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ROBERT J. FOGELIN

1 Wittgenstein's critique
of philosophy

Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelli-
gence by means of language.

(PI, 109)

I INTRODUCTION

In this essay I shall try to describe the central features of Wittgen-
stein's critique of traditional philosophy as they appear in their most
mature form in the Philosophical Investigations and in the Remarks
on the Foundations of Mathematics.1 The leading idea can be stated
quite simply: Philosophers are led into confusion because they are
antecedently disposed to view various uses of language in ways inap-
propriate to them. This is not usually (or simply) a matter of reason-
ing from false premises about language but is, instead, a tendency to
view language from a skewed or disoriented perspective. The proper
task of philosophy-indeed, its whole task-is to induce us to aban-
don such improper perspectives.

Wittgenstein uses various similes and metaphors to indicate how
we can be captured by an inappropriate orientation: "It is like a pair
of glasses on our nose through which we see whatever we look at. It
never occurs to us to take them off" (PI, 103). Notice that this pas-
sage does not suggest that we exchange our glasses for a better pair.
We should simply take them off, for our "uncorrected" way of view-
ing the world was adequate to begin with.

Yet, as Wittgenstein saw, an incorrect way of viewing things can
become deeply entrenched and hence difficult to dislodge. The parts
of a philosophical perspective are intermeshed, so, even if one support
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Wittgenstein's critique of philosophy 3 5

is dislodged, others remain to bear its burden. Worse yet, under pres-
sure, philosophical positions can mutate into new positions embody-
ing the same basic misapprehensions. Furthermore, in the grip of a
philosophical commitment, criticisms that should count as decisive
are treated as difficulties that can be resolved only after a very long,
very difficult, and, of course, extremely subtle conceptual investiga-
tion. For these and other reasons, only a complete global reorientation
can break the spell of a picture that holds us captive (PI, 115). Invok-
ing a comparison with relativity theory, Wittgenstein puts it this
way: "(One might say: the axis of reference of our examination must
be rotated, but about the fixed point of our real need)" (PI, 108).

I think that the deep entrenchment of philosophical orientations -
their resistance to direct refutation - helps explain the complexity
of Wittgenstein's own writings. His attacks often lack the structure
of direct arguments because their targets are often resistant to direct
arguments. His writing is complex and shifting because its target is
complex and shifting.

Employing another simile, Wittgenstein often compares his proce-
dures with therapy - in particular, psychological therapy: "The phi-
losopher's treatment of a question is like the treatment of an illness"
(PI, 255). And, more famously:

The real discovery is the one that makes me capable of stopping doing
philosophy when I want to. - The one that gives philosophy peace, so that it
is no longer tormented by questions which bring itself in question. -
Instead, we now demonstrate a method, by examples,- and the series of
examples can be broken off. - Problems are solved (difficulties eliminated),
not a single problem.

There is not a philosophical method, though there are indeed methods,
like different therapies. (PI, 133)

Taking him at his word, Wittgenstein is not attempting to replace
earlier philosophical theories by one of his own. His aim is not to
supply a new and better pair of glasses, but, instead, to convince us
that none is needed. I take this to be the core idea of Wittgenstein's
later philosophy as it appears in the Philosophical Investigations -
and in the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics as well.

I realize, of course, that by concentrating on the therapeutic-
purely negative - side of Wittgenstein's later philosophy, many will
think that I am missing its most important aspect - the doctrine
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36 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO WITTGENSTEIN

that relates meaning to use. "For a large class of cases - though not
for all - in which we employ the word 'meaning7 it can be defined
thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language" (PI, 43). There
are those who think it possible to take passages of this kind and
build upon them a substantive theory of meaning - a theory that
can, in turn, be used to solve metaphysical problems. The leading
representative of this program has been Michael Dummett. Concern-
ing his relationship to Wittgenstein, he writes:

We all stand, or should stand, in the shadow of Wittgenstein, in the same
way that much earlier generations once stood in the shadow of Kant; . . .
Some things in his philosophy, however, I cannot see any reason for accept-
ing: one is the belief that philosophy, as such, must never criticize but only
describe. This belief was fundamental in the sense that it determined the
whole manner in which, in his later writings, he discussed philosophical
problems; not sharing it, I could not respect his work as I do if I regarded his
arguments and insights as depending on the truth of that belief.2

It is because of his disagreement on this point that Dummett ac-
knowledges that his own program is, in an important sense, "anti-
Wittgensteinian."

Yet, as the closing sentence indicates, Dummett still takes his en-
terprise to be Wittgensteinian in some fundamental way. Starting
from passages like §43, Dummett attempts to construct what he calls
"a model of meaning" (Dummett 1991, 14-15) and then, with this in
hand, he tries to use it to solve - or at least clarify - metaphysical
controversies. I wish to suggest that this aspect of Dummett's posi-
tion is as deeply anti-Wittgensteinian as his acknowledged rejection
of Wittgenstein's descriptivism. Wittgenstein's later philosophy con-
tains no theory of meaning, nor does the resolution of philosophical
perplexities wait upon the construction of such a theory. My assump-
tion is that Wittgenstein was in earnest when he made remarks of the
following kind:

Philosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither explains nor de-
duces anything. - Since everything lies open to view there is nothing to
explain. For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest to us. . . . (PI, 126)
The work of the philosopher consists in assembling reminders for a particu-
lar purpose. (PI, 127)
If one tried to advance theses in philosophy, it would never be possible to
debate them, because everyone would agree to them. (PI, 128)3
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Though Wittgenstein's criticisms of philosophy are multifaceted
and complex, at least for convenience I shall divide them into two
broad categories: the first is an attack on what I shall call referen-
tialism, the second is an attack on what I shall call, for want of a
better name, logical perfectionism.

(i) Referentialism, as I shall use this word, is the view that the
presumptive role of words is to stand for or refer to things, and the
presumptive role of sentences is to picture or represent how things
stand to each other. I use the word "presumptive" because it is
probably hard to find a philosopher worth taking seriously who held
that all words stand for things or that all sentences represent how
things stand to one another. Rather, philosophers have often uncriti-
cally adopted this perspective in areas where it does not apply, with
the result that philosophical confusion ensues. Wittgenstein points
to the writings of St. Augustine and to his own Tractatus as exam-
ples of this tendency.

(ii) As I shall use the expression, logical perfectionism refers to the
view, often tacitly assumed, that the rules underlying and governing
our language must have an ideal structure - they must, for example,
be absolutely rigorous and cover all possible cases. Here Wittgen-
stein speaks of our "tendency to sublime the logic of our language"
(PI, 38). Wittgenstein associates this view with Frege and, again,
with his own Tractatus. As we shall see, Wittgenstein's attacks on
referentialism and logical perfectionism are interwoven in complex
and subtle ways, and thus their separation is somewhat arbitrary.
Still, these categories provide a convenient scheme of organization.

II AGAINST REFERENTIALISM

Names and objects

The attack upon what I have called referentialism opens the Philo-
sophical Investigations. After citing a passage from St. Augustine's
Confessions, Wittgenstein remarks:

These words, it seems to me, give us a particular picture of the essence of
human language. It is this: the individual words in language name objects -
sentences are combinations of such names. - In this picture of language we
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38 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO WITTGENSTEIN

find the roots of the following idea: Every word has a meaning. The meaning
is correlated with the word. It is the object for which the word stands. (PI, i)

Wittgenstein then adds: "Augustine does not speak of there being
any differences between kinds of words."

To counter this tendency to think that all words work in the same
(referential) way, Wittgenstein immediately introduces a language
game where words function in transparently different ways.

I send someone shopping. I give him a slip marked "five red apples/' He
takes the slip to the shopkeeper, who opens a drawer marked "apples'7 ; then
he looks up the word "red" in a table and finds a colour sample opposite it;
then he says the series of cardinal numbers - 1  assume that he knows them
by heart - up to the word "five" and for each number he takes an apple of
the same color as the sample out of the drawer. - It is in this and similar
ways that one operates with words.4

In the next entry Wittgenstein tells us that the Augustinian picture of
language can be viewed in two ways: as "a primitive idea of the way
[our actual] language functions" or as "the idea of a language more
primitive than ours." Illustrating the second point, he presents a new
language game where, as he says, "the description [of language] given
by St. Augustine is right." In this language game, a builder calls out
such words as "slab" or "beam" and an assistant then brings the
builder a slab or beam. Wittgenstein draws a modest conclusion from
this comparison between these two language games: "Augustine, we
might say, does describe a system of communication,- only not every-
thing that we call language is this system" (PI, 3). He then adds that
this description of language might be appropriate, "but only for this
narrowly circumscribed region" of language.

But Wittgenstein soon deepens his criticism of the Augustinian
picture by challenging its conception of naming itself. In that pic-
ture, as we saw, the meaning of a name is the object it stands for.
That, however, cannot be right, for ordinary names - say names of
people, since a name can continue to have a meaning after its bearer
ceases to exist.

It is important to note that the word "meaning" is being used illicitly if it is
used to signify the thing that "corresponds" to the word. That is to con-
found the meaning of a name with the bearer of the name. When Mr. N. N.
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dies, one says that the bearer of the name dies, not that the meaning dies.
(PI, 40)

So there are at least two things wrong with the Augustinian pic-
ture of language: Naming does not provide an adequate model for all
uses of language, and this picture does not give an adequate account
even for naming itself. Now let us suppose that Wittgenstein is right
in these claims - as he surely is. What relevance do they have for
philosophy?

This may seem an odd question to ask at the end of a century in
which philosophers have been obsessed with problems concerning
the nature of language, but, still, it is worth asking explicitly. Wittgen-
stein himself answered it in fundamentally different ways in his ear-
lier and later writings. In the Tiactatus he held that the analysis of
language could reveal both the underlying structure of thought and
the underlying structure of reality concomitant with it. That the
study of language - in particular, its analysis - can further philoso-
phical activities is the fundamental assumption of classical analytic
philosophy. A second, opposing, reason for philosophers to study lan-
guage is not to further the philosophical enterprise, but to curb it.
"Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by
means of language" (PI, 109). Of course, a compromise might be
struck between these two approaches. Pointing out misunderstand-
ings of language can be used to block bad philosophizing; attaining a
correct understanding can be used to promote good philosophy. Many
philosophers writing today (Dummett, Wright, Peacock, and others -
all of whom acknowledge Wittgenstein as an important influence)
embrace this compromise. As far as I can see, Wittgenstein, in his
later writings, showed no interest in this middle ground.

To return to the original question: What philosophical difference
does it make if a philosopher supposes (falsely, as Wittgenstein
thinks) that naming presents the fundamental paradigm of how
words have meaning and, furthermore, that the meaning of a proper
name is just the object it stands for? Wittgenstein traces a number of
persistent philosophical errors to these related mistakes. The first
concerns the perplexity that arises when we use proper names for
things that no longer exist or, perhaps, never existed. Wittgenstein
imagines someone under the spell of the referential picture of names
reasoning as follows:
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If "Excalibur" is the name of an object, this object no longer exists when
Excalibur is broken in pieces; and as no object would then correspond to the
name it would have no meaning. But then the sentence "Excalibur has a
sharp blade" would contain a word that had no meaning, and hence the
sentence would be nonsense. But it does make sense; so there must always
be something corresponding to the words of which it consists. So the word
"Excalibur" must disappear when the sense is analyzed and its place be
taken by words which name simples. It will be reasonable to call these
words the real names. (PI, 39)

Here one begins with the belief that the meaning of a proper name is
its bearer - a belief based, perhaps, on the fact that proper names
commonly do have bearers and are typically used to refer to them.
We next note that some names lack bearers, but, for all that, sen-
tences containing them can still be significant. This presents two
choices: (i) We can abandon the claim that the meaning of a proper
name is the object for which it stands and then try to give an alterna-
tive account of proper names that allows them to have meaning
even in the absence of a bearer, or (ii) we can continue to accept the
referential account of names and try to find a method of analysis
that makes apparent bearerless names disappear. But a problem re-
mains on the second approach. Even if the sentence so analyzed
contains only names that in fact have bearers, one of these bearers
might go out of existence and the original problem of meaning-loss
would be posed anew. How could the meaning of the sentence "NN
is the son of MM" go from being meaningful to being meaningless
simply through MM's demise? This, together with other consider-
ations, leads to the idea that, in a proper notation, all potentially
bearerless proper names (i.e., virtually every word we commonly call
a proper name) must be analyzed away, to be replaced by names (if
any) which, in principle, can not suffer reference loss.5

This is not the end of the story, for the demand for bearer-
guaranteed proper names can lead to the idea that the demonstra-
tives "this" and "that" are genuine proper names - an idea mocked
in §45.

The demonstrative "this" can never be without a bearer. It might be said:
"so long as there is a this, the word 'this7 has a meaning too, whether this is
simple or complex." - But that does not make the word into a name. On the
contrary: for a name is not used with, but only explained by means of, the
gesture of pointing. (PI, 45)
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As Wittgenstein remarks in the next section, this referential view of
language can also lead to the introduction of entities possessing just
those features that guarantee that they will not let their counterpart
names down by going out of existence. Here Wittgenstein speaks of
"both Russell's 'individuals' and my 'objects' " (PI, 46). Both do ex-
actly the job that needs to be done. Tractarian objects, for example,
being eternal, secure language against the threat of reference failure.
With this, they secure language against the possibility of meaning
failure that the possibility of reference failure supposedly carries
with it. Being unchanging, they prevent arbitrary meaning shift.
Being simple, they provide the stopping place for analysis. Et cetera.

There were, of course, other commitments beyond the reference
theory of name-meaning and the picture theory of sentence-meaning
that contributed to the philosophical construct presented in the
Tractatus. Wittgenstein's commitment to the strictness of logical
rules and, generally, to definiteness of sense played a crucial role as
well. This will be a topic for close examination in the second part of
this essay. Here we can note how the referential picture of language
creates and continues to drive an illegitimate philosophical enter-
prise - an enterprise that can consume the intellectual energies of
thinkers of the first order over many years.

What is Wittgenstein's alternative to the referential account of
proper names? His answer, roughly, is that our use of proper names
is governed by a loose set of descriptions, and just as a descriptive
expression can be meaningful even though nothing falls under it, so
too a proper name can be meaningful even if it lacks a bearer. The
distinctive feature of this account, which sets it apart from similar
views found in the writings of Frege and Russell, is that the set of
descriptions can form a loose, shifting cluster and thus lack a defi-
nite or determinate sense. This rejection of definite sense for proper
names is, however, part of a general critique of the dogma of definite-
ness of sense and is better discussed under the heading of logical
perfectionism.

Expressing the mental

Another area where, according to Wittgenstein, the referential view
of language has generated philosophical confusion concerns our talk
about the mental. When we ascribe a pain, a thought, an intention,
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et cetera, to ourselves, it seems, except in the most extraordinary
circumstances, that we cannot be mistaken in this ascription.
Things seem very different with the ascription of mental predicates
to others. We are not, as philosophers commonly say, "directly
aware" of their pains, thoughts, and intentions, and we ascribe such
predicates to them only inferentially. Reflecting on these matters,
we find ourselves inclined to say such things as "I can only believe
that someone else is in pain, but I know it if I am" (PI, 303).6 This
further inclines us to suppose that we attribute mental predicates to
others using some form of analogical reasoning. Unfortunately, un-
der scrutiny, such analogical arguments appear too weak to give us
good reason to suppose that another person has what I have when I
attribute, say, pain to both of us. These considerations can lead one
to skepticism concerning the contents (even existence) of other
minds. To avoid skepticism, we might adopt a behavioristic analysis
of ascription of mental predicates to others - a view which, in one of
its forms, equates the possession of mental qualities in others with
their dispositions to behave in certain ways. Yet behaviorism seems
wrong. When I ascribe pain to another, it's a feeling I am ascribing to
her - a feeling I have had and now, I suppose, she is having. Behavior
may be my only evidence for such an ascription, but it is not what I
am talking about. But the ascription of pain to another seems to
depend upon some form of analogical reasoning, and the unsatisfac-
tory character of this reasoning again leads us to a familiar form of
skepticism.

Wittgenstein attempts to undercut these disputes concerning the
mental by showing that they depend upon a faulty, referential view
of language:

"But you will surely admit that there is a difference between pain-behavior
accompanied by pain and pain-behavior without any pain?" -Admit it?
What greater difference can there be? - "And yet you again and again reach
the conclusion that the sensation itself is a nothing." - It is not a something,
but not a nothing either! The conclusion was only that a nothing would serve
just as well as a something about which nothing could be said. We have only
rejected the grammar which tries to force itself on us here. (PI, 304)

The passage continues in a way that is of particular interest to our
present concerns:
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The paradox disappears only if we make a radical break with the idea that
language always functions in one way, always serves the same purpose: to
convey thoughts - which may be about houses, pains, good and evil, or
anything else you please.

The clear implication of this passage is that philosophical problems
about the mental have arisen through treating mental ascriptions on
the model of talk concerning chairs, houses, and the like. Wittgen-
stein's point, then, is not to deny, for example, that people remember
things; it is to reject the picture of remembering as an inner process.

"But you surely cannot deny that, for example, in remembering, an inner
process takes place/ '-What gives the impression that we want to deny
anything? When one says "Still, an inner process does take place here/; -
one wants to go on: "After all, you see it." And it is this inner process that
one means by the word "remembering." - The impression that we wanted
to deny something arises from our setting our faces against the picture of the
'inner process/ What we deny is that the picture of the inner process gives
us the correct idea of the use of the word "to remember." We say that this
picture with its ramifications stands in the way of our seeing the use of the
word as it is. (PI, 305)

A few sections later he expands on this, saying:

How does the philosophical problem about mental processes and states and
about behaviourism arise? - The first step is the one that altogether escapes
notice. We talk of processes and states and leave their nature undecided.
Sometime perhaps we shall know more about them - we think. But that is
just what commits us to a particular way of looking at the matter. For we
have a definite concept of what it means to learn to know a process better.
(The decisive movement in the conjuring trick has been made, and it was
the very one that we thought quite innocent.) (PI, 308)

This is as clear an instance as any of Wittgenstein citing what I have
called the referential picture of language as the source of philosophi-
cal perplexity. As long as that picture holds us captive, we will be
unable to give a correct account of the way in which our talk about
the mental functions, and until that is done, the mysteries of the
mental will remain.

What we expect next, of course, is for Wittgenstein to replace this
false picture of how mental terms function with a correct one. Fur-
thermore, to be true to his methods, this should consist in pointing to

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

44 THE CAMBRIDGE COMPANION TO WITTGENSTEIN

commonplaces that the false picture screens from us. Wittgenstein
makes some gestures in this direction by suggesting that the utter-
ance "I am in pain" is used to express pain rather than describe it.

How do words refer to sensations? - There doesn't seem to be any problem
here; don't we talk about sensations every day, and give them names? But
how is the connexion between the name and the thing named set up? This
question is the same as: how does a human being learn the meaning of the
names of sensations? - of the word "pain" for example. Here is one possibil-
ity: words are connected with the primitive, the natural, expressions of the
sensation and used in their place. A child has hurt himself and he cries; and
then adults talk to him and teach him exclamations and, later, sentences.
They teach the child new pain-behaviour.

"So you are saying that the word 'pain7 really means crying?" - O n the
contrary: the verbal expression of pain replaces crying and does not describe
it. (PI, 244)

The interpretation of this and like passages is controversial, but the
general idea seems to be this: Humans naturally respond to injuries
in largely common ways. For example, they wince and cry out in a
characteristic manner. These common (or primitive) responses pro-
vide the basis for training a child to use the word "pain" and related
words. The key idea is that this training consists in shaping and
articulating these primitive responses into a new form of "pain be-
havior." Saying I am in pain expresses my pain, it does not describe
it. Similarly, saying "I expect him any minute" is an expression of
my expectation - a part of my expectant behavior and does not de-
scribe it; et cetera.

In fact, PI, 221 admits of two different readings depending upon
how much weight one places on the expression "Here is one possibil-
ity." On an austere reading, he is merely suggesting a possibility and
is in no way committing himself to a substantive position. To use an
expression he employs elsewhere, he is merely presenting us with an
"object of comparison" (PI, 131) that is intended to help break the
spell of a fixed way of looking at things. This reading conforms with
the general line of interpretation presented in this essay? On the
other side, there are a great many passages in the Philosophical Inves-
tigations and in his other writings that suggest that Wittgenstein was
committed - in outline at least - to something like an expressivist
account of first person mental utterances.8 Elsewhere I have attrib-
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uted such a substantive view to Wittgenstein. I have also expressed
reservations concerning it.9 The question, then, is whether Wittgen-
stein, in this area at least, has transgressed his self-imposed restric-
tions against substantive philosophical theorizing. I am inclined to
think that he has. Having said this, I do not think that the transgres-
sion, if it occurs, is seriously compromising. According to Wittgen-
stein, problems about the mental arise because of the uncritical as-
sumption that mental terms get their meanings through referring to
"hidden" mental processes. On that assumption, problems about the
mental are intractable. Wittgenstein's comparison of statements
about the mental with natural expressions of feeling is an attempt to
break the spell of one way of viewing such discourse through noting
similarities to certain nonreferential uses of language. A further com-
mitment to the substantive truth of a theory based upon this compari-
son, though out of place, does not destroy the therapeutic role of the
comparison.10

Logic and mathematics

Since this topic will be treated in detail elsewhere in this volume, I
shall not go deeply into Wittgenstein's complex views on logic and
mathematics. I shall only make some general remarks about the way
in which Wittgenstein's antireferentialism bears on these topics.
Wittgenstein's antireferentialism with respect to logic and mathe-
matics goes back to the Tractatus. There he remarked: "My funda-
mental idea is that the 'logical constants' are not representatives;
that there can be no representatives of the logic of facts" (TLP,
4.0312). Later, at 4.441, he says, "There are no logical objects'" - a
claim he repeats at 5.4. But if that is right, what are we to make of
propositions of logic-, if they are not about logical objects, what are
they true of? Wittgenstein's answer is that they are not true of any-
thing at all.

Tautology and contradiction are the limiting cases-indeed the disinte-
gration - of the combination of signs. (TLP, 4.466)
But in fact all the propositions of logic say the same thing, to wit nothing.
(TLP, 5.43)

The Tractatus contains a parallel line concerning the truth of
mathematics:
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Mathematics is a logical method.
The propositions of mathematics are equations, and therefore pseudo-

propositions. (TLP, 6.2)

Then, quite remarkably, this passage:

Indeed in real life a mathematical proposition is never what we want.
Rather, we make use of mathematical propositions only in inferences from
propositions that do not belong to mathematics to others that likewise do
not belong to mathematics.

(In philosophy the question, "What do we actually use this word or this
proposition for?" repeatedly leads to valuable insights.) (TLP, 6.211)

Reading the opening sections of the Philosophical Investigations,
it is easy to assume that the particular picture of language that
Wittgenstein attributes to St. Augustine he also attributes to him-
self in his Tractarian period. That is right, of course, about various
features of that system, including, for example, its treatment of
proper names. Yet with respect to the propositions of logic and
mathematics he began to free himself of this picture of language. He
did this, as the closing parenthetical remark indicates, by examining
what "we actually use this word or proposition for."

It seems, then, that in the Tractatus Wittgenstein had already won
through to ideas about logic and mathematics characteristic of his
later writings, and done so for similar reasons. That, however, is not
right. Though he rejected the referential picture at one level, he
restored it at another. This comes out in Wittgenstein's doctrine of
showing:

The fact that the propositions of logic are tautologies shows the formal -
logical - properties of language and the world. (TLP, 6.12)

The logic of the world, which is shown in tautologies by the propositions
of logic, is shown in equations by mathematics. (TLP, 6.22)

Here a naive referentialism seems to be replaced by a sneaky, back-
door referentialism. Propositions of logic and mathematics are still
seen in the guise of propositions, but as failed propositions. Further-
more, it is through revealing themselves as failed propositions that
they are able to do something no proper proposition is able to do:
reveal to us the necessary structures of thought and reality. This, I
think, is a striking example of a philosophical commitment being
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transformed under pressure, maintaining its grip even when nomi-
nally rejected.

The situation is altogether different in Wittgenstein's later reflec-
tions on these topics as they are found in their most fully developed
form in the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics. Instead of
viewing mathematical expressions as failed attempts to state or de-
scribe necessary connections, Wittgenstein treats them as perfectly
successful attempts to do something else. Again, according to Witt-
genstein, philosophers of mathematics (I suppose from Plato to the
present) have been misled by grammatical analogies:

Might we not do arithmetic without having the idea of uttering arithmetical
propositions, and without ever having been struck by the similarity be-
tween a multiplication and a proposition?

Should we not shake our heads, though, when someone shewed us a
multiplication done wrong, as we do when someone tells us it is raining, if it
is not raining? - Yes; and here is a point of connexion. But we also make
gestures to stop our dog, e.g. when he behaves as we do not wish.

We are used to saying "2 times 2 is 4," and the verb "is" makes this into a
proposition, and apparently establishes a close kinship with everything that
we call a 'proposition.' Whereas it is a matter only of a very superficial
relationship. (RFM I, appendix I, 4)

I have quoted this passage in full, because it is a model of Wittgen-
stein's method of noting similarities and marking differences. "2
times 2 is 4" is similar to "It is raining" in that both contain the
word "is." He further notes that both multiplications and reports of
the weather can be "done wrong" and, for this reason, call forth
gestures of correction - perhaps a negative shake of the head. Simi-
larities of this kind tempt us to assimilate both utterances under a
single paradigm. Yet a dog can also be corrected using a negative
gesture or a negative word, and, anyway, we all know the use of the
utterance "2 times 2 is 4" - it expresses a multiplication rule. It's
something that we go by when performing calculations. Its use is
something that we have acquired through a particular training - a
training different in fundamental ways from the training needed to
speak accurately about the weather. Reflections of this kind are
intended to cure us of the habit of assimilating mathematical expres-
sions under a misleading paradigm of assertions about how things
are. If Wittgenstein is right, this assimilation casts even the simplest
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mathematical expressions in the wrong light and thus makes them
seem mysterious.

Here it might be useful to return to the opening section of the
Philosophical Investigations, where Wittgenstein briefly alludes to
numbers used in counting. There he tells us that the person sent to
the shop "says the series of cardinal numbers - 1 assume that he
knows them by heart - up to the word 'five' and for each number he
takes an apple of the same colour as the same out of the drawer" (PI,
i). This example was intended to show that words do not all work in
the same way, in particular, they do not all serve to stand for or
represent objects. I think that Wittgenstein believed that this simple
language game makes it evident that the word "five" does not func-
tion in this way. I also think that Wittgenstein thought that once our
conceptual blinders are removed, we will see that mathematical
expressions are better treated as rules (or better associated with
rules) than treated as assertions (or associated with them), for taken
as rules they are not mysterious - taken as assertions, they can be.

One brief note before closing this section. Throughout this discus-
sion of Wittgenstein's antireferentialism, I have avoided the use of
the expression "antirealism." I have done this because antirealism
is now commonly associated with a specific research project, pur-
sued most notably by Michael Dummett and Crispin Wright, of
using intuitionistic logic as the basis for a theory of meaning. Both
Dummett and Wright find at least pointers toward such a theory in
Wittgenstein's later writings. They may be right in this. Still, it is
important to note that antireferentialism, as I have described it, does
not entail antirealism in the robust sense found in the writings of
Dummett and Wright. A philosopher can hold that numerals are not
referring terms and that arithmetic expressions, for example, func-
tion as rules without thereby placing any limitations on the form
that mathematical rules, proofs, et cetera, are allowed to take. Noth-
ing prevents an antireferentialist from accepting the rules and laws
of classical logic and classical mathematics. That Wittgenstein was
an antireferentialist with respect to mathematics strikes me as be-
ing quite beyond doubt. Whether he was also an antirealist, and, if
so, in what way and to what extent he was an antirealist are much
more difficult questions to answer. In any case, it is not part of my
present charge to do so.11

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006

Wittgenstein's critique of philosophy 49

III LOGICAL PERFECTIONISM

Rules and meaning

If we try to understand the meaning of a word or expression by
examining its use in the language, it seems natural to look for the
rules that govern the use of such a word or expression. Wittgenstein
explicitly makes this connection in On Certainty:

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

(OC, 61)
That is why there exists a correspondence between the concepts "rule" and
"meaning." (OC, 62)

In a number of places in the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgen-
stein illustrates this correspondence between rules and meaning by
comparing words with pieces in chess:

We are talking about the spatial and temporal phenomenon of language, not
about some non-spatial, non-temporal phantasm. . . . But we talk about it as
we do about the pieces in chess when we are stating the rules of the game,
not describing their physical properties.

The question "What is a word really?" is analogous to "What is a piece in
chess?" (PI, 108)

At the same time, he recognizes a danger in treating our actual
language on an analogy with "games and calculi which have fixed
rules": "But if you say that our languages only approximate to such
calculi you are standing on the very brink of a misunderstanding. For
then it may look as if what we were talking about were an ideal
language" (PI, 81). This misunderstanding can take a second form:
instead of supposing that our actual language is only an approxima-
tion to an ideal language, we can suppose that it already embodies
such a system of clear and strict rules, only in a manner deeply
hidden from us: "The strict and clear rules of the logical structure of
propositions appear to us as something in the background - hidden
in the medium of the understanding. I already see them (even
though through a medium): for I understand the propositional sign, I
use it to say something" (PI, 102). Later, he speaks of the "crystalline
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purity of logic/' remarking that, of course it was not "a result of
investigation: it was a requirement" (PI, 107).

It seems to me that Wittgenstein's assault on the presumed purity,
sublimity, or, as I have called it, perfection of logic cuts deeper than
his attack on naive referentialism. While holding that language use
is a rule-governed activity, he further holds that these rules need not
be clear, need not be complete, and, perhaps, need not even be consis-
tent. I shall discuss these topics under the headings of the indetermi-
nacy, under determination, and incoherence of rules. I shall con-
clude by examining the way referentialism and logical perfectionism
can combine to create the illusion of ideal entities as the referential
counterparts of rules.

The indeterminacy of rules

At §65 Wittgenstein has an interlocutor complain:

"You take the easy way out! You talk about all sorts of language-games, but
have nowhere said what the essence of a language-game, and hence of lan-
guage, is: what is common to all these activities, and what makes them into
language or parts of language/' (PI, 65)

He replies:

And this is true. - Instead of producing something common to all that we
call language, I am saying that these phenomena have no one thing in
common which makes us use the same word for all, - but that they are
related to one another in many different ways. And it is because of this
relationship, or these relationships, that we call them all "language/7

In §66 he compares our use of the word "language" with our use of
the word "game," claiming that an investigation shows that games
lack any common feature running through them in virtue of which
they are all called games. What an examination of the actual use of
this term reveals instead is "a complicated network of similarities
overlapping and crisscrossing: sometimes overall similarities, some-
times similarities in detail." In §67 he tells us that he "can think of
no better expression to characterize these similarities than "family
resemblance." In this section he further claims that "kinds of num-
ber form a family in the same way." Then, at §108 he makes this
more general remark: "We see that what we call 'sentence' and
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'language' has not the formal unity that I imagined, but is the family
of structures more or less related to one another" (PI, 108).

These passages concerning family resemblance have attracted a
great deal of attention, often with philosophers arguing whether
Wittgenstein was right or not in applying this notion to particular
instances.12 It is important, however, to place this discussion in the
broader context of his attack on what he calls the "preconceived
idea of the crystalline purity" of logic. The continuation of the last
cited passage explicitly makes this connection:

But what becomes of logic now? Its rigour seems to be giving way here. -
But in that case doesn't logic altogether disappear? - For how can it lose its
rigour? Of course not by our bargaining any of its rigour out of it. - The
preconceived idea of crystalline purity can only be removed by turning our
whole examination round.

Wittgenstein's point is that our language actually does work - and
work satisfactorily - without conforming to the logician's demand
for rigor.

Wittgenstein's account of proper names touched on earlier
should be seen as part of the same program of desublimating the
logic of our language. On the contemporary scene, Wittgenstein's
discussion of proper names is usually seen as an anticipation of
John Searle's "cluster theory. "^ And Searle, as he acknowledges,
drew inspiration from Wittgenstein's writings. It is worth noting,
however, that Wittgenstein's concerns are fundamentally different
from Searle's. For Searle, giving a correct account of the way proper
names function is part of a general project of providing a theory of
meaning for natural languages. Wittgenstein, I have suggested, has
no such goal-indeed, he would reject it. The point of Wittgen-
stein's discussion is not to give a correct account of proper names,
but to cite a striking instance of language being employed success-
fully in the absence of determinate rules. This becomes clear when
we examine the general conclusion (or moral) that Wittgenstein
draws from these reflections: "I use the name 'N' without a fixed
meaning. (But that detracts as little from its usefulness, as it de-
tracts from that of a table that it stands on four legs instead of three
and so sometimes wobbles)" (PI, 79).

It is important to see the rhetorical force of the examples that
Wittgenstein uses in discussing family resemblance. He begins, in-
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nocuously enough, with games. Our predisposition to essentialism
may lead us to suppose that there must be something that all games
have in common that makes them games. Yet if Wittgenstein con-
vinces us that games form only a family, the loss may not seem
great. We might be content to say that ordinary language is defective
in this regard. But to be told "numbers form a family in the same
way" and that names can be used "without a fixed meaning" is to
discover indeterminacy of meaning where we would least expect it.
That discovery should nullify the presumption that the search for
determinate rules and definite sense should always be our starting
place (or default mode, as it were), only to be abandoned as a last
resort.

The under determination of rules

Closely connected with the idea that we may sometimes use words
without clear or definite rules is the thought that our rules may
sometimes be underdetermined or incomplete in the sense of leav-
ing gaps.

I say " There is a chair." What if I go up to it, meaning to fetch it, and it
suddenly disappears from sight? - "So it wasn't a chair, but some kind of
illusion/' - But in a few moments we see it again and are able to touch it
and so on. - "So the chair was there after all and its disappearance was some
kind of illusion."-But suppose that after a time it disappears again-or
seems to disappear. What are we to say now? Have you rules ready for such
cases - rules saying whether one may use the word " chair" to include this
kind of thing? But do we miss them when we use the word "chair"; and are
we to say that we do not really attach any meaning to this word, because we
are not equipped with rules for every possible application of it? (PI, 80)

The problem here is not one of vagueness - we are not inclined to
treat this instance as a borderline case of being a chair. We are
stumped as to what to say at all. We have a similar reaction when
philosophers present us with science-fiction examples concerning
personal identity. Suppose a machine can turn a single living human
being into two living human beings, both indistinguishable from the
first human being except that each has only half of the original per-
son's matter - the other half being supplied by the machine. Are each
of these new human beings the same person as the original human
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being? Here we are inclined to say various things. If we are struck by
the fact that the original person died in the machine (with his constitu-
ent atoms completely reorganized), then we will be inclined to say
that neither person is identical with the original person. If we are
struck, however, by various continuities in the mental life of these
creatures, we may be inclined to the opposite conclusion. Reflection
on examples of this kind has led many philosophers to suppose that
personal identity must be a deep and subtle notion that demands a
deep and subtle analysis.14 A Wittgensteinian alternative is that the
rules governing our application of the concept of personal identity
simply do not cover this case. In this sense, we can say that the rules
governing the use of this concept are incomplete. Yet it is an innocent
incompleteness that can be left standing until human duplicators
present themselves as a practical problem. The rudimentary mistake
is to suppose that the rules governing this concept must already cover
all cases - something we would see if we understood these rules ade-
quately. It is even a mistake to take the assumption of the complete-
ness of rules as a regulative principle. If anything, a presumption
should run in the opposite direction. Since it is easy to find examples
where the rules governing the use of a concept do not cover all cases,
and since it is clear that these supposed gaps do not affect the practical
employment of these concepts, we should be cautious in supposing
that the rules governing a concept possess greater completeness (and,
we can add, greater determinacy) than the actual employment of that
concept demands. I think that this is one of Wittgenstein's fundamen-
tal insights, but one whose implications have not been adequately
appreciated - even by many who think of themselves as working in
his shadow.

The incoherence of rules

Wittgenstein sometimes seems to condone contradictions - or at
least not to take their threat with the seriousness that others do. I
think that this is right. Appreciating why exhibits the depth of his
critique of traditional ways of doing philosophy.

It will be useful to begin with an example. Two people play a game
with rules that are inconsistent in the following way: Situations can
arise where the rules make incompatible demands - for example, a
particular player is supposed to move, but also not allowed to move.
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This need not happen in every game, but it is a possibility. We might
say that such a system of rules is dilemma-prone.

Now let us suppose that by good fortune people playing this game
do not encounter those instances where the rules yield incompatible
demands. More interestingly, the point of the game might be such
that there is no good reason for the players to bring about this situa-
tion. It could only arise if both players moved stupidly or pointlessly.
Does the fact that this game is dilemma-prone show that it is not a
real game? Most people would say no. We can next suppose that
someone stumbles on the latent inconsistency and its existence be-
comes generally known. Would the game then cease to be a real
game? Would it be restored to being a game only after the inconsis-
tency in the rules was removed? The answer to both questions is no.
People might simply note the inconsistency as a curiosity, then ig-
nore it since, after all, it will make no difference in serious play.15

The question I wish to raise is this: Could our language, or at least
some portions of it, be dilemma-prone in the way this game is?
Beyond this, could the inconsistency be recognized yet ignored, just
as the players of the game ignore the inconsistency in their rules? At
various places Wittgenstein seems to suggest an affirmative answer
to both these questions. The following passage from the Remarks on
the Foundations of Mathematics provides a striking example of this:

Let us suppose that the Russellian contradiction had never been found.
Now - is it quite clear that in that case we should have possessed a false
calculus? For aren't there various possibilities here?

And suppose the contradiction had been discovered but we were not
excited about it, and had settled e.g. that no conclusions were to be drawn
from it. (As no one does draw conclusions from the "Liar.") Would this have
been an obvious mistake?

"But in that case it isn't a proper calculus! It loses all strictness!" Well,
not all. And it is only lacking in full strictness, if one has a particular ideal of
rigour, wants a particular style in mathematics.16 (RFM, V-12)

This passage is remarkable in a number of respects, but it is the
closing sentence, with its reference to "a particular ideal of rigour/7

that interests me here. The thought that a formally defective system
of rules is no system at all is not an empirical truth; in fact, on its face,
it seems an empirical falsehood. I say that this seems to be an empiri-
cal falsehood because it could turn out that the actual rules governing
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our language do meet the logician's ideal of rigor. The error is to take
the satisfaction of this ideal as a success condition on any proper
account of the rules of our language - rejecting those that do not meet
this standard, and giving high marks to those that approximate it,
however exotic and arbitrary they may be in other respects.

The referential counterparts of rules

In the previous section I have been concerned with Wittgenstein's
attack on the philosopher's tendency to sublime the logic of our
language - to treat the logical order as a "super-order between - so
to speak - super-concepts" (PI, 97). I will conclude this discussion
with a brief remark on a topic of first importance: our tendency to
suppose that corresponding to our rules there exist ideal counter-
parts. What I have in mind appears in passages of the following kind:

You were inclined to use such expressions as: "The steps are really already
taken, even before I take them in writing or orally or in thought." And it
seemed as if they were in some unique way predetermined, anticipated - as
only the act of meaning can anticipate reality. (PI, 188)

Later he speaks of "the idea that the beginning of a series is a visible
section of rails invisibly laid to infinity," and he wonders where this
idea comes from (PI, 218). His answer to this question is remarkably
simple:

"All the steps are really already taken" means: I no longer have any choice.
The rule, once stamped with a particular meaning, traces the lines along
which it is to be followed through the whole of space. - But if something of
this sort really were the case, how would it help?

No; my description only made sense if it was to be understood sym-
bolically. - 1 should have said: This is how it strikes me.

When I obey a rule, I do not choose.
I obey the rule blindly. (PI, 219)

The key passage here is the claim that the remark "only made sense
if it was understood symbolically." An idea echoed two sections
later: "My symbolical expression was really a mythological descrip-
tion of the use of a rule" (PI, 221). In employing a rule that I have
mastered, I act as a matter of course. I write down a series of num-
bers. The actual sequence I produce, combined with the ability to
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produce more of the same, creates the picture of the members of the
sequence already existing before I get to them. "This," as Wittgen-
stein says, "is how it strikes me." The crucial point is that this
picture, however naturally it arises, plays no role in the application
of the rule. In a manner of speaking, it is epiphenomenal. Even if we
conjure up such a notion, it is the result of our ability to apply a rule,
not its ground or support.

The notion of following a rule is central to Wittgenstein's later
philosophy, but, as he saw, it is also a natural source of philosophical
illusion. Pressures seem to come from every side to turn this notion
into a super-concept. It is a central task of Wittgenstein's later phi-
losophy to fight this tendency by showing that rules are neither
sublime nor are they mysterious - though they may be complicated,
as our life is.

NOTES

1 I shall, however, make occasional references to Wittgenstein's other
works for the sake of comparison or elaboration. I have said almost
nothing concerning the large secondary literature on this subject. Much
that I say here has been said before by others and by myself. There is
hardly a single point I make that at least some commentators might not
challenge. It seems to me that extensive excursions into the secondary
literature are ruled out by limitations of length, whereas selective com-
ments would seem arbitrary. I have, therefore, concerned myself almost
exclusively with primary texts.

2 Michael Dummett, The Logical Basis of Metaphysics (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1991), p. xi.

3 In his Wittgenstein on Mind and Language, David G. Stern points out
that such remarks about philosophy (indeed, some of these very re-
marks) were written as early as 1931. In this excellent study of Wittgen-
stein's philosophical development, Stern shows how these ideas were
preserved and expanded as Wittgenstein's attempts to find a theory to
replace the Tractatus gave way to the revolutionary idea that there is no
task for such a theory to perform. All this, however, is Stern's story to
tell. See David G. Stern, Wittgenstein on Mind and Language (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1994).

4 The entry continues in the following remarkable way:

"But how does he know where and how he is to look up the word 'red'
and what he is to do with the word 'five?' " - Well, I assume that he acts
as I have described. Explanations come to an end somewhere. - But what
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is the meaning of the word 'five7? - no such thing was in question here,
only how the word 'five7 is used.
In these few sentences, Wittgenstein foreshadows three of his most funda-
mental ideas: the primacy of action over thought, the limits of explana-
tion, and the identification of meaning with use. Much though not all of
the Philosophical Investigations can be viewed as an extended elabora-
tion on these themes introduced at the very start of his reflections.

5 The qualification "if any77 is intended to leave open the possibility that
sentences containing proper names could be analyzed into sentences
containing no proper names at all, a possibility suggested by Wittgen-
stein in the TLP, 5.526.

6 In response, Wittgenstein presents the challenge "Just t ry - in a real
case - to doubt someone else7s fear or pain" (PI, 303).

7 It is also the reading favored by the editors of this volume.
8 Similar passages ranging over a wide variety of mental ascriptions occur

throughout the Philosophical Investigations concerning, for example,
fear and joy, 142; pain, 245, 288, 293, 302, 310, 317; sensations, 256;
memory, 343; wishes, 441; expectation, 452-3; hope, 585; intention,
647; grief, p. 174; dreams, p. 184; mourning, p. 189; and recognition, p.
197. Zettel contains a large number of similar passages as well. Z, 488 is
particularly interesting, since it gives a programmatic sketch of his gen-
eral approach to mental predicates.

9 See Robert J. Fogelin, Wittgenstein, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1987), ch. 13.

10 I am not entirely satisfied with this "compromise,77 but the text, as far
as I can see, is genuinely perplexing. I discuss the question whether
Wittgenstein, at times at least, violates his own strictures against sub-
stantive philosophizing in an appendix to Pyrrhonian Reflections on
Knowledge and Justification. My conclusion is that he sometimes
does - particularly in On Certainty, where I claim to detect consider-
able backsliding toward doing philosophy in the old way. See Pyrrho-
nian Reflections on Knowledge and Justification (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1994), appendix II. In Wittgenstein (1976 and 1987) I
make a similar claim about certain aspects of his so-called private
language argument. But even if Wittgenstein is sometimes subject to
his own strictures, this does not show that these strictures are unwar-
ranted. What these lapses - if they occur - might show is that "battle
against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language77 is a
serious engagement.

11 In Chapter 7 of this volume Cora Diamond argues for the stronger claim
that Wittgenstein was not an antirealist (in the post-Dummett sense of
the term).
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12 For example, I have suggested that Wittgenstein's rather casual applica-
tion of the notion of family resemblance to "our concepts in aesthetics or
ethics" (PI, 77) is probably a mistake, since evaluative terms do not ex-
press a loose cluster of descriptions but perform a different role in our
language - roughly, to commend or prescribe. Though this still strikes
me as being correct, I would put less weight on it now than I originally did,
since the rules governing commending, assessing, evaluating, et cetera,
often seem to be loose or indefinite in just the way Wittgenstein has in
mind. If that is correct, then the right view of the function of evaluative
terms would simply be a modulation of Wittgenstein's stated view. For
my original reflections on these matters, see Fogelin, Wittgenstein, pp.
136-8.

13 See John Searle, "Proper Names," Mind 6j (1958), pp. 166-73.
14 For two examples out of many, see Robert Nozick, Philosophical Expla-

nations (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981), ch. 1, and
Derek Parflt's book-length study Reason and Persons (Oxford: Claren-
don Press, 1984).

15 This example was suggested to me by a passage in the RFM, III-77: "Let
us suppose, however, that the game is such that whoever begins can
always win by a particular simple trick, but this has not been realized; -
so it is a game. Now someone draws our attention to it; - and it stops
being a game." I remember discussing this passage and its extension to
inconsistent games with Ruth Marcus in the early 1970s. She later cited
it in her now-famous "Moral Dilemmas and Consistency" (Journal of
Philosophy 77 [3], pp. 121-36). I was quite persuaded by her use of
examples of this kind for dealing with moral dilemmas, but, as I recall,
she was not persuaded by my use of them in dealing with logical para-
doxes. I first ventured ideas along these lines-both as a reading of
Wittgenstein and a position of independent interest - in an essay enti-
tled "Hintikka's Game Theoretic Approach to Language," Philosophy of
Logic: Proceedings of the Third Bristol Conference on Critical Philoso-
phy (19J4), ed. Stephan Korner (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1976).

16 This is not an isolated passage expressing a view otherwise absent from
Wittgenstein's writings. Just as strikingly, at RFM, V-28 he remarks:

If a contradiction were now actually found in arithmetic - that would
only prove that an arithmetic with such SL contradiction in it could
render very good service,- and it will be better for us to modify our
concept of the certainty required, than to say that it would really not yet
have been a proper arithmetic.
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