of voluntary action and they have no 

ordinary involuntary counterparts. Wittgenstein does not claim that we are infallible in 

identifying any particular actions as voluntary. For example, I do not know of a 

person's eating that it is necessarily an instance of the paradigmatic voluntary action of 

eating in ordinary circumstances. It is not, however, always altogether easy to keep 

these claims apart, as is illustrated by the controversy over the paradigm case 

argument.

The essence of the paradigm case argument is described by Flew: 'if there is 

any word the meaning of which can be taught by reference to paradigm cases, then no 

argument whatever could ever prove that there are no cases whatever of whatever it 

is' (Flew 1956, p. 19). Flew goes on to apply this argument to free will, an argument 

summed up by Russell: 'When a man marries without external compulsion, we may 

say "he did it of his own fi-ee will". There is, therefore a linguistically correct use of 

the words "free will", and therefore there is free will' (Russell 1959, p. xiii). Since 'free 

action' is correctly applied to its paradigm cases, such as a case of marriage without 

external constraint, and since we know how to correctly apply the concept 'free will', 

it follows that there must be some free actions, namely those paradigm cases by which 

the concept 'free action' is taught.

Wittgenstein recognized the misunderstandings about the use of paradigms 

that might lead one to a paradigm case argument, and he pointed out a fallacy in such 

reasoning (AWL p. 143). Take a simpler example such as the concept of the foot
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measurement. Let us suppose that the paradigm case for the foot is the Greenwich 

foot. It seems to follow from this that, if we know what 'foot' means, there must be or 

have at some time been some object a foot in length, i.e. the Greenwich foot itself (cf. 

Pap 1946). But this is a mistake, for an object cannot function as both a paradigm for 

a concept and also instantiate the concept. Suppose I decide that an object, not the 

Greenwich foot, is a foot long. My decision is correct if it is the case that the concept 

'foot' is correctly applied to the object, that is, if the object is in fact the same length as 

the Greenwich foot. If I say of this object 'This is one foot long', this is an empirical 

claim. I cannot, in contrast, correctly apply the concept 'foot' to the Greenwich foot 

itself, because I cannot determine whether or not the Greenwich foot is a foot long. It 

is true, of course, that this object in Greenwich is the same length as itself, but that 

does not establish that the length is a foot.

Perhaps the confusion that gave rise to the paradigm case argument resulted 

from the fact that one can say 'This is a foot' of lengths measured at one foot, and one 

can also say, using the same expression, 'This is a foot', of the Greenwich foot. But 

whereas in the former case one is identifying a property of an object, in the latter case 

one is stipulating, by means of an ostensive definition, the meaning of a word. The 

expression 'This is one foot long' means something different in each case. Thus it does 

not follow from the fact that a concept x is defined by reference to paradigm cases 

that there is any x or that there is anything which is x.

Now, with regard to voluntary action, Wittgenstein is proposing that eating, 

drinking, etc., in ordinary circumstances are the paradigm instances of voluntariness, 

and that when one sees a particular instance of eating in ordinary circumstances and 

one says 'This is a voluntary action' one would simply be indicating that eating is one 

of the things one means by 'voluntary action'. In contrast, to point at an arm 

movement and say 'This is voluntary' could be making a factual claim about the action,

i.e. that it falls into the class of actions like eating, walking, etc, rather than spasms, 

reflex movements, digestion, etc.. Now, with regard to the first case, it is possible that 

certain extraordinary findings could show that the particular case of eating which was 

indicated is in fact involuntary (cf. the earlier example of the neural system being
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controlled); but in the light of such findings one can still say that had it been a case of 

eating in ordinary surroundings, it would have been voluntary.

This confirms something that one would expect: that no significant particular 

practical application of a concept is validated simply by virtue of the rules governing 

that concept. Moreover, any concept can fail to have any significant application at all. 

Thus if, to our general amazement, it were found that all of those instances we took 

to be exemplary of voluntary action turned out to have extraordinary circumstances 

that rendered them involuntary, it is possible that we would give up the 

voluntary/involuntary distinction altogether. (I take it that there would be a point at 

which to insist that if such and such an instance of action had been in its ordinary 

circumstances it would have been voluntary, becomes impracticable). Notably, 

Wittgenstein makes this point clear with regard to free will. Wittgenstein is in 

agreement with Flew that the concept of free will, as well as that of compulsion, is 

generally taught by reference to paradigm cases: walking around is free, being pushed 

down the stairs is constrained (LFM p. 242). Now suppose a person makes an 

unconstrained choice and we judge it to be an exemplary free action, but it is then 

shown, by consideration of natural laws, causal circumstances, etc., that this person 

could not have done anything else in this particular case. We might then say of this 

instance that the person was not free, but that had the choice been made in ordinary 

circumstances (unconstrained, conscious, etc.) it would have been free. But suppose 

we had a mechanism which showed us that extraordinary circumstances make every 

action like that of being shoved down the stairs: 'it is conceivable that if we had a 

mechanism which would show us all this, we would change our terminology — and 

say. He's as much compelled as if a policeman shoved him.' We'd give up this 

distinction then; and if we did, I would be very sorry.(LFM  p. 242)

By making a large class of actions exemplary voluntary actions, Wittgenstein 

goes some way towards answering the problem of how one knows of one's own 

actions which of them are voluntary. If eating, walking, etc., in ordinary surroundings 

are the very things we call voluntary (RPPII220), then we know they are voluntary in 

the same way that we know, if presented with two pairs of objects, that they are four
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objects, or, if an object has the same length as the Greenwich Foot, it is a foot long. 

But Wittgenstein must still account for those actions, such as arm movements, which 

may be called voluntary or involuntary. How is it that I know that my arm movement 

is voluntary unless by some feeling? I cannot say that arm movements are the very 

things we call voluntary, because some of them are involuntary.

Wittgenstein answers this in part by drawing an analogy between voluntary 

and involuntary action and lying and telling the truth. As with one's voluntary action's, 

one knows when on is lying, and one might ask as to the source of this knowledge. 

But Wittgenstein claims that being able to distinguish when one is lying, as with 

voluntary action, is not a matter of having a particular feeling associated with the 

utterance of falsehood (RPPI 735, 779). Nor, on the other hand, does one infer from 

one's own behaviour that one is lying, or that one does not believe what one is saying 

(though one could imagine seeing oneself later on film and saying 'I don't quite trust 

myself (RPPI 737)). One's 'knowledge' in this case, Wittgenstein argues, is not a 

justified belief, but a consciousness or a capacity to be able to distinguish when one is 

lying from when one is telling the truth (RPPI 735, LPP p. 212, cf. Z 190). But one's 

awareness that one is lying is not an incidental phenomenon associated with the 

practice of lying; it is generally a criterion of a person's lying that that person should 

realise it, and Wittgenstein makes an analogous point about awareness of acting 

voluntarily.

The case of voluntary and involuntary action is like the case of 
lying and telling the truth. 'A man knows when he is lying' is a 
grammatical and not an experiential statement. It makes no sense to 
ask 'Am I lying?' except in extraordinary circumstances. (LPP p. 205)

Thus Wittgenstein dismisses the question of how people can distinguish when they are 

lying, or distinguish when they are acting voluntarily, as misconceived: the question 

asks for some basis for the capability of distinguishing, when the capability to 

distinguish is a criterion forjudging that someone is lying or acting voluntarily. If one 

were deprived of the capacity to tell of oneself when one is lying, one could no longer 

be judged as either lying or telling the truth. One would not even be in the position of
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pathological liar, conscious of lying, but doing so involuntarily; similarly for voluntary 

action. Of course, a person's awareness of lying or acting voluntarily are not the only 

criteria by which we judge that person to be lying or acting voluntarily.

These points substantiate Wittgenstein's fundamental contention, that what 

distinguishes telling a lie from a truth are certain surroundings of intention, 

motivation, awareness, behaviour:

A lie has a particular surrounding. There is in the first place a 
motive there. Something occasions it. (RPPI 780)

One of the things needed to judge that someone is deceiving is 
normal human surroundings. (LPP p. 213).

To lie, in other words, it is not sufficient that one should have a lying sensation 

associated with one's utterance for such feeling could occur even one when one means 

what one says; rather, one must mean to mislead by what one says. This requires that 

the utterance must be said under certain circumstances, that is, it must be related in 

certain ways with one's motives, intentions, etc. (PO p. 306, 349) in addition to 

certain feelings (guilt, tension, etc.).

Voluntary and involuntary actions too are distinguished by their surroundings.

A child learns to walk, to crawl, to play. It does not learn to 
play voluntarily and involuntarily. But what makes its movements in 
play into voluntary movements? — What would it be like if they were 
involuntary? — Equally, I might ask: what makes this movement into a 
game? — Its character and its surroundings. (Z 587)

For a large class of voluntary movements (eating, walking, etc.) they are voluntary 

simply by being in the ordinary surroundings; for other movements they may occur in 

ordinary surroundings and be voluntary or involuntary.

What is voluntary is certain movements with their normal 
surrounding of intention, learning, trying, acting. Movements of which 
it makes sense to say that they are sometimes voluntary and sometimes 
involuntary are movements in a special surrounding. (Z 577)
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We can say that a child's obeying an order is voluntary because the variety of 

characteristic responses to orders include disobeying in various ways: 'If one calls a 

child, he does not come automatically: there is e.g. the gesture "I don't want to!" Or 

coming cheerfully, the decision to come, running away with signs of fear, the effects 

of being addressed, all the reactions of the game, the signs and effects of 

consideration' (Z 594). It is the nature and complexity of these surroundings that 

show the obeying of an order to be voluntary; but it is also significantly voluntary (not 

paradigmatically voluntary). For obeying an order is a sufficiently complex behaviour 

for us to know what following an order involuntarily would look like, e.g. acting 

against what one intended to do, obeying an order without having any notion of what 

the instruction was, obeying an order under hypnosis, the agent having a feeling of 

compulsion (the feeling here being secondary).

Wittgenstein thus aims to disabuse us of the belief that the question of whether 

a movement is voluntary or involuntary is either simple (determined by, say, the 

presence or absence of a particular feeling or mental event) or that it can 

straightforwardly apply to any instance of human behaviour. It is not simple, because 

voluntary and involuntary actions are manifested in diverse ways, and there are a 

variety of criteria according to which they may be distinguished. It is not 

straightforward, because there are examples of behaviour about which the question of 

voluntariness does not make sense. That is, the question of voluntariness only occurs 

in relation to behaviour that by virtue of its occurring in different surroundings, can 

fall into either class of voluntary or involuntary action. What are the distinguishing 

surroundings of voluntary movements?

1. One cannot unconsciously perform a voluntary action. (Z 596, RPPI 902)

2. One does not find one's own voluntary actions surprising and one does not have an 

observing attitude towards one's own voluntary actions. (RPPI 286, BB p. 153)
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3. One knows which of one's own actions are voluntary. (RPPI 761, Z 596; cf. RPPI 

756)

4. One can generally directly start or stop one's own voluntary movement when one 

chooses. Involuntary actions can generally not be prevented, (RPPI 761) and can only 

be stopped or started by means of other actions. For example, I could cause an 

involuntary intake of breath in myself by jumping into cold water, or stop an 

involuntary eye twitch by closing my eyes (or, as I suggested earlier, with a particular 

effort or concentration).

5. Different inferences may be drawn from voluntary actions than from involuntary 

actions. (RPPI 850) If somebody refuses to shake my hand, I attribute certain motives 

and intentions to that person, which I would not do were that person incapable of arm 

movement; a doctor draws certain inferences from the movement of the lower leg 

when the knee is struck, that could not be drawn if the movement was voluntary.

6. A voluntary action is something that one may be requested or ordered to do. (RPPI 

759, 840)

7. Voluntary actions have characteristic behavioural contexts: 'There is a particular 

interplay of movements, words, expressions of face, as of manifestations of reluctance 

or readiness, which are characteristic of the voluntary movements of a normal human 

being'. (Z 549) For example, the voluntariness of an action may be indicated by its 

being coordinated, considered, not simply automatic, etc..

8. A voluntary action often occurs as part of a sequence of actions, such as brushing 

one's teeth; indeed, a person's action may need to be understood in such a context for 

it to be intelligible. (RPPI 897) This context,Wittgenstein suggests, can play a crucial 

role in distinguishing a voluntary from an involuntary action: It is as though I said 

"These two people move in different circles" does not mean that they are never
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surrounded by exactly the same people, e.g. when they walk in the street'. (MS 150 p. 

49)

9. A voluntary action is sometimes preceded by a decision to act.(LPP p. 36)

10. A voluntary action does not occur when one specifically avoids doing it, for 

example, by relaxing one’s muscles so as not to make a movement.(RPPI 761)

These are the main examples that Wittgenstein offers for the normal surroundings that 

are required to consider an action as voluntary. They are also some of the criteria by 

which voluntary and involuntary actions are distinguished, when the question arises. 

Wittgenstein does not contend that an action must satisfy all these criteria to be 

voluntary, but that these are the criteria by which the classes of voluntary and 

involuntary actions are distinguished.

5.4 THE FREEDOM OF THE WILL

Wittgenstein's strategy with regard to the will is approximately as follows: a) 

to reject identification of the will with any other capacity or mental event, such as 

trying or feeling, b) to identify those paradigmatic instances of willing, i.e. those 

instances which are standardly called instances of willing; c) to delineate those criteria 

by which the class of non-paradigmatic instances of voluntary action are distinguished. 

On Wittgenstein's account, therefore, the will, if it is conceived as a special type of 

mechanism or originator of action, plays no role: the voluntariness of actions in their 

ordinary surroundings is either paradigmatic or manifest (i.e. shown by the action's 

special surroundings: the agent's mental states, dispositions, forms of behaviour, 

feelings, etc.). Thus to say that one has willed an action, or that one's action is in 

accordance with one's will, is not to make a claim about the special origin of the 

action. To say I willed this action' may be paradigmatically true, or its truth may be 

shown by the surroundings of the action. This should not be taken to imply that
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deciding whether an agent willed an action is always a simple matter, the claim is 

rather that the grounds for this decision are the action's surroundings.

Wittgenstein appears to take free actions to be simply those actions that are 

chosen or willed to occur. That is, the expression 'free' is correctly applied to actions 

that are willed or chosen, and not correctly applied to involuntary actions, falling 

stones, mechanically controlled movements, etc.. It might be objected here that none 

of our actions are free, even those that we choose, if our actions are determined by 

natural laws. But with regard to the correct application of the term 'free action', this 

objection is not to the point: a child does not need to be shown how to determine 

whether a natural law governs an action in order to be able to correctly distinguish 

free actions, but only to identify actions which are chosen or willed to occur. This 

does not mean that one might not deny free will and place actions alongside falling 

stones, mechanically controlled movements, etc.. If, to use one of Wittgenstein's 

examples, we are like pieces of paper blown about in the wind saying to themselves 

'Now I move this way, now I move that' (PO p. 434), our distinction between free and 

unfree action comes to nothing. That we go through the process of choosing is not 

germane to the philosophical problem of freedom, if we have no power to choose. So 

Wittgenstein spends comparatively little time on the question of freedom of action, 

instead locating the important philosophical issue in the question of the freedom of the 

will or the freedom of choice.

As with paradigmatic voluntary actions, Wittgenstein admits that certain 

chosen actions are only ambiguously free. He gives two examples in the lecture (PO 

pp. 434-5). First, Wittgenstein imagines a participant in a card trick who chooses a 

card from the deck, a card which is in fact forced on the participant by the magician. 

This is a case of which we might say that the participant took the card freely, but also 

that the particular card taken by the participant was forced by the magician. This is 

not an instance of unfree choice; it is rather that the participant was, despite 

appearances, not free to take any card, but only to take the card that the magician 

wanted. For his other example, Wittgenstein imagines himself apparently acting as he 

chooses, when in fact his movements are completely controlled by other people:
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I am in this room, free to go wherever I please. Suppose in the room 
below, there is a man, and he has certain people with him, and he says: 
'Look, I can make Wittgenstein go exactly where I want.' He has a 
mechanism, and he regulates it with a crank, and you see (with a 
mirror) that I walk exactly as the man wants me to. Then someone 
comes up to me and says "Where you dragged about? Were you free?' I 
say: 'Of course, I was free'. (PO p. 434)

Wittgenstein concedes that we might say of this case, or some case like it, that while 

he thinks his actions are free (i.e. chosen), all his movements are being regulated 

(though it might be less clear if the regulation of the movement is always in 

accordance with his choices). But he adds, 'This is a really rare case' or 'a very special 

case'. Thus I take Wittgenstein to accept a qualification to the claim that chosen or 

willed actions are free, similar to that for paradigmatic voluntary action, i.e. that 

actions chosen in their ordinary surroundings are free. But Wittgenstein does not offer 

a similar qualification for freedom of choice of freedom of the will, and given his 

account of the nature of the will this is hardly surprising. What could it mean to say 

that my choice is free other than that I can choose? "No-one would say: "Now I 

choose to choose so and so". "I choose to choose to go for a walk" — I take it that 

this would come to exactly the same thing as to say "I choose to go for a walk". (PO 

p. 442)

Although this argument is reminiscent of a regress argument put forward by 

John Locke (Locke 1975, p. 245), Wittgenstein is arguing for a concept of free will 

more in the compatibilist tradition of Descartes (1967 p. 175, 350; cf. Albritton 

1985). Descartes argues that the will is free in its nature and cannot be constrained, 

that it is limitless (Descartes 1967, p. 175, 350; cf. Williams 1978, p. 171). One may 

be unable to perform an action, but this is no limitation of the will i.e. one’s freedom 

to choose the action, but in one's abilities. It may be doubted that there is a sense in 

which one can choose to do something that one knows that one cannot perform. But 

if — given certain truths about the world — the action is logically impossible (Albritton 

gives the example "God eating Chicago", 1986 p. 240), then it is senseless to suppose 

that this action be willed, which is no restriction on the will's freedom; if, in contrast.
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the action is merely physically impossible, then the limitation is in one's powers to 

perform an action rather than one's ability to will it.

Wittgenstein is not arguing that we possess unlimited power (cf. Watson 

1987, p. 164), but rather for a grammatical relationship between the concepts 

‘freedom’ and ‘will’: the expression 'my choice is free' or 'my will is free' are 

pleonastic (cf.Watson 1995, p. 267), i.e. they say no more than that 'I choose' or 'I 

will'. This is a matter on which Wittgenstein does not equivocate.

My choice is free means nothing other than: I can choose 
(sometimes). And that I sometimes choose surely stands is no doubt. 
What one calls 'free' is just the choice in itself. To say: 'we only believe 
that we choose' is nonsense. The process that we call 'choosing' 
occurs, whether the outcome of the choice can be predicted according 
to natural laws or not. (MS 115, pp. 110-11)^^

'The will is free' really means: 'There is a will'. Instead of people 
saying to a person 'Your will is free' one could really have said to him 
'You have a will'; and maybe there are people who express it like that. 
Maybe also like this: 'You do not have to'. (MS 134, p. 88)̂ ^

Wittgenstein seems to be proposing a view of the freedom of the will vacated of any 

metaphysical content (Williams takes this to be an objection to Descartes, 1978, pp. 

174-5), for the relationship between 'free' and 'unfree' is conceptual: the will does not 

have a special power that it might not have had. To have a free will is just to have a 

will.

But if the matter were really as simple as this one might wonder, first, why the 

problem of free will has been a source of philosophical reflection for four centuries or 

more (cf. Honderich 1990, p. 117) and, second, why anybody should assert the 

vacuous truth that we have free will. But Wittgenstein is not of the opinion that it is 

meaningless to state that a person acted of his or her own (free) will, though he does 

think that the meaning of such a claim is not captured by philosophical theories about 

the nature of the will that portray it as an empirical claim about what power is 

possessed by the will. To the second of the above quoted passages, Wittgenstein 

offers the following explanation:
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. . . what does 'There is a will' mean? To whom does one explain this?
One says to someone his will is free in that one wants to strengthen his 
feeling of responsibility, one wants to change //influence// his life.

It is not wholly unlike teaching someone; 'Against illness there 
is nothing you can do; you can take some medicine or not, the illness 
comes and goes as it pleases' — and another: One can struggle against 
illness, and if there is no remedy against one yet, it is only a matter of 
time and someone will find one'. If both teachings are effective they 
will produce very different attitudes towards illnesses. And similarly 
when someone says 'You are the one responsible' and another 'You go 
about as you must'. (MS 134, pp. 88-9)̂ "̂

The implication of this is that to say to somebody 'You have a free will' is to express 

an attitude towards that person and to encourage in that person a similar attitude 

towards his or her own actions. Principally, this attitude is one of responsibility for 

one's own actions (indeed the contrast in the last quoted sentence suggests that the 

expression 'You are the one responsible' and 'You go about as you will' have similar 

functions, i.e. to encourage the same attitude). In contrast, to say 'You go about as 

you must' is to encourage a person to take a quite different attitude towards his or her 

own actions, an attitude in certain respects similar to that taken towards inevitably 

occurring phenomena such a falling stones, leaves blowing in the wind, etc., and 

adopting this attitude will principally involve the agent refusing to take responsibility 

for the action, possibly justifying the action's occurrence by reference to its causal 

circumstances rather than the agent's choice. The analogy between teaching people 

that they have free will and that they can struggle against illness is presumably to bring 

out another element of the attitude engendered by the teaching, that it involves taking 

future events as being within one's control.

'The will is free' (or 'unfree') is an assertion of a similar kind to: 
the future is determined in advance, or it is not. Not that both say the 
same! But: they both hang together with our concept of causality; they 
both express an attitude of people towards events. (MS 116, p. 323)^^

Wittgenstein takes an attitude towards a thing x to involve treating x in a 

certain way (LW 665) and seeing or regarding x in a certain way (LW 667) (cf. the 

example of an 'observing attitude' 5.21). An attitude, therefore, is not, or not merely, a
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sensation (RPPI 1110), not is it an opinion, for one's opinions may or may not 

influence the attitudes one forms.

I could always say of a human that he is an automaton (I could 
learn it this way in school physiology) and yet it would not influence 
my attitude towards someone else. After all, I can say it about myself. 
(LWII, p. 38)

As this example illustrates, an attitude is not a matter of what is factually true, 

although one might try to change one's attitudes in accordance with what one found 

to be true. For example, iff was brought up with the attitude that all law breakers 

should be punished, and I am shown strong evidence pointing to a causal relationship 

between social deprivation and criminal behaviour, this might lead me to change my 

attitude towards socially deprived offenders, or develop another attitude towards 

social deprivation, i.e. that it should be minimized.Alternatively, my attitude 

towards offenders may be sufficiently entrenched that the statistics pointing towards 

the causal relationship leave me cold, even if I accept that they are valid (i.e. 

accurately collected and compiled): I treat the presentation of these statistics as a way 

of trying to excuse offenders. Attitudes are, as it were, formed before opinions.

Wittgenstein brings out the independence of attitudes from facts or scientific 

investigation in the following:

Life is like a path along a mountain ridge; to the left and right 
are slippery slopes down which you slide without being able to stop 
yourself, in one direction or the other. I keep on seeing people slip like 
this and I say: 'How could a man help himself in such a situation!'. And 
that is what 'denying free will' comes to. That is the attitude expressed 
in this 'belief. But it is not a scientific belief and has nothing to do with 
scientific convictions. (CV p. 63, cf. PO p. 440)^^

This point is mirrored in Wittgenstein’s approach to belief in fatalism.

The use of the word ‘fate’. Our attitude to the future and the 
past. To what extent do we hold ourselves responsible for the future? 
How much do we speculate about the future? How do we think about 
the past and future? If something unwelcome happens: — do we ask
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‘Whose fault is it?’, do we say ‘It must be somebody’s fault’, — or do 
we say It was God’s will’, ‘It was fate’?

In the sense in which asking a question and insisiting on an 
answer is expressive of a different attitude, a different mode of life, 
from not asking it, the same can be said of utterances like ‘It is God’s 
will’ or ‘We are not masters of our own fate’. The work done by this 
sentence, or at any rate something like it, could also be done by a 
command! Including one which you give yourself And conversely the 
utterance of a command, such as ‘Don’t be resentful’, may be like the 
affirmation of a truth. (CV p. 61)

Think of fatalism: is it a theory? and a false one? Is it not, what 
for us has the appearance //the status// of a theory, manifestly only the 
expression of a definite personal condition? (TS 219, p. 7; cf. CV p. 
61)'*

To affirm or deny that a person is free, or that a person is fated, is not to offer a 

theory about that person’s action, but to offer (or demand) a particular way of 

looking at the action in question and also an attitude towards the action: that the 

agent should be held responsible, or not. In the case of fate, this may also apply to 

natural events: to say to a victim of a natural disaster ‘It was fate’ or It was God’s 

will’ is not to offer an explanation of why the event occurred, but to encourage that 

person to accept what has happened rather than to try to blame somebody for it.

Is it the case that to believe that actions are free or unfree, or that events are 

fated or not, is to see actions as free or determined or events as fated or not? This 

does seem to be the consequence of Wittgenstein's argument. This conclusion is also 

suggested in the course of the Lecture, where Wittgenstein considers the possibility of 

factual evidence supporting the ascription of freedom to an agent. As these remarks 

are less reliable, I will consider only five of the clearer arguments.

1. Wittgenstein imagines himself looking frantically for a key and thinking:

'If  an omniscient is looking at me, he must be making fun at 
me. What a joke for the Deity, seeing me look when he knows all the 
time.' Suppose I asked, is there any good reason for looking at it in this 
way?

I want to impress on you that given a certain attitude, you may 
be for reasons unknown, compelled to look at it in a certain way. A
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certain image can force itself upon you. Imagine, for instance, that you 
are not free; or that you are compelled.

Must you look at looking for something in this way? No. But it 
is one of the most important facts of human life that such impressions 
sometimes force themselves on you. (PO p. 434)

In this example, Wittgenstein's aim is to point out that a certain way of looking at 

one's actions can strike one involuntarily. It suddenly strikes Wittgenstein that his 

frantically looking for a key is, from a certain perspective, amusing, even ridiculous. 

And this sort of change of perspective frequently occurs, albeit not always so striking. 

Similarly, Wittgenstein suggests, changes of perspective can occur whereby one is 

struck that one's actions are free or unfree. I take it that Wittgenstein has in mind this 

sort of example; reflecting on the regularities in my day to day activities, the social 

pressures on me to act in certain ways, etc., it suddenly strikes me that I am not free: I 

act in various ways but I am not free to choose. Such an image would most probably 

occur to one if one were, for instance, under a great deal of stress. Such a perspective 

may be merely passing or more permanent. In contrast, if I am facing an important 

decision and weighing up the reasons for and against choosing in a particular way, I 

may be struck by the responsibility of my choice: that the future is determined by my 

choice. Now, Wittgenstein's thought may be this: that it can occur to one in this 

fashion that one is free or unfree, indicates that believing that an action is free or 

unfree is not a matter of adopting a philosophical theory about actions or, indeed, 

establishing the facts about actions, but adopting a perspective or attitude towards 

actions.

2. Wittgenstein considers the claims 'I am only like a machine', 'I am not a 

hero' and 'I am like a falling stone' (PO p. 439) and argues that 'these statements are 

not used as scientific statements at all' (PO p. 440). Now, someone who claims 'I am 

not a hero', or something like it, does not need to assume some controversial fact 

about the human mind or brain, or about human behaviour. We could imagine a 

context where the belief would have such a factual character, where, for example, I 

conduct an investigation into the behaviour of heroes and conclude 'I am not a hero'
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(PO p. 440), or where I make a detailed investigation of human physiology and 

conclude I am only like a machine'. While my conclusions might be factually true, I 

would not be using either expression with its normal sense; I would be stating them as 

conclusions to scientific investigations, rather than expressions of how I regard my 

own actions, my attitude to my actions. The difference between the meaning of these 

expression as factual claims and expressions of attitude is shown by the sort of 

context in which they occur:

He might be brooding about something he has done and be 
feeling very uncomfortable, and at a certain moment, to dispel his 
discomfort say 'My God, I am like a falling stone'. I'd say 'I see exactly 
what he means. This is a process of describing what he means in this 
case.' (PO p. 439)

The purpose of the image of the falling stone is that it expresses a particular way of 

regarding one's choices, i.e. that one can do nothing about them, that one is not 

responsible for them. In this example I am like a falling stone' has an effect similar the 

man telling himself not to worry about past actions. It would be a ridiculous 

misunderstanding to disagree with this because one thought the evidence shows that 

human beings are not like falling stones. One would disagree with it because, say, one 

thought this man was being too easy on himself, or because he spent some time 

deliberating before choosing the action that now causes him unease. One might say of 

the falling stone image that it is self-indulgent or overblown, but not factually 

incorrect or lacking in favourable evidence.

I am not a hero' has a similar function, though, again, it depends upon the 

context in which the sentence is uttered. Suppose a person were to have a choice 

between a morally good action and a morally neutral action (perhaps no action at all), 

and choosing to do the former would require some moderate effort on his part. This 

person chooses the latter and says, by way of justification, I am not a hero'. Clearly, 

these words are not to be taken as a factual report, i.e. that this behaviour is not the 

type of behaviour observed to be that of heroes. The claim is designed to deflect 

criticism: it is to avoid being called a coward. If the person's not performing the
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morally more courageous action resulted in some moral evil happening that would not 

have occurred otherwise, ’I am not a hero' would be an attempt to avoid being made 

responsible, something akin to an appeal for sympathy. 'I am not a hero' and 'I am only 

like a machine' do not convey information but present a particular way of regarding 

the person's actions and suggest a certain way of treating those actions. Their success 

is judged not by some empirical verification but the degree to which other people are 

convinced by them. Wittgenstein thinks that many claims regarding responsibility and 

freedom are used in this way, that is, to encourage a certain way of thinking, to elicit a 

certain reaction (this may be the point of his claim that 'In this case an argument is all 

right if it converts you' (PO p. 437).

3. If one is free it seems that one must, in some sense, be able to do otherwise 

than one does. But what role do claims about the ability to do otherwise play in 

practice? (PO p. 437) Undoubtedly, if one claims that someone is responsible for an 

action, one might try to justify the claim by saying that the person could have done 

otherwise. One might, for example, point to the fact that the person has chosen 

differently on similar occasions (cf. Lehrer 1966). But one does not generally go 

about finding if a person could have done otherwise, that is, make sure that given the 

same causal circumstances a different action could have been chosen, and one does 

not curtail the expression of one's attitude towards a person's action until the facts 

about that person's ability to do otherwise have been established. Nor does one 

usually regard that attitude as needing restraint because the ability to do otherwise has 

not been properly investigated (PO p. 437).

Wittgenstein seems to argue here that unless a person is compelled, in which 

case no voluntary action has been performed and so there is no question of its 

responsibility, it is always possible to take up either attitude towards human action 

(that the agent is free and responsible or not free and not responsible), and that to say 

that a person could have done otherwise or not have done otherwise simply function 

to reinforce the differing attitudes towards human action. Suppose, for example, it is 

discovered that a person was drunk while making a decision. On the basis that 'alcohol
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increases the temptation to do certain things colossally' (PO p. 437), Wittgenstein 

imagines someone saying 'The man is not forced to do this. He chooses to do it. But I 

can't hold him responsible; the temptation under these circumstances is 

overwhelming.' (PO p. 437) He adds that another person may say 'Nevertheless you 

can choose one way or the other, therefore you are responsible.' (PO p. 437) 

Wittgenstein appears to be suggesting that nothing can resolve the dispute because it 

is a conflict of attitudes rather than opinions informed by facts, and that the claim 

'such and such could have done otherwise' does not justify a moral judgement about a 

person, but expresses an already formed attitude, i.e. a further statement of how one 

regards the action. The purpose, therefore, of saying 'such and such could have done 

otherwise' is not to deny that there are such and such causal circumstances preceding 

the action, but it draws one's attention to the fact that the agent was not constrained, 

and that there was a choice. To maintain that an agent could have done otherwise may 

also be a means of persuading others to hold the agent responsible, or to reinforce 

one's own view that the agent is responsible, by encouraging a natural reaction 

towards another person (such as, blaming somebody for a wrongdoing).

4. It seems that if an action is predictable, then it is also understandable and 

excusable. That is, it seems one could justify not holding a person responsible for an 

action if that action were predictable. Is it therefore an argument against the freedom 

of the will that we might be in a position to predict people's actions?

Suppose you say: 'If we really assume that his actions follow 
natural laws, let us assume that we knew these laws; knew the whole 
working of his cells acting on one another and were therefore able to 
calculate what he was going to do.' This would determine us into 
saying 'Now we see after all that he isn't responsible for his actions. 
Ought we to punish him? etc.' (PO p. 436)

This is indeed a natural enough reaction; but in fact there is no reason why one should 

take predictability as a ground forjudging an action as less than wholly responsible. 

Wittgenstein considers an advertisement for a kidney machine which claims 'There are 

15 miles of kidney to clean' (PO p. 436; cf. LPP p. 52, 293). It is also a natural
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reaction is to think that the body is remarkable for being able to perform such a 

difficult task, and likewise the kidney machine. Fifteen miles of tiny tubes, it seems, is 

a substantial distance for a cleaning job: the kidney machine like the circulatory 

system must be an impressive pieces of equipment. But the success of this 

advertisement is in its drawing our attention to and impressing us with a particular 

fact about the operation of kidneys that impresses us. It is impressive because we have 

in mind, something like, an image of somebody cleaning fifteen miles of tiny corridors. 

It is also a fact, however, that cleaning kidneys requires no efibrt at all: it happens 

every day, it is a perfectly ordinary operation. If we attend to this latter fact, the 

cleaning of kidneys seems less remarkable.

Wittgenstein wants to compare our reaction to the kidney advertisement with 

the reaction we have to the possibility of being able to causally explain a person's 

actions.

'To understand all is to excuse all'. 'If you understood the working of 
his mind and understood all the circumstances as well as you 
understand a piece of machinery you wouldn't hold him responsible for 
his actions. ' I would say: 'how do you know?' It doesn't follow any 
more than that the kidneys are difficult to clean. (PO p. 436)

If we knew enough about human actions that we were able to predict them, it seems 

as if we would have to see them as nothing more than the determined consequences of 

causal circumstances. But this line of reasoning relies on the same method of 

convincing us as does the kidney advertisement. That is, it directs our attention 

towards a certain fact: that actions are more predictable the more we know about 

their causal circumstances. This suggests human beings more and more being shown 

to resemble completely predictable mechanisms. But if we keep in mind certain other 

facts — that people make choices, that people deliberately act in ways which are 

harmful to others, etc. — there is no reason for us to think of the predictability of an 

action as being inconsistent with free will. For there is no reason why one should not 

responsibly act in a predictable way. If we look at the facts in this way, the claim that 

to understand all is to excuse all appears less persuasive.
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5. Suppose we were in a situation of having immediately available accurate 

predictions for how we are going to behave. Surely in this case we would be forced to 

concede that we are not free to choose, it would simply be a matter of letting one's 

choices and actions occur? Putting aside logical difficulties in presently knowing the 

future for certain, there seems to be some inconsistency in supposing that someone 

can freely choose to act in a particular way when that person already knows what the 

action is going to be.

Can there be both certainty and uncertainty? One might say: Aren't you 
in your description presupposing two contradictory states of mind in 
this person at the same time, that of knowing and that of not knowing? 
(PO p. 442)

Wittgenstein, however, thinks that there is no conflict between my choosing and my 

having the prediction of how I will choose. For example, I might forget or ignore the 

prediction while making the choice, or I might reflect on the prediction as I choose, or 

I might look at the prediction before choosing and then proceed to choose anyway. 

Just the fact that a prediction has been made need not necessarily disrupt my making a 

choice (PO p. 443). But Wittgenstein concedes that this does not meet the objection, 

for while it might be allowed that people can make choices, if it is a fact that we could 

get accurate predictions about our future actions, then it seems to follow that these 

choices would be illusory: they would not really be free.

You thought that the situation I had brought about was no 
longer a situation of deliberating. You might say: 'Wittgenstein, you 
haven't actually described any state of affairs at all'. When we talk of 
choosing someone says this is not compatible with calculating our 
choice, we might say: 'Then our choice simply depends on ignorance. 
If we weren't as ignorant as we are we should have no choice.' You 
might say: 'Our apprehension of freewill is only due to our ignorance 
of the laws of nature'. It looks as if, if we knew these laws, we should 
know we have no freewill. (PO p. 443)
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This presents a rather powerful objection to Wittgenstein, for it seems that if actions 

could be predicted in this way, we would give up belief in the freedom of the will.

And why should we give it up if free will is in essence an aspect of action? 

Wittgenstein concedes that the ability to predict the future would have significant 

consequences. 'The knowledge of these laws would simply change the business. There 

is a truth in that. One might say: being able to calculate things we can't calculate now 

would indeed change the whole situation' (PO p. 443). But Wittgenstein does not 

concede this shows that it would be false to say that we are fi*ee or responsible. 

Wittgenstein's point is this: we are describing a situation so dramatically changed from 

our own that it is impossible to maintain the practice of holding people responsible for 

their actions; but because changes occur that make certain practices unsustainable, it 

does not follow that those practices rest on a ignorance.

If Moore and I play chess or roulette and someone else could 
predict what was going to happen (telling us), we would just give up 
playing roulette. Suppose someone said. 'This is no game of chance at 
all. What makes us think it is a game of chance is only our ignorance', I 
could contradict this and say: 'No. It is a game of chance now that we 
are ignorant, if in the future we were no longer ignorant it would no 
longer be a game of chance.' (PO p. 443)

I take it that the point of the analogy to the practice of holding people responsible for 

their actions is that unpredictability is an essential factor in these games. Being able to 

predict on every occasion how the opponent will move in chess, and how one will 

move oneself, makes the game pointless. But it does not follow from the fact that we 

give up playing chess that the practice of playing chess rested on the assumption of 

the inherent unpredictability of moves. It is fundamental to the game that we do not 

know how the players are going to move and who is going to Avin, but it is not 

fundamental to the game that these things are scientifically unknowable. We could still 

play chess if the predictions were not known, or if the prediction devices were banned 

from the game. A similar argument applies to free will: the fact that we might give up 

holding people free and responsible if behaviour was completely predictable does not 

show that holding people free and responsible might rest on a mistake, the assumption
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of the unpredictability of actions. It only shows that our not always knowing how 

people are going to act is essential to maintain the practice of holding people 

responsible for their action, and the attitudes and reactions that go along with this.

There is something slightly mischievous about this analogy, for it puts aside 

the question of why it is that free actions might be thought to be unpredictable. For I 

take it that actions are held to be unpredictable because they are freely willed, whereas 

the game of roulette is not a game of chance because the roulette wheel wills the 

outcome of the game. Wittgenstein could, however, respond by falling back on the 

argument of 4.22: predictability is quite consistent with freedom if it is based only on 

the regularities in human action.

5.5 WITTGENSTEIN AND FREE WILL

The dispute about free will has traditionally been supposed to rest on people 

putting forward apparently conflicting theories about the freedom of the will which 

may or may not be consistent, true or necessary for free action. Wittgenstein is 

proposing that the free will dispute is a matter of people adopting different attitudes, 

opposing perspectives on what are often the same matters of fact, and maintaining 

different and sometimes opposing practices — holding or not holding people 

responsible — with regard to the same actions. These attitudes and practices, though 

they may be swayed by facts and evidence (about, for example, the causal 

circumstances of actions), do not themselves have a rational foundation.

Another recent analysis of the free will dispute that makes use of the notion of 

attitudes, although not aspects, has been proposed by Ted Honderich (1988). 

Honderich argues that there are two widely shared attitudes, one, that origination is 

needed for responsibility (i.e. a will that brings about action that is itself uncaused), 

the other, that mere voluntariness is sufficient for responsibility (Honderich 1990 p.
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117). Wittgenstein too thinks that there are differing attitudes, but he does not think 

that they concern differing philosophical theories as to the origins of actions, rather, 

the attitudes are constituted by one's treating people's actions as responsible or not 

responsible. Honderich argues that determinism is a true theory and (largely for this 

reason) that it is false that actions are originated, but since he thinks that certain 

fundamental life hopes and certain forms of responsibility can be maintained even 

given the truth of determinism, he promotes the second of the two attitudes. 

Wittgenstein, in contrast, merely observes the existence of differing attitudes towards 

human action, and argues that these attitudes can be maintained even if progress is 

made in predicting behaviour.

The type of compatibilism that Wittgenstein defends is similar to the 

compatibility for which he argues between religious believer and atheist. The dispute 

between those who deny the freedom of the will and those who assert it is not a 

theoretical disagreement, but is a conflict that results from people having formed 

different aspects and having adopted different attitudes towards human actions (and, 

in the case of religious belief, towards the world as a whole). It follows that other 

than forms of persuasion, there is no real point of rational contact between these two 

views; one view will win through only if circumstances conspire to make the other 

perspective difficult to maintain. With regard to the prospects of argument settling 

this disagreement, this is a pessimistic conclusion, when one might have hoped for 

rational or philosophical progress, but Wittgenstein would perhaps classify this with 

the futility of trying to justify or provide a rational foundation for a way of life.

According to Theodore Redpath, one of Wittgenstein's students in the late 

1930s, Wittgenstein took the problem of free will to be very important. It is perhaps 

surprising that Wittgenstein did not write more on the problem, particularly as he
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lectured on the subject, though it is possible that there were writings that have not 

been preserved. This may indicate Wittgenstein's own dissatisfaction with his 

thoughts. I have aimed to present an account that, while it may not be Wittgenstein's, 

is at least substantially in tune with other areas of his work and is, I believe, 

defensible.

5.6 CONCLUSION

I have aimed to show in this thesis that Wittgenstein’s interest in aspects 

extends beyond his work on the problems surrounding seeing aspects in puzzle 

pictures, and that uncovering aspects constitutes a philosophical strategy that can be 

helpfully applied to the philosophical problems of mathematical intuition, religious 

belief, natural law and free will.
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER ONE

1. (a) Wittgenstein's particular hostility towards Russell's conception of philosophy as 

continuous with science is detailed by G. Baker and P M.S. Hacker (1983 pp. 259-267, 

277-283).

(b) Certain affinities between Wittgenstein and Kant have been observed (cf. Toulmin 

1969, Gier 1981, Leinfellner 1980, pp. 259-274), but given Wittgenstein's denial of 

philosophical knowledge, indeed, his rejection of philosophical propositions, it is hard to 

view these similarities as running very deep (cf. Hacker 1986, p. 148).

2. The evidence that Wittgenstein supports this account is largely in the form of 

metaphors. For example, Wittgenstein writes: 'Our language can be seen as an ancient 

city; a maze of streets and squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with additions 

from various periods. . . .' (PI 18). So is the philosopher's task to map the city so we can 

find our way around? This account is advocated by Ackermann (1988) and is at least 

tacitly supported by Kenny (1987).

3. The result of clarifying the grammar of the concepts and expressions that lead us into 

confusion (i.e. philosophical problems), will be to show that philosophical claims are 

themselves exposed as senseless, i.e. the result of misusing language and thus 

ungrammatical. This is the basis for Wittgenstein's claim that 'The results of philosophy 

are the uncovering of one or another piece of plain nonsense, and are the bumps that the 

understanding had got by running its head up against the limits of language'. (PO p. 187)

4. This point is made rather forcefully by Wittgenstein in one of his notebooks of lecture 

notes:
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You want to straighten out a knot by pulling the ends of the 
string tight (by pulling at the ends of the string). And as long as you pull 
the knot can’t come undone: You feel there's still a knot as you pull. And 
the knot becomes harder and harder.

One way of solving a philosophical problem is to tell yourself it is 
insoluble. It isn’t answerable or it would have been answered // you 
would have answered it // long ago. It’s not a kink it’s a knot. Don’t try to 
look for an answer, look for a cure, don’t try to pull it straight, try to 
unravel it. (MS 158, p. 56)

5. The rationals, which can all be expressed as ratios of integers (i.e. fractions), include 

integers, fractions and negative numbers. The irrationals are numbers that cannot be 

expressed as fractions, such as V2, pi, or the root of any prime number. They are 

numbers with infinite decimal expansions. They form a system, R, ’a well-arranged 

domain of one dimension extending to infinity on two opposite sides’ (Dedekind, p. 5). 

Rationals can be represented as points on a straight line L, where the following laws 

hold: (a) for three different points p, q and r, if p is to the right of q, and q is to the right 

of r, the p is to the right of r, and q lies between p and r; (b) from two different points p 

and r, there are infinitely many points between p and r; (c) if p is a point on L, all points 

on L fall into the infinite class PI and P2, where PI includes all points to the left of p 

and P2 all points to the right. All members of PI are to the left of P2, and p can be 

assigned to either PI (as the ’fiirthest to the right point’) or to P2 (as ’furthest to the 

left’).

6. So if the cut is made at the point corresponding to the rational number 3, two classes 

are created: PI — all the points to the left of 3 —, and P2 — all the points to the right of 

3 —. 3 itself may be the most extreme right point of PI, or the left point of P2. If the 

former, then P2 has no lower bound (as there is no ’nearest’ number above 3 (cf note 4,
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rule b); if the latter, there is no upper bound to PI (as there is no nearest number below 

3).

7. If the cut is made at V2, the line is divided, but the point of the cut is neither the upper 

bound of the lower class not the lower bound of the upper class, and therefore not a 

rational (cf note 4).

8. In the case of a rational number, say 3, this is easy. We can say that members of PI 

are all <3 and members of P2 are >3, and then say that 3 itself is the upper bound of PI 

or the lower bound of P2. But if the cut is at V2, a position that is supposed not to 

correspond to a rational number, neither PI not P2 have lower or upper bounds 

respectively. So where is the cut? We can only define the position of the cut by a series 

of rational approximations, that is, by producing a series of numbers with the places of 

the decimals lying ever further to the right (PR p. 183): 1, 1.4, 1.41, 1.414 . . .

9. There is also this further difference, that 'This is green and yellow all over' breaks a 

rule of colour concepts, i.e. that for any two x and y, x and y cannot cover the surface of 

the same area simultaneously (PR p. 113). 'Ab sur ah', on the other hand, breaks a rule 

for sentence construction. For this reason a sentence such as 'They is not completely 

happy' might have better served Wittgenstein's purposes as an example of'nonsense that 

makes no sense'.

10. Some of Wittgenstein's examples are less clear, such as his claim that '5 o'clock on 

the Sun' is nonsense (PI 350). It is not immediately clear why Wittgenstein should think 

that this expression should break a grammatical rule. There is the problem, noted by 

Mackie, that '5 o'clock' only makes sense in the context of time conventions, but one can 

resolve this by being specific, i.e. by saying that it is '5 o'clock Greenwich Mean Time'

(or British Summer Time or Eastern Standard Time etc.) (Mackie 1981). Wittgenstein
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objects to the claim that '5 o’clock on the Sun’ means that it is just the same time on the 

Sun as it is here at five o’clock, but Mackie describes a way in which the time on the Sun 

could be judged in GMT : it is 5 o’clock on the Sun GMT when some disturbance occurs 

there that is seen on the Earth at eight minutes and eighteen seconds past five GMT (the 

time it takes light to reach the Earth from the Sun). This bypasses the difficulties caused 

by the distance of the Sun relative to us.

A clue as to Wittgenstein’s meaning is given by his remark, ’You are forgetting 

what Einstein taught about the world; that the method of determining time belongs to 

the grammar of the time expression’ (MS 119, p. 224). For it is a constitutive part of our 

methods of determining the time and distinguishing time zones, that we do so relative to 

the position of the Sun. Thus time zones in GMT are determined by the times of the 

rising of the Sun in different parts of the world relative to Greenwich. Given this, it is 

nonsense to suppose that it could be ’5 o’clock’ on the Sun in the same sense as it is on 

surface of the Earth, for the Sun cannot lie in a time zone. To say ’It is 5 o’clock on the 

Sun’ violates the time zone conventions used to determine GMT. Wittgenstein does not 

object to a new method of determining time and time zones (perhaps by reference to an 

independent planet or star), but while we make use of the standard methods ’5 o’clock 

on the Sun’ must be excluded as nonsense.

11.1 do not intend any theory of facts — for example, that they are in the world and 

make propositions true or false (Russell 1956b), that they are in language, or even that 

they are not true of anything (Rundle 1993) — but wish to appeal to our ordinary notion 

of facts as events, occurrences, states. When I say that a rule of grammar is neither 

confirmed not contradicted by a matter of fact, this means that the statement of the rule
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of grammar is consistent with (and is not made more or less probable) with any 

statement about an occurrence, state or event, however well verified.

12. This means that a proved proposition becomes a rule by which other mathematical 

propositions can be manipulated in a proof procedure, for example, the proved 

proposition can be introduced at any step in the mathematical proof.

13 .1 speak here rather generally about knowing how to use 'mathematical propositions', 

for there are countless different fields and techniques in mathematics, and knowing how 

to use, say, arithmetical statements does not guarantee any understanding of the use of 

statements of graph theory. Thus when I speak of somebody knowing how to use 

mathematical propositions, I mean that person is competent to use the propositions 

constructed in the language of a certain axiom system.
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER TWO

1. This terminology is introduced by Wittgenstein (PI p. 194) as shorthand for 'a picture 

that appears as a duck'.

2. For a detailed account of Wittgenstein and Kohler see Schulte (1993), ch. 6; W H 

Stromberg (1980)

3. A fuller description can be found in Budd (1989 pp. 84-86).

4. As Malcolm Budd points out (Budd 1989, p. 178) the fact that '1 am seeing the figure 

as. . .' cannot be verified or falsified is not sufficient to show that seeing a new aspect 

does not essentially involve a change in one's thoughts, only that those thoughts do not 

amount to an interpretation (that is, a hypothesis). But 1 take Wittgenstein's point is that 

the unverifiability and unfalisfiability o f '1 am seeing the figure as. . .' is one grammatical 

feature of direct expressions of visual experiences that distinguish them from (at least a 

range of) indirect interpretative descriptions.

5. This is less of a problem for Mulhall, who maintains that all seeing involves 'seeing as .

. .' (1990, p. 136). 1 shall later argue that this is a mistake.

6.1 take the 'sense-datum method' to be the technique of describing pictures purely in 

terms of colours and shapes.

7. 'Modem art' provides an obvious range of examples.

8. The only exception is Marcus Giaquinto, who has considered the role o f ‘seeing as’ in 

the mathematical truths ‘discovered’ by the slave boy in ihtM eno (1992a). Giaquinto’s 

principal interest, however, is in visualization in mathematics rather than aspect 

perception (1992b).
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9. MS 148 appears to be a collection of Wittgenstein's notes for lectures 1934-35. One 

section of the manuscript, concerning philosophy of mathematics, Wittgenstein numbered 

the pages separately. As I was working from microfilm for this item, on which there are 

no page numbers unless copied from manuscript pages that Wittgenstein numbered 

himself, I have followed Wittgenstein's own numbering.

10. In the manuscript, Wittgenstein immediately draws the analogy to solving a picture 

puzzle: 'We look at a picture puzzle and find a man in the foliage of a tree. Our visual 

impression changes. But mustn't we say that the new experience would have been 

impossible if the old one hadn't been what it was? Such that we seem bound to say the 

new experience was already preformed in the old one. Or that I found something new 

which was already in the essence of the first picture. We seem to have demonstrated an 

internal property of the old picture.' (MS 148, p. 17)

11. Wittgenstein’s own earlier views were in part responsible for this positivist belief, by 

virtue of the impact of the Tractatus on the Vienna Circle. Strictly speaking, however, 

the view expressed by Wittgenstein in the Tractatus is that mathematical propositions are 

equations, not tautologies (6.2).

12. The importance of limiting constructions to lines and circles lies in the fact that the 

axioms of Euclidean plane geometry permit a line that is drawn between any two points 

and a circle to be drawn with a given point at its centre and its radius the distance 

between two given points. Neither conchoidal lines nor the quadratix can be constructed 

from lines and circles alone.

13. The proof thus becomes an important part of our description of the universe. I take it 

that this is an example of the sort of the essential support mathematics is supposed, by 

some philosophers, to offer science (cf. Putnam 1971, Quine 1948).
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER THREE

1.1 do not take this as a statement of doctrine, but as an example of the sort of Biblical 

passage a Christian believer might appeal to as part of an expression of faith in the Last 

Judgement.

2. Wittgenstein is considering only religious beliefs that are sincerely and seriously held 

by believers. Religious believers are those who ’guide their lives' by religious doctrines 

and concepts (LC p. 52).

3. There is a case for reading Wittgenstein as claiming that it is part of the character of 

religious beliefs that they 'fly in the face' of scientific predictions (LC p. 56): 'Anyone 

who reads the Epistles will find it said: not only that it is not reasonable, but that it is 

folly' (LC p. 58).

4. Keller (im Grunren Heinrich) schreibt einmal uber einen Mann, der zwar sagt, er 

glaube nicht an Gott, aber doch alle jene gelaufigen Redensarten gebraucht, die das 

Wort 'Gott' enthalten. ('Gott ist Dank', 'wollte Gott', etc.) Und Keller meint, der Mann 

widerspreche sich damit selbst. Aber es musste darin durchaus kein Widerspruch liegen, 

und man kann sagen: was Du mit dem Wort 'Gott' meinst, werde ich daraus erfahren, 

welche Satze mit diesem Wort Du gebrauchst und welche fijr Dich sinnlos sind. Denn 

auch ich gebrauche das Wort. . .'Bedeutung eines Worts' in gewissen Zusammenhangen 

und kenne doch nicht ein Ding 'die Bedeutung des Worts'. (MS 219 p. 6)

5. Wittgenstein notes the appropriateness of the word 'dogma' or 'faith' rather than 

'opinion' (LC p. 57) as indicative of the character of religious belief, i.e. not an 

appropriate object for scientific enquiry.
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6. Wittgenstein does not suggest this, indeed criticized a certain Father O'Hara who 

apparently defended religious belief as scientifically reasonable. Wittgenstein 

commented, 'I would say, if this is religious belief, then it is all superstitious . . . here is a 

man who is cheating himself.' (LC p. 59)

7. As it is part of the Christian belief in the Last Judgement that the time of the Last 

Judgement is known only to God, I take it that the believer would under any 

circumstances deny that the scientist had successfully predicted its time. Wittgenstein 

may have had this in mind when he claimed that the believer might 'fly in the face of such 

a forecast' and deny that the prediction will come true (LC p. 50).

8. In this respect we might differ fi’om Hume today, by virtue of the evidence of people, 

established as clinically dead, returning to life. One could still maintain that the clinical 

criteria are not sufficient to establish death, though one would have to be careful in this 

case that ‘not coming back to life’ is not the criterion for death.

9. There is another argument against miracles which I shall not examine, that there 

cannot be anything that counts as violating a natural law, for if such an event did occur, 

the natural law would cease to be universal in our experience (it would have been 

falsified), and so cease to be a natural law. (Cf. McKinnon 1967, p. 309; Swinburne 

1970).

10. Holland (1989) and Mounce (1988) propose rather contrived circumstances in 

which someone might sensibly claim that an object has, as a matter of fact, ceased to 

exist. It is doubtful that they succeed in this (cf. Phillips 1992). But even if there are 

peculiar contexts in which we can assert that an object has ceased to exist. Winch’s
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observations are still instructive, for they show us just how rare those contexts are, and 

by implication the grip of causal language on our thinking.

11. Take, for example, the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ death. The persecuted early 

Christian sects who were the primary audience of the Gospel of Mark were no doubt 

able to make sense of a Jesus warning them to be on the lookout for an imminent and 

destructive judgement on the world, who twice predicted the event would occur in his 

lifetime, but ends up — with some irony — despairing and abandoned on the cross. In 

contrast, the comparatively affluent and comfortable readers of Matthew and Luke are 

offered a substantially less bleak picture of the fiiture and of Jesus’ death.
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER FOUR

1. Pa and Qa fall under the law (x)(Px =: Qx) because if Pa and (x)(Px z) Qx), then 

Qa.

2. It is generally accepted that some laws may be irreducibly probabilistic. I will not 

be examining statistical laws, but let me make two points. First, if some or even all 

laws are statistical, the conflict between scientific discoveries of laws and belief in 

freedom is not obviously removed. If the scientist uses an indeterministic scheme of 

representation, it does not follow the hope of a complete explanation of the observed 

happenings has been surrendered, thereby leaving room for, say, free action. Rather, 

the explanation the scientist offers will not involve deterministic laws but statistical 

laws in accordance with the new notation and there is no further explanation as to 

why the law is probabilistic. There is no reason to suppose, for example, that if 

actions are governed by merely statistical laws, a hypothesis concerning free will as 

the cause of human action would appear more plausible, for the statistical laws may 

state all there is to be known. That is, there is no reason to suppose that with the 

framework of indeterminism scientists might not explain human actions in 

accordance with the new notation, without reference to free agency. Second, there is 

a metaphysical issue as to the character of statistical laws that is similar to the issue 

of the modal character of universal natural laws. Necessitarians have accounted for 

statistical regularities in various ways, for example, as produced by objective 

(nomological necessary) propensities of individual pairs of events (Popper 1962), or 

as produced by a relationship between universals (Armstrong 1983, ch. 9). So the 

question of the consistency of free will and necessitation is equally pertinent to those 

who believe that laws are ultimately statistical.



248

3. There are many others. The regularity theorist has some difficulty in accounting 

for fimctional laws, uninstantiated laws, restricted laws, and probabilistic laws 

(Armstrong 1983, ch. 3; Tooley 1977; Carroll 1994). But the first three of the 

problems can be removed with a more sophisticated regularity theory; probabilistic 

laws are no more easily accounted for by the necessitarian. That the regularity 

theorist fails to explain regularities I will consider in 4.3.

4. Wittgenstein’s objection here, as I have drawn it, is in some respects similar to van 

Frassen’s objection to philosophical accounts of laws of nature that they have 

difficulty in identifying those aspects of the world that constitute or give rise to 

natural laws (1989). Van Frassen argues that insofar as an account succeeds in 

identifying these features, it cannot explain why there is a valid inference from a law 

to the regularities in the world. For example, if one answers the first problem by the 

claim that natural necessities are primitive facts about the world, then one cannot 

justify the inference for lawlike necessity to actuality (for ‘necessity’ is simply the 

label of a primitive fact: simply calling it such does not justify the inference to 

actuality).

5. Wittgenstein may also have had A. C. Ewing in mind. Ewing argues that we can 

perceive particular types of causal connection in his 1933 paper ‘A Defence of 

Causality’. We can see that, for example, an insult gives rise to anger, success gives 

rise to pleasure: ‘anybody who denies the insight for which I am contending will 

have to hold that it is just as reasonable to think of love as causing intense joy at the 

death of a person loved, except that this does not in fact happen’, (p. 125)

6. Russell claims that the perceived relation has ‘an intimate connexion with that of 

cause and effect’ (1936 p. 137). It differs fi'om causation in that the ‘cause’ only 

gives rise to the effect in certain conditions, for example, a Frenchman will not be
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inclined to say ‘cat’ upon seeing a cat: ‘the relation which we perceive is one which 

may be present between an effect and part of its cause, but is not invariably when 

there is causation, and in never present where causation is absent.’ (1936 p. 138)

7 .1 use the term ‘experimentation’ to cover the method by which a causal regularity 

is identified; this may involve merely the observation of a uniform sequence of 

events, i.e. the observer need not have become personally involved in bringing about 

or altering the conditions under which the uniformity is observed.

8. This argument does not, of course, imply any moral for the parent-child 

relationship. The example is simply designed to elucidate the thought that certain 

surroundings are required for doubt to occur.
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER FIVE

1. At least three because Wittgenstein refers back to a preceding lecture, ‘We said 

you could explain the way people looked at natural laws by saying that they regard 

them as if they were rails along which things had to move’. (PO p. 429)

2. Some of the remarks in MS 115 appear to have been copied from notebook 

MS 157a, which seems to be the first draft. For example, the remark beginning 

‘Meine Wahl ist frei, heisst nichts anderes als: Ich kann wahlen’ was written in

MS 157a (p. 22) around 1934, it was copied into MS 115 (p. 110) shortly afterwards, 

was typed up for TS228 (no. 490) and kept in TS230 (no. 521) in 1946/7. Other 

remarks went on a similar journey, finally ending up in the section on voluntary 

action in Philosophical Investigations.

3. This manuscript, from 1936, is an attempt to revise The Brown Book, which was 

dictated to students 1934-5.

4. ‘Early’ in the sense of the early writings of the later Wittgenstein (i.e. 1929-51) 

such as The Blue and Brown Books. 1 have put aside the writings of the early 

Wittgenstein; they have been given a definitive treatment by Winch (1968).

5. Wittgenstein appears to develop a form of private language argument against the 

possibility that somebody should know the movements of their limbs by internal 

kinaesthetic sensations alone (RPPl 391-408). As this argument is only partially 

successful, and is not made use of beyond RPPl, 1 will describe it here rather than in 

the main text.

Ordinarily, if asked to say what a movement feels like, one would make that 

movement and then report what one feels; but suppose one were to try to use one’s 

feehngs as a basis to determine how one moves (putting aside difficulties concerning
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the existence of characteristic feelings). Then this criterion for identifying feelings — 

by moving and then reporting what one feels — is not available. That is, one must be 

able to identify the feelings independently of the ‘associated’ movement (RPPl 394). 

Perhaps this could be achieved by a sort of private ostensive definition; I crook my 

finger, note the internal sensation, and identify it as the ‘finger crooking’ sensation 

that corresponds to the movement (RPPl 393). I will then use my memory image of 

ostensively defining the sensation in the fixture to determine whether or not a 

sensation is the one corresponding to my crooking my finger. That is, I will compare 

the sensation in question with my memory of the sensation in the ostensive definition 

to determine whether or not they are the same. But this cannot be satisfactory. For 

my so-called memory will consist in only an image of my inwardly pointing to a 

sensation, and how am I to tell whether or not that image corresponds to the original 

ostensive definition? Clearly it would be futile (question begging) to say here that 

one remembers the original ostensive definition (i.e. that I remember my memory 

image correctly), unless there is a distinct basis by which to identify the sensation, in 

which case I am not identifying my movements by the kinaesthetic sensations alone. 

If there is no independent criterion, then I cannot distinguish between these two 

sensations being the same and their seeming to me to be the same (RPPl 395-6).

Wittgenstein, however, does not seem to think that this necessarily excludes 

one from being able to accurately state one’s movements by reflection on one’s 

feelings. That is, even though it is impossible in the imagined case for me to 

distinguish two feelings being the same and seeming to be the same, Wittgenstein 

finds it conceivable that someone might correctly identify their movements by what 

they feel, even though feelings do not characterise anything. It would be like a 

dowser correctly identifying the depth of water by the feeling of the dowsing rods in
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the hands, even though there may be no relation between the depth of the water and 

the movement of the dowsing rods. In this case, Wittgenstein thinks, it would still 

not follow that one judges movements by their characteristic feelings, only that 

without any feeling one could not judge any movement (RPPl 405-7; cf. 401-3).

6. The possibility of identifying the outcome of my trying with the action is 

considered by Candlish (1986, p. 58).

7 .1 do not mean by this that it is a matter of choice whether we take an arm 

movement as voluntary of involuntary; rather, considered merely as a movement, 

independent form any particular circumstances, the movement may be viewed in 

either way.

8 .1 take it that Wittgenstein’s reasons for choosing a child’s actions is that actions 

performed by children are invariably examples of simple actions in ordinary 

surroundings.

9. If the record is accurate, I take it that Wittgenstein’s expression of sorrow 

concerns the potential loss of a conceptual distinction between different types of 

action (one which has played an important role in human life), rather than any 

particular attachment to libertarianism.

10. Wittgenstein offers as a particular objection to an agent’s awareness of lying 

being a sensation, that awareness of lying, unlike sensation, does not have a 

particular duration, i.e. there is no particular moment when one’s awareness begins 

or ends (LPP p. 81). What if, while uttering a sentence, I had a feeling of lying, then 

a feeling of sincerity, then of lying again? Elsewhere, he points out that there is no 

particular ‘lying’ sensation associated with lying any more than a feeling of sincerity 

is associated with saying something when meaning it (PO p. 306).
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11. Thus Chisholm argues that the importance of the question of freedom is not 

whether we act in accordance with what we will, but whether we are free to will 

(Chisholm 1964).

12. For the history of this passage cf. op. cit. note 2.

Meine Wahl ist frei, heisst nichts anderes als: ich kann wahlen //wahle 

manchmal//. Und dass ich manchmal wahle, steht doch nicht im Zweifel. Was man 

‘frei’ nennt, ist nur die Wahl an sich. Zu sagen: ‘Wir glauben nur, dass wir wahlen’, 

ist Unsinn. Der Vorgang, den wir ‘wahlen’ nennen, findet statt, ob man das Résultat 

der Wahl nach Naturgesetzen voraussagen kann, oder nicht. (MS 115, p. 110)

13. ‘Der Wille ist frei’ heisst eigentlich: ‘Es gibt einen Willen’. Statt dem Menschen 

zu sagen ‘Dein Wille ist frei’ konnte ihm auch sagen Du hast einen Willen’; und 

veilleicht gibt we Volker, die es so ausdriicken. Veilleicht auch so: Du musst nicht’. 

(MS 134, p. 88)

14. . . .  denn was heisst Es gibt einen Willen’? Wem erklart man das? — Wem man 

sagt, sein Wille sei frei, in dem will man das Gefuhl der Verantworthchkeit starken, 

man will sein Leben andern //beeinflussen//.

Es ist nicht ganz unahnhch, wie wenn Einer Medizien einnehmen oder nicht, 

die Krankhert kommt und geht wenn sei will’ — und ein Andrer: ‘Gegen Krankheiten 

kann man ankampfen und hat man gegen eine noch kein Mittel, so ist es nur eine 

Frage der Zeit und man wird eins finden’. Haben die beiden Lehren Effekt, so 

werden sie sehr verscheidene Haltungen Krankheiten gegenüber erzeugen. Und so 

auch wenn Einer sagt Du bist der Tater’ und ein Anderer ‘Du handelst nur, wie du 

musst’. (MS 14 pp. 88-9)
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15. ‘Der Wille ist frei’ (oder ‘unfrei’) ist eine Behauptung von ahnlichen Art wie die, 

die Zunkunft sei voraus bestimmt oder, sie sei es nicht. Nicht dass die beiden das 

Gleiche sagen! Aber: sie hàngen beide mit unseren Begriff von der Kausalitat 

zusammen; sie driicken beide eine Stellungnahme des Menschen zu Geschehnisses 

aus. (MS 116)

16. This is not, of course, the same as philosophical determinism. Wittgenstein is 

presenting an analysis of ordinary claims about the freedom of the will as expressions 

of attitude, and I am describing some of the facts or discoveries that might lead to a 

change or development of attitude. As to whether one’s attitude towards actions 

would be altered by the discovery of natural laws governing actions, it was argued in 

chapter four that one may regard natural laws as either regularities or necessitating 

connections (indeed, it was suggested that this may itself be a matter of attitude) and 

that it is quite consistent with people acting freely that they act regularly. This is not 

to deny that somebody may be impressed with the idea that laws necessitate or 

govern actions, and consequently change their attitude. The influence that successful 

prediction of action may have on one’s attitude I will examine shortly.

17. Cf. MS 116, p. 323.

18. Denke an den Fatalismus: ist er eine Theorie? Und etwa eine falsche? 1st nicht 

das, was fiir uns den Schein //das Ansehen// einer solchen Theorie hat, offenbar nur 

ein Ausdruck einer bestimmten personlichen Verfassung?! (TS 219)
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