
Critical Notice

Wittgenstein on Meaning. By COLIN MCGINN. Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1984.
Pp. xiv + 202. Paperback £7.95.

Colin McGinn's book belongs to the reaction to, and against Saul Kripke's
Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language.1 The book is in four chapters. The
first and third are respectively devoted to exegesis of Wittgenstein's ideas on
rule-following and understanding, and to criticism of them. The second attacks
Kripke's famous tandem of Sceptical Argument and Sceptical Solution as an
interpretation of Wittgenstein; and the fourth criticizes Kripke's dialectic on its
own terms.

McGinn's book is not straightforward to appraise. Certainly, there is much in it
to admire, and much with which to agree. One must admire, in particular,—
though with one very major qualification to be developed below—the lucid and
well-organized presentation of a number of the most fundamental themes
concerning meaning and understanding in Wittgenstein's later philosophy;
McGinn's first chapter will surely become a standard reference in the reading lists
for undergraduate courses on Wittgenstein for some considerable time. And one
must agree—though perhaps with more reluctance than McGinn can be credited
with—that Kripke does misrepresent, in significant respects, the overall gist of the
discussion of rules and rule-following which Wittgenstein's later writings contain.
In particular, as commentators on Kripke's book have pointed out almost without
exception, Wittgenstein does not accept the paradox—it is another question
whether it is the same as Kripke's Sceptical Paradox—with which Investigations
198-201 are concerned.

Because the view is so widely received that Kripke's book fails as strict exegesis
of Wittgenstein, and because there has been so much independent discussion of its
Sceptical Argument and Solution, I shall here mainly concentrate on McGinn's
own interpretation of Wittgenstein and his criticisms of the views which he
finds.But I shall begin, in part I, by noting three respects, in increasing order of
seriousness, in which McGinn seems to misrepresent the structure of the train of
argument which Kripke's Wittgenstein is riding, or to underrate its power and
resources. In particular, I shall suggest that McGinn's principal point of response
to Kripke is, in a sense, facile, and that he is encouraged in this response by a
reading of the Investigations which is, in certain crucial respects, superficial.

Parts II and III will be concerned with the account of Wittgenstein which
McGinn wishes to oppose to Kripke's. I shall give grounds for rejecting certain of
McGinn's criticisms of Wittgenstein. But my principal complaint will be that,
despite his careful rehearsal of central Wittgensteinian themes, McGinn never
brings Wittgenstein's most basic concerns in the discussions of rule-following
into a proper perspective. The result is that Wittgenstein's most important legacy
to contemporary philosophy, and Kripke's contribution to our ability to receive it,
both go unrecognized in McGinn's book.

1 Oxford, Basil Blackwdl, 1981.
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I

First, there are passages 2 where it seems that McGinn is seriously unclear about
the role of epistemological considerations in the development of the Sceptical
Paradox. He writes

I have so far expounded Kripke's sceptical paradox as a constitutive or metaphysical claim
. . . . But Kripke also presents an epistemological thesis, to the effect that I cannot now
justify my present linguistic inclinations . . .

and goes on to stress that a solution to either problem might in principle be
independent of a solution to the other. The fact is, however, that there is no
distinct epistemological problem. To think that there is is to miss the sense in
which Kripke's Sceptic is a device. It is an idealized subject who, purportedly,
loses the debate with the Sceptic: a subject who knows all there is to know about
his or her former mental life and behaviour.' Granted the assumption that it is
within those provinces, if anywhere, that states of affairs constitutive of the
subject's former meanings have to be found, it follows that there cannot be any
such constitutive states of affairs. Whether or not there are specific points in
McGinn's criticisms of Kripke which are undermined by this apparent oversight,
it does not inspire confidence to find the broad structure of the Sceptical
Argument misrepresented in so fundamental a way.

Second, some of the things which McGinn says raise a doubt whether he has
really taken the point of the constraint, imposed by the Sceptic, that whatever
constitutes the meaning of an expression must discharge the normative role of
meaning. It is for its failure to meet this constraint that Kripke dismisses the
Dispositional response to the Sceptical Argument. McGinn seems to accept this
criticism of the Dispositional response.4 But later he canvasses a 'straight solution'
to the Paradox, which he evidently believes is not vulnerable to the same
difficulty, in terms of the idea of a capacity to mean, for instance, green by 'green'
is to have, not a disposition, but a capacity of a certain kind. He writes '

Does the capacity suggestion account for normativeness? . . . We have an account of this
normativeness when we have two things: (a) an account of what it is to mean something at a
given time and (b) an account of what it is to mean the same thing at two different
times. . .. Put in these terms, it is easy to supply what we require: to mean addition by ' + '
at / is to associate with ' + ' the capacity to add at /, and to mean the same by ' + ' at t* is to
associate with ' + ' the same capacity at /* as at /.

But a transposition of this construal of the normativity constraint could have saved
the dispositional account! Simply replace the occurrences of 'capacity' in the last
part of the quoted passage by occurrences of 'disposition'.6

What is the normativity constraint which McGinn, apparently, mis-
understands? The basic problem posed by the normativity of meaning for the
Dispositional response is that, whereas how I understand an expression con-
tributes towards determining how I ought to use it, all that apparently can be

1 McGinn, pp. 149—50. ' Kripke, op. cit., p. 21 is completely explicit.
• McGinn, pp. 172 and following. ' McGinn, p. 74.
* This is pointed out by Paul A. Boghossian in his review of McGinn forthcoming in The

Philosophical Review.
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recovered from a description of the way in which I am disposed to use it are claims
about how I habitually do, will, or would use it. A solution to the problem would
accordingly be to show how suitably circumscribed facts about how one does, will,
or would use a particular expression actually constitute facts about how one ought
to use it. This would call, clearly, for an account which non-arbitrarily idealized
certain elements in a subject's actual dispositions of use. One will accordingly be
inclined to accept, or dismiss, Kripke's criticism of the Dispositional response
depending on whether one believes that such an idealizing account can satisfacto-
rily be accomplished.'

Whether one believes that or not, it is hard to see any prospect of an advantage
to be gained, in respect of the normativity constraint, by dropping dispositions in
favour of capacities. If we ask, what capacity is constitutively associated with an
understanding of 'green'?, the natural answer is: the capacity to use the word
correctly. And here 'correctly' means, roughly: in ways which are appropriately
sensitive to its meaning. This answer is, precisely, an intuitive expression of the
normativity of meaning. But a proponent of McGinn's 'straight solution' would
have to dismiss it as misleading or, at any rate, non-fundamental. For it
apparently sets the meaning of 'green' up as an independent constraint to which a
capacity for using the word must conform if it is to constitute a correct
understanding of it. And that cannot be the right criterion for the capacity in
question if it is to be in terms of possessing it that a proper understanding of
'green', and thence the meaning of 'green', are to be philosophically constituted,
as it were. Rather, the line must be, understanding 'green' just is possessing a
particular capacity of use of it, not to be identified—or only in a non-fundamental
sense to be identified—as the capacity to suit one's use of the word to its meaning.

Well, what then is the capacity, allegedly constitutive of an understanding of
'green', a capacity, most fundamentally, to do} McGinn's discussion contains, so
far as I have been able to see, no clear suggestion about how a proponent of his
'straight solution' should respond to this question, nor any clear perception of its
importance. Capacities may seem better adapted than dispositions to cope with
problems of normativity because we typically invoke the notion of capacity where
there is some connotation of discharging a role, accomplishing an objective, or
meeting a constraint. But just for that reason the use of the notion creates an
obligation to characterize the relevant role, objective, or constraint. To be sure, we
cannot assume, without question-begging against McGinn, that meeting this
obligation in the present case would involve thinking of the proper use of 'green'
as determined quite independently of anyone's capacities of use, and of those
capacities as qualifying as understanding only insofar as they are capacities to
track that pattern of proper use. But it remains that the relevant capacities have to
be singled out somehow, and the problem is structurally reminiscent of—indeed,
in no way interestingly different from or more promising in outcome than—the
problem, confronted by the Dispositional response, of saying what puts a
particular disposition in the idealized, meaning-constituting class which it is
obliged to define.

McGinn's apparently imperfect understanding of the role of the normativity of
7 For sympathy with • defence of the Dispositional response along these lines, see Simon

Blackburn, 'The Individual Strikes Back', Synthiu, 1984, pp. 281—301, and Graeme Forbes,
'Scepticism and Semantic Knowledge', Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 1983-4, pp. 221-37.
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meaning in Kripke's dialectic does not prevent him from isolating its most
vulnerable point. This is that there is an unsupported reductionism involved at
the stage at which the Sceptic challenges his opponent to cite some feature of his
previous mental life which could constitute his having formerly meant green by
'green', for instance. It will not do, it seems, if the opponent attempts to cite that
very fact. Rather the challenge is implicitly taken to recall some state of affairs
characterized in such a way as not simply to assume that there are states of affairs
of the disputed species. And it then has to be argued of the state of affairs so
characterized that it has the properties requisite to constitute meaning. So the
ground-rules of Kripke's debate have the effect of restricting the search to
phenomena of consciousness which are not simply characterized as having a
recollectable content. States having content are somehow to be constituted out of
materials whose description, at the point where they are introduced into the
debate with the Sceptic, does not presuppose their contentfulness.

The implicit assumption here will not strike any philosopher as uncongenial
who accepts the traditional Quinean idea that the hygiene of semantic or, more
generally, intentional states depends on their reducibility to something exten-
sional, or physical, or wherever the thick ice is thought to be. But the route from
such a presupposition to scepticism about meaning can in that case be rather more
direct than the one provided by the Sceptical Argument, which now emerges as
merely an implicit prejudice against the idea that we may and usually do
non-inferentially know of our current meanings and intentions, and may and
often do non-inferentially recall them later.'

Even here, however, where he seems to me entirely right, McGinn's discussion
is unsatisfying. He notes* Kripke's stigmatization of such a response as 'desperate'
and 'completely mysterious', but is content with rejoinders which, by their
preoccupation with finessing the letter of Kripke's text, mask rather than clarify
the genuine problems in the vicinity. For genuine problems there surely are.
Mcginn attributes to Kripke the thought that

. . . once we abandon the idea that meaning is an irreducible experiential state, we have no
account of the nature of our first-person knowledge of meaning—we have no conception of
how the primitive, non-experiential state of meaning something is an object of distinctively
first-person knowledge. l0

And against this he is content to set the ordinary idea of first-person authority for
psychological states like—believing, thinking, intending, etc.—which, unlike
sensations, may be associated with no individuative affective phenomenology. He
acknowledges that 'How to give a philosophical theory of this kind of knowledge is
of course a difficult and substantive question, . . . ' but rejoins that 'Lack of a
theory of a phenomenon is not in itself a good reason to doubt the existence of the
phenomenon. . . '." This is about as flagrant an instance of philosophical
stone-kicking as one could wish for. For, surely, the relevant feature of the

1 Cf. pp. 771 onwards of my 'Kripke's Account of the Argument against Private Language', Journal
of Philosophy, 1984, pp. 759-78, and pp. 395-403 of my 'On Making Up One's Mind: Wittgenstein on
Intention', Logu. Philosophy of Science and Epistemology: Proceedings of the Xlth International
Wittgenstein Symposium, ed. P. Weingarmer and G. Schurz, Vienna, Holder-Pickkr-Temspsky,
1987, pp. 391-404. * McGinn, p. 160.
10 McGinn, pp. 160-1. " McGinn, p. 161.
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concepts in question—the combination of first-person avowability with disposi-
tion-like connections to behaviour in circumstances which the avower need not
have envisaged—is no sooner marked than anyone of genuine philosophical
curiosity will feel his intellectual conscience pricked. How is it possible to be, for
the most part, effortlessly and reliably authoritative about, say, one's intentions if
the identity of an intention is fugitive when sought in occurrent consciousness, as
McGinn grants that Kripke's Sceptic has shown, and the having of an intention is
thought of as a disposition-like state? There are plenty of dispositions—courage,
patience, intellectual honesty—the self-ascription of which is warranted only on
grounds which any third party could employ. If, notwithstanding points of
disanalogy generated for example by the holism of the mental, content-bearing
psychological states like belief, intention, and hope resemble dispositions in the
manner in which they have to answer to an indefinitely circumscribed range of
behavioural manifestations, how is the institution of non-inferential first-person
authority with respect to such states not simply a solecism—evidence of the
permeation through into ordinary discourse of a discredited Cartesian typology of
the mental which takes sensation as its paradigm?

The matter is, of course, a central preoccupation of the Investigations and
Wittgenstein's other later writings on the philosophy of psychology. The
examples vary—Wittgenstein moves between meaning, understanding, expecting,
wishing, fearing, hoping, and others. But the central problem is the same in each
case. It is posed by the way these concepts seem to hover, puzzlingly and unstably,
between two paradigms. One is constituted by states like pain, tickles, the
experience of a red after-image, and ringing in the ears, which may enjoy a
definitely dated onset and departure, which may be interrupted by breaks in
consciousness, and whose occurrence makes no demands upon the conceptual
equipment of the subject. Such states are authoritatively avowable, and it comes
easily to us to think we understand why. The subject is authoritative about such
states because, since they are events in his consciousness, he is in the nature of the
case conscious of them. Further, because such states are essentially of a
consciousness, they can presumably bear only causal relations to their outward
and behavioural expressions. For these are states (or events, or processes) which
are not essentially of a consciousness and are therefore ontologically independent
of things which are. So the relation, we conceive, of for example pain to its
expression can only be that of antecedent state to symptom or trace. By contrast,
in the case of the other paradigm—that of the dispositional psychological
state—the connection with behavioural display is not symptomatic but constitutive.
And—or so one would think—subjects can generally know that they themselves
possess such a state only insofar as and in the same way that others can know that
they do. If Cartesian psychology was dominated by the first paradigm, the Rylean
reaction imperialized on behalf of the second. But neither is adequate for the class of
psychological concepts with which Wittgenstein was most concerned.

While it is fair to say, then, that the Sceptical Argument, as far as Kripke
explicitly takes it, is open to the charge of relying upon an unargued reductionism,
and may be rebutted by the adduction of ordinary features of the epistemology of
intention, meaning, etc., it would be a very short step to continue the argument by
pressing questions which the actual Wittgenstein was intensely concerned with,
and to which I do not think that philosophy has yet disclosed satisfactory answers.
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To repeat: how is it possible to be effortlessly, non-inferentially, and generally
reliably authoritative about psychological states which have no distinctive
occurrent phenomenology and which have to answer, after the fashion of
dispositions, to what one says and does in situations so far unconsidered? Perhaps
Kripke's use of 'desperate' in response to the idea of meaning, etc., as sui generis
states was uncalled-for. But the characterization, 'mysterious', it seems to me,
was not. And the problem is, to stress, one of Wittgenstein's own central
preoccupations in the Investigations.

That McGinn's principal point of response to Kripke should bring us, in this
way, to one of Wittgenstein's own principal quarries is striking in two respects.
First, it is striking that the matter goes unremarked in McGinn's book, in which
the comparison of Wittgenstein with Kripke is an overriding concern. Second, the
thought now suggests itself that, despite the shortcomings tabled by McGinn of
Kripke's book as textual exegesis, the Sceptical Argument of Kripke's Wittgen-
stein may yet correspond to something real and central in the Investigations—
a powerful and expanded development of a train of thought tersely prefigured
there, which brings home the hopelessness of a Cartesian conception of intentional
states and, at the same time, teaches how vital—and problematical—the ordinary
epistemological 'grammar' of these states is. One way or another we have to
answer, or undermine, the question: how is first-person authority for intentional
states possible? Until we do, we have not answered the Sceptical Argument.
Wittgenstein thought the question could be answered by attention to detail—
to the surroundings and everyday phenomenology of ascriptions of intention,
expectation, and hope. However that may be, Kripke should at least be granted
that the Sceptical Argument takes us, in the way I have described, to the heart of
the Wittgensteinian agenda.

II

McGinn finds four principal themes, three negative and one positive, in
Wittgenstein's treatment of meaning and understanding. Summarized early in his
book,12 they are:

(i) To mean something by a sign is not to be the subject of an inner state or
process.

(ii) To understand a sign is not to interpret it in a particular way.
(iii) Using a sign in accordance with a rule is not founded upon reasons,
(iv) To understand a sign is to have mastery of a technique or custom of using

it.
The ascription of these lines of thought to Wittgenstein is hardly controversial.
But it is nevertheless very useful to have the patient and effective assembly of
source material, interspersed with some of the clearest commentary on Wittgen-
stein to be found anywhere, which McGinn provides.

McGinn, for his part, is largely content to record his agreement with the four
theses, as he amplifies them, although with two important exceptions. One is that,
in his view, Wittgenstein habitually overstates thesis (i), and that there is no real
objection to thinking of understanding or meaning something by a sign as an inner

11 McGinn, p. 3.
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state or process provided we are clear that it is not an occurrent or episodic state of
consciousness. Wittgenstein's stronger formulations should be viewed, he be-
lieves, as '. . . misplaced linguistic legislation in the interests of philosophical
prophylaxis'.11 I think the issue here is partly verbal, but partly substantial and
difficult. First, is Wittgenstein's objection to 'state' or to 'inner'? McGinn,
somewhat tentatively, suggests the latter,14 but the footnote to page 59 of the
Investigations—which McGinn cites—seems to be quite definite in his favour.
Baker and Hacker" regard the footnote as aberrant, and claim that the notion that
meaning something is any sort of state is clearly repudiated in Broom Book 66
(p. 117.) In fact, though, Wittgenstein is there speaking of abilities in general, he
nowhere says that understanding, meaning, etc., simply are abilities, and there is
no clear repudiation. Rather he writes that

. . . we are strongly inclined to use the metaphor [my italics] of something being in a
peculiar state for saying that something can behave in a certain way. And this . . .
metaphor is embodied in the expressions 'He is capable of. . . ','He is able to multiply
large numbers in his head', 'He can play chess': in these sentences the verb is used in the
present tense, suggesting that the phrases are descriptions of states which exist at the
moment when we speak.

The same tendency shows itself in our calling the ability to solve a mathematical
problem, the ability to enjoy a piece of music, etc., certain states of mind; we don't mean by
this expression 'conscious mental phenomena'. Rather a state of the mind in this sense is
the state of a hypothetical mechanism, a mind model meant to explain the conscious mental
phenomena. . .. Note also how sure people are that to the ability to add or to multiply or
to say a poem by heart, etc., there must correspond a peculiar state of the person's brain,
although . . . they know next to nothing about such psycho-physiological correspon-
dences.

This suggests that Wittgenstein has points to make about both 'inner' or 'mental'
and 'state'. The point about 'inner' is the one with which McGinn agrees and
which he thinks Wittgenstein overstates. And there we can surely say what we like
provided we acknowledge Wittgenstein's point. The point about 'state' is that its
application to abilities and ability-like items, including perhaps understanding
and meaning so-and-so by such-and-such an expression, is merely a metaphor
—an optional 'form of representation'—rather than anything imposed by the
nature of these items. On this account, it would not be wrong, in Wittgenstein's
view, to describe understanding as a mental state; but it might encourage either of
two errors.

But is the second an error? Perhaps we would not now be tempted by the idea
that a state of a mental mechanism must underlie the ability to add, but doesn 't
there have to be a brain state? Notoriously, Wittgenstein explicitly and forcefully
denies that there does in Zettel 608-10. Wittgenstein does not express himself in
such terms—to a denial of the supervenience of the psychological on the
physiological: there may be psychological differences to which no physiological
differences correspond. McGinn discusses the matter in some detail16 but I do not
think he takes the measure of Wittgenstein's view. His counter-argument" is that

11 McGinn, p. 117. '* McGinn, p. 166.
15 G. P. Baker «nd P. M. S. Hacker, An Analytical Commentary on Wittgenstein's Philosophical

Investigations, paperback edition, Oxford, Basil Black well, 1983, p. 284.
16 McGinn, pp. 112-16. " McGinn, p. 113.
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if understanding, for instance, does not supervene upon a person's internal
physical constitution—and if differences in understanding must issue, as presum-
ably on Wittgenstein's view is so, in differences in use, ergo in behaviour—then

. . . there are events which differ physically but which have no differentiating physical
explanation . . . . This is tantamount to the admission or claim that some physical events
have no physical explanation.

One could reproach McGinn's resort to the indicative here: denying the
supervenience claim would not commit Wittgenstein to the actuality of what
McGinn describes.lt would involve at most that nothing precludes its possibility.
But in fact even that does not follow. What follows is only that, for all the concept
of understanding has to say about the matter, there could be behavioural, ergo
physical events whose explanation was not to be found in the internal physical
state of the behaving subject. That may seem bizarre. But it falls well short of the
claim that such events would be physically inexplicable. Nothing in physics rules
out the idea that the movements of a body be explained not in terms of any
internal change in it but as a direct result of external influences, for instance. And,
to stress: Wittgenstein's claim is one about what is compatible with our concepts
of the psychological, not about what is possible tout court. Maybe it is profoundly
in error, But if so, the reasons do not emerge from McGinn's discussion.

McGinn's other major point of disagreement with his Wittgenstein concerns
thesis (iv). He has no quarrel with what he regards as its principal burden: the
conception of understanding as a practical capacity, with which he attempted a
'straight' rejoinder to Kripke's Sceptic. But he does take issue with the associated
'multiple application thesis' which Wittgenstein expresses like this:

It is not possible that there should have been only one occasion on which someone obeyed a
rule. It is not possible that there should have been only one occasion on which a report was
made, an order given or understood; and so on. To obey a rule, to make a report, to give an
order, to play a game of chess, are customs (uses, institutions)."

Some of McGinn's criticism of what he takes such passages to be advancing is
based on saddling Wittgenstein with an idea for which there is simply no warrant
in the texts. This is that all is well provided there has been more than one occasion!
Thus the 'subtraction argument', which McGinn finds telling, runs:

. . . consider a possible situation in which . . . actually followed rules are not obeyed.
Imagine we carry out this thought-experiment one rule at a time gradually whittling the
applications away. Wittgenstein in effect allows that we can carry out this procedure very
extensively: in fact, the thought-experiment is deemed coherent until we get to the final
rule grasped by the subject . . . at which point, he thinks, we must call a halt to our
supposings. We can also, he allows, remove large segments of the actual application nude
of the final rule, but we must leave intact at least two applications of this rule . . . . The
problem is to see why what seems such a small change in the actual situation—viz. deleting
the penultimate surviving application of the final rule could have such momentous
consequences . . . . "

But Wittgenstein said nothing to lay himself open to this. His claim was that the
very existence of any rules depends on some rules actually being applied; and that

" Investigations 199. " McGinn, p. 131.
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one rule being applied only once would not be enough. No claim was made about
what would be enough—still less was anything said about a definite numerical
threshold.

McGinn's antipathy to the multiple application thesis is led by the physicalism
for which, he believes, Wittgenstein's thesis (i)—the repudiation of understanding
as an inner state or process—must be made to make room. For if understanding
an expression is a capacity—a state of readiness for appropriate use, as it
were—and if any such state must ultimately be constituted in the condition of the
body and central nervous system, then there seems to be no conceptual barrier to
piling up such states within a 'totally indolent' subject, as McGinn puts it, nor to
imagining that all actual subjects are indeed totally indolent. Isn't it just like
imagining leopards which never hunt, or swim, or mate, or climb trees, but which
can do all these things?

The real issue here, however, is not physicalism but normativity. Let us gTant,
for the sake of argument, that, for any capacity I have, there must be some state of
my physiological constitution in which my possession of that capacity consists as
matters stand. The qualification is, of course, essential. I can swim; but the
physiological condition which makes that true does so courtesy of a co-operative
physical environment. Constituted as I am, I would not, for instance, be able to
swim if suddenly subjected to massively increased gravitational forces. Likewise, I
can add; but the physiological condition which—by the terms of our assump-
tion—makes that true does so courtesy of a co-operative institutional environ-
ment. There has to be such a thing as adding correctly before any physiological
condition can constitute the ability to add. And Wittgenstein's contention is
precisely that, with the demise of platonism, there can be such a thing as adding
correctly—such a thing as a determinate requirement imposed by the rules of
addition—only within a framework of extensive institutional activity and agree-
ment in the judgements which participation in those institutions involves us in
making. The very existence of our concepts depends on such activity.

The proper interpretation and appraisal of the multiple application thesis raises
issues of the greatest difficulty. The passages in which Wittgenstein gives it
expression go right to the heart of his ideas on rules and rule-following. The
thesis is not an aberrant dangler alongside the basically sound capacitive
conception of understanding, as McGinn would have us believe—another
example where, for reasons which remain obscure, Wittgenstein has overcooked a
simple insight. Rather it belongs with his attempt to point to an alternative
account of normativity to the 'rules-as-rails' imagery of platonism, to explain
how there can be standable middle ground between the hypostatization of rules
and the denial of their existence. The thesis is believed by Wittgenstein, it is fair
to assume, to be a consequence of the proper account of the middle gTound and is
therefore a vital clue to the character of Wittgenstein's view. In any case, its
assessment has to be set in the context of the issues to do with objectivity to which
the platonistic conception of rules and rule-following is a response in the first
place, and which is Wittgenstein's principal concern in the passages of which
McGinn is so keen to controvert Kripke's account. McGinn fails to set the
question in the appropriate context, and his disagreement with this aspect of
Wittgenstein's thought is misconceived in consequence.

There are a number of other points of detail in McGinn's discussion of
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Wittgenstein—on the interpretation of Investigations 202, for instance, and its
relation to the private language argument—which deserve extended discussion
but which I have here no space to engage. The question which has to be
paramount is: how does Wittgenstein come out of McGinn's book? What estimate
could somebody properly form of Wittgenstein as a philosopher who knew of him
only through McGinn's presentation? The answer would have to be that he was a
philosopher who mixed a number of insights that were important in their
historical context with as many obscure or obscurely motivated themes. Wittgen-
stein would emerge as a philosopher who contributed greatly to the slow
post-Cartesian revolution in our thinking about the psychological. But the
judgement would be hard to resist that, by the mid-1970s say, his most distinctive
ideas had been thoroughly absorbed into the general philosophical consciousness,
his writings assuming the status merely of pedagogically important tracts—a
philosophical mine whose viable ores had largely been extracted.

The contrast with Kripke's book is thus very marked. The Wittgenstein who
emerges there is a contemporary philosophical antagonist, the inventor of a
startling and unignorable paradox, and an ingenious if flawed resolution of it,
bearing in a profound way on our thinking about almost everything but about
logic, mathematics, and the mental in particular.

Which Wittgenstein should we believe in? Has the study of the Investigations
nothing substantive to teach us now? Or are there still unexploded philosophical
bombs, which we have failed to trigger only by digging insufficiently close?

I have already indicated one respect in which, as it seems to me, McGinn
missed a chance to explore a genuine Wittgensteinian concern: the first-person
epistemology of intentional states, and the task of achieving an understanding of
how it is reconciled with their disposition-like theoreticity. That is an example of
a theme which McGinn overlooks, or underplays, because his primary purpose is
to controvert Kripke, and Kripke himself makes nothing of it. But the real failing
of the parts of McGinn's book that are concerned with Wittgenstein is less a
matter of overlooking, or playing down, Wittgensteinian themes of importance,
than of failing to grasp the choreographic role of ideas he is aware of or even
actually highlights. It is for this reason that there is no focused attention in
McGinn's book on perhaps the most profound of all the concerns in Wittgen-
stein's later philosophy: the exposure of certain bogus ideas to which we are
inclined concerning what the objectivity of a linguistic practice can consist in, and
the relations of those ideas to misconceptions concerning the nature of language-
mastery and the conditions for its existence. In this respect, because it places such
matters in the forefront and makes Wittgenstein speak to them in clear, if highly
controversial ways, Kripke's book, whatever its shortcomings as philosophical
scholarship, seems to me to be superior as philosophical interpretation.

Ill

Let me conclude, then, with an indication of some of the choreography: a way of
arranging some of the themes which McGinn highlights, together with others to
which he gives less prominence, in such a way that we are led directly to the
cluster of concerns which I have claimed to be fundamental to Wittgenstein's later
work. I shall stay, for the most part, within the bounds of sections 185-219 of the
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Investigations and paragraphs 23-47 of part VI of the Remarks on the Foundations
of Mathematics.

It needs to be stressed that the characteristic concerns of these passages have,
pace Kripke, nothing to do with the reality of rules, but are epistemological.
Wittgenstein is concerned to examine the idea that a rule can be genuinely an
object of intellection, something whose requirements we keep track of by grace of
some intuitive or interpretative ability. Undoubtedly the tone of the passages is
negative. The working assumption is that we tend badly to misunderstand the
nature of the accomplishment involved in competent rule-following, and that our
misunderstandings lead us to a mythology of the character of the constraint
imposed by a rule, and of what successfully following it actually consists in. But
there is nowhere to be found any explicit denial of the existence of such
constraints, or any consequential rejection of the very notion of accomplishment
in this context.

Following McGinn's example, we can usefully highlight four themes. The third
and fourth collectively encompass McGinn's main theses (ii)—(iv); the second is
briefly glossed by McGinn ao as part of his thesis (iii); and that, I believe, is how
he would view the first, which he does not explicitly advert to, if asked to locate it
in his scheme of interpretation. The first is:

One's own understanding of a rule does not exceed what one can explain.
(Investigations 209-10; RFM VI,23)

The temptation to think otherwise arises from the reflection that the explanation
of a rule must eventually culminate in, or anyway ultimately be founded upon the
giving of illustrations of its application; and that any such illustrations are finite,
and hence open in principle to an indefinite variety of interpretations. Yet
explanations do usually, or so we suppose, secure mutual understanding. So
somehow more is got across—the thought continues—than the pursuit of
explanations can ever make completely explicit. Correct uptake of an explanation
is having the right 'something' come into one's mind as a result of the explanation;
and the resulting informational state, though it is expressed in one's subsequent
practice with the concept concerned, essentially transcends it.

Now, it is essential to recognize that this notion of what is involved in
successfully giving and receiving explanations is a consequence of another notion,
elaborated in the 'rules-as-rails' imagery of Investigations 218-19. This is the idea
that, as Wittgenstein characterizes it at RFM VI, 31:

'Once you have got hold of the rule, you have the route traced for you.'

Suppose the rule governing a particular arithmetical series, for example, really was
somehow able to determine its every nth place quite independently of any
judgement or reaction of ours. Then since any feasible illustration of the rule will
sustain alternative interpretations generating conflicting verdicts about what
happens at nth places which were not explicitly illustrated, the every-nth-place-
determining 'something' which someone who correctly receives the illustrations
somehow comes to have in mind the 'essential thing' which we 'have to get him to
guess111 is clearly at best imperfectly conveyable by illustration. Of course, we can

10 McGinn, pp. 21-2. " Investigations 210.
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maybe say in other words what the rule is. But that will help only if the recipient is
already a master of the vocabulary used in the alternative formulation. And such
mastery cannot always be the product of explicit definition; sooner or later, we
have to hit concepts acquired by witness of illustrative practice.

The upshot is, then, that the picture of rules as rails forces us to think of our
ability to follow them, to know in a potential infinity of cases what moves are in
accord with them, as owing to a kind of hyper-cognitive felicity. Explanations
come to be viewed not so much as communicating understanding as triggering the
jump to an informational state by which the accord or clash with the rule of any
proposed move is settled. Every competent rule-follower is the beneficiary of
such informational states—and each of them packs in more than explanations ever
made explicit to him or he can ever make explicit to others. When Wittgenstein
sets himself against this idea, as when he writes

If you use a rule to give a description, you yourself do not know more than you say. . . . If
you say 'and so on', you yourself do not know more than 'and so on',"

his concern is, of course, to challenge a mistaken epistemological picture; but he
thereby challenges the parent rules-as-rails imagery which is simply a figurative
expression of platonism.

The second theme I want to highlight might be expressed like this:

It might be preferable, in describing our most basic rule-governed responses,
to think of them not as informed by an intuition (of the requirements of the
rule) but as a kind of decision. {Investigations 186 and 213; RFM VI, 24; Brown
Book 5.)

The point of the contrast between 'intuition' and 'decision' " is that the former
implies and the latter repudiates the suggestion that—even in the most basic
cases, where one can say nothing by way of justification for one's particular way of
proceeding—rule-following is a cognitive accomplishment, success in tracking an
independently constituted requirement. 'Intuition' suggests an unarticulated
ur-cognition, a form of knowledge too basic to admit of any further account. But
this very primitiveness has the effect that there can be no further story to be told
about how the relevant sort of intuitive faculty might accomplish the harmony,
which it would supposedly generate, between the real requirements of a rule and a
subject's impression of them. For that reason, it is wide open to sceptical assault:

If intuition is an inner voice—how do I know how I am to obey it? And how do I know that
it doesn't mislead me? For if it can guide me right, it can also guide me wrong. (Intuition an
unnecessary sh\iB\e.)(Investigations 213)

There is no response to this sceptical assault because nothing can be done by way
of filling out the thought that, in the most primitive cases of rule-following, when
everything seems immediate and beyond further account, we nevertheless track a
set of independent requirements. The fact is, though, that neither the sceptical
thought, nor the intuitional epistemology which it challenges, are really intelligible.
We have no accountable idea of what would constitute the direction taken by
the rule off its own bat, as it were, if the deliverances of our intuitive faculties were
to take us collectively off track—'no model of this superlative hct\Investigations

" RFM IV, 8. » Intuition and Entuheidung.
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192.) And that is just to say that we have no model of what constitutes the
direction taken by a rule, period—once the direction is conceived, after the
fashion of platonism, as determined autonomously, and our performance, whether
communal or solitary, as merely an exercise in tracking. That is why it 'would
almost be more correct to say' that decision rather than intuition is involved.(In-
vestigations 186.) Such a way of putting the matter would have disadvantages of its
own, not least its connotation of a felt absence of constraint. But at least it would
be free of the cognitive pretentiousness of platonism.

The third theme is complementary to the second, and elaborates Wittgenstein's
critique of a 'tracking' epistemology of rule-following:

Supposing that grasping a rule were a matter of coming to have something 'in
mind', how would one thereby be enabled to recognize, step by step, what its
requirements were? (Investigations 198, 209-13, RFM VI, 38, 47)

It is in the context of this theme that the 'paradox' is presented which Kripke has
celebrated:

'But how can a rule show me what I have to do at this point? Whatever I do is, on some
interpretation, in accord with the rule.'—That is not what we ought to say, but rather: any
interpretation still hangs in the air along with what it interprets, and cannot give it any
support. Interpretations by themselves do not determine meaning. (Investigations 198)

Suppose I undergo some process of explanation—for instance, a substantial initial
segment of some arithmetical series is written out for me and as a result I come to
have the right rule 'in mind'. How, when it comes to the crunch—at an nth place
which lies beyond the demonstrated initial segment, and which I have previously
never thought about—does having the rule 'in mind' help? Well, with such an
example one tends to think of having the rule 'in mind' on the model of imagining
a formula, or something of that sort. And so it is natural to respond by conceding
that, strictly, merely having the rule in mind is no help. For I can have a formula
in mind without knowing what it means. So—the response continues—it is
necessary in addition to interpret the rule. But then we immediately get the
'paradox' which Wittgenstein's interlocutor blunders into in Investigations 198.
Any selection for the nth place can be reconciled, on some interpretation, with the
rule. An interpretation is of help to me, therefore, in my predicament at the nth
place only if it is correct. But to invoke the idea of correctness at this point makes
the play with interpretation nugatory. To describe someone as 'knowing the
correct interpretation of the rule for the nth place' becomes just a piece of patter
equivalent to saying that he knows how to apply the rule at the nth place. And
then we might just as well have put the initial question in the form: how am I to
know what interpretation of the rule for the nth place is correct?

It should be reasonably evident how these three themes interrelate. Suppose
that what I take up from an episode of explanation, if it is successful, does indeed
transcend that explanation and any other that I might give in turn. I come to have
the right rule in mind but might, save for a kind of felicity, equally well have
arrived at a wrong one, despite having missed no overt feature of the explanation.
This idea, explicitly challenged by the first theme, connects with the second and
third in that they jointly confront it with a dilemma. How does the explanation-
transcendent rule which I supposedly have 'in mind' tell me what to do in novel
cases? How does the rule, once grasped, help—what is the epistemology of acting
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on it? If it requires interpretation, that could be done in lots of ways. So how do I
tell which interpretation is correct? Does that, for instance, call for a further
rule—a rule for determining correct interpretation of the original—and if so, why
does it not raise the same difficulty again, thereby generating a regress? If, on the
other hand, it is not necessary to interpret the original rule, then the only possible
answer appears to be that I have some unmediated, intuitional contact with its
requirements, and this is the thought challenged by the second theme.

So the overall structure is this. It comes naturally to us to think, with the
platonist, of the objectivity of many of our practices—including par excellence
logic and mathematics—as residing in our following rules-as-rails, rules which
somehow reach ahead of us and determine of themselves their every actual and
counterfactual proper application. But if we have the capacity to keep track of
rules when so conceived, we must be capable of somehow getting them 'in mind',
notwithstanding the necessarily imperfect character of explanations—ultimately
illustrations—of their application. The grasp of such a rule is thus the internaliza-
tion of an open-ended set of pre-ordained requirements, an informational state
accessible, as Wittgenstein had his interlocutor put it, only by a kind of
guesswork. Well, let it be so. Wittgenstein's question is then: what does the
deployment of this 'informational state' consist in: how does it inform the actual
practice of following the rule? Thinking of the rule as literally an object of
consciousness—as a formula, or whatever—either raises the regress-of-interpre-
tations paradox, or requires construal of the rule as 'self-interpreting', as it were;
which is to say that the epistemology of it is conceived as intuitional, too primitive
to allow of an account, and hence as vulnerable to the simple sceptical
thought—not, of course, that of Kripke's Sceptic—of Investigations 213. If,
however—as is perhaps more likely if autobiography is any guide—one is thinking
of the way in which the rule allegedly informs one's ongoing practice not in terms
of something which is literally an object of consciousness—like a formula, or
picture, or whispered instructions in the ear24—but just in terms of a kind of inner
confidence or sense of directedness, the epistemology of the step-by-step
judgements involved in applying the rule remains irremediably intuitional, and
thus vulnerable to the same sceptical attack. In short: think of the objectivity of
rule-following on the model of the rules-as-rails picture, and you will be
completely beggared for any satisfactory account of our ability to stay on track.

I do not present this, as it seems to me, powerful and vivid train of thought as
the spine, so to speak, of the 'rule-following considerations'. I claim for it only
that it is one very important development contained in the relevant passages in
Wittgenstein's writings, and that it brings out the fundamental preoccupation that
I advertised at the conclusion of the preceding section. Its connection with
Platonism in the philosophy of mathematics is perhaps obvious enough," but I

14 Investigations 223.
" Though one should not lose sight of the consideration that the aspect of mathematical platonism

targeted is not the ontology of abstract objects but something which platonism shares with the sort of
structuralist conception of the subject matter of number-theory, e.g., famously advocated by
Benacerraf in 'What Numbers Could Not Be', Philosophical review, 1965, pp. 47-73. This is the notion
that we can somehow pack more into our mathematical concepts and rules than need ever be elicitable
by proof and that proof is accordingly a mere cognitive auxiliary whereby finite minds may unlock
implications of the understanding of mathematical notions to which they subscribe.
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would suggest that a bearing on the private language argument is also evident. For
what does the would-be private linguist do except platonize his baptismal
intention? If you think that, just by concentrating inwardly upon a sensation and
labelling it 'E', you can thereby create—in advance of your own response to the
cases as and when they occur—indefinitely many truths about the proper use of
'E' on subsequent occasions, then you are thinking of your original intention in a
way which is going to give rise to exactly similar—and similarly hopeless—episte-
mological problems.

How do the ideas which I have adumbrated relate to those developed by
Kripke? One point of difference between Kripke's Wittgenstein and Wittgenstein
which has not been generally noted is that the regress-of-interpretations paradox
of Investigations 198-201 diverges in focus from Kripke's Sceptical Paradox.
Kripke's Sceptic challenges his adversary to substantiate a claim to know what
rule he formerly followed—the problem is to describe aspects of his former
behaviour and/or mental life which take us to an identification of the former rule.
The regress-of-interpretations paradox, by contrast, focuses on a particular
conception of the path from a rule to a judgement about its proper application in a
new case. The rule is assumed from the outset to be in place—'in mind'—and the
issue is, how does it help to have it there? Further, the problem is conceived as
arising as a result of a certain specific (mis)conception ofwhat rules are, one which
pictures the relation between receiving an illustration of a practice and going on to
participate in it successfully as essentially mediated by cognition of the require-
ments of something which has been interiorized. So not merely do the two
paradoxes focus on different—though of course connected—kinds of question
concerning rules, namely:

How is it possible to know which rule I (used to) follow?

vs.

How is it possible to know what the rule which I grasp requires of me here?

In addition, while Kripke's Sceptic directs his Paradox at the very existence of
rules and rule-following, Wittgenstein's 'paradox' is directed, in intention at least,
at what he regards as a misunderstanding of the nature and epistemology of
rule-following—something which it should be possible to correct without calling
into question the reality of rules.

Well, that may have been Wittgenstein's intention. The question is: did he
succeed in carrying it through? For to stress: if the interiorized, explanation-tran-
scendent rule, with all its hopeless epistemological difficulties, is merely the
upshot of a platonist conception of the autonomy of rules, then that has to be a
casualty too. So the distinguishability of his view from that of Kripke's Sceptic is
totally dependent on Wittgenstein's ability to dislodge the thought that rules are
nothing if not autonomous in that way. Unless that thought is dislodged, then
while Kripke's account of the route in, as it were, may have involved somewhat
free play with Wittgenstein's text, the terminus of the train of thought which I
have described and that of Kripke's Sceptic will be the same.

Dislodging that thought requires indicating an alternative: a conception of rules
and rule-governed practices which allows a sufficient gap between the require-
ments of a rule and a subject's reaction in any particular case to make space for
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something worth regarding as normativity, yet abrogates the spurious autonomy
which gave rise to the difficulties. It is clear enough what Wittgenstein regards as
the sort of considerations which should point us towards the right perspective on
the matter. They are the considerations which constitute the fourth theme which I
wish to highlight:

Language, and all rule-governed institutions, are founded not in our intemali-
zation of the same strongly autonomous, explanation-transcendent rules,
whose requirements we then succeed, more or less, in collectively tracking, but
in primitive dispositions of agreement in judgement and action. (Investigations
211,217,242; RFM VI,39)

There is no essential inner epistemology of rule-following. To express the matter
dangerously, we have nothing 'in mind'. The connection between the training and
explanations which we receive and our subsequent practices is no doubt effected
in ways which could only be sustained by conscious, thinking beings; but it is not
mediated by the internalization of explanation-transcendent rules that, in our
training, we (something like) guessed at. It is, for epistemological purposes, a basic
fact about us that ordinary forms of explanation and training do succeed in
perpetuating practices of various kinds—that there is a shared uptake, a
disposition to concur in novel judgements involving the concepts in question. The
rules-as-rails mythology attempts an explanation of this fact. But the truth is the
other way round: it is the basic agreement which sustains all rules and
rule-governed institutions. The requirements which our rules impose upon us
would not be violated if there were not this basic agreement; they would not so
much as exist.

This aspect of Wittgenstein's thought is very familiar and, as the familiar often
does, it can seem quite clear. But it is not clear at all. The great difficulty is to
stabilize it against a drift to a fatal simplification: the idea that the requirements of
a rule, in any particular case, are simply whatever we take them to be. For if the
requirements of the rule are not constituted, as the platonist thought, indepen-
dently of our reaction to the case, what is there available to constitute them but our
reaction? But that idea effectively surrenders the notion of a requirement
altogether. And Wittgenstein in any case explicitly cautions against it as a
misreading of his text.26 In which case how do matters stand? Wittgenstein tells us
that the requirements of rules exist only within the framework of institutional
activities which depend upon basic human propensities to agree in judgement; but
he reminds us that such requirements are also, in any particular case, independent
of our judgements, supplying standards in terms of which it may be right to
regard those judgements, even if they enjoy consensus, as incorrect. So we have
been told what does not constitute the requirement of a rule in any particular case:
it is not constituted by our agreement about the particular case, and it is not
constituted autonomously, by a rule-as-rail, our ability to follow which would be
epistemologically unaccountable. But we have not been told what does constitute
it; all we have been told is that there would simply be no such requirement—the
rule could not so much as exist—but for the phenomenon of actual, widespread
human agreement in judgement.

" Investigations 241; cf. RFM VII, 40.
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I fear that it is probably vain to search Wittgenstein's own texts for a more
concrete positive suggestion about the constitutive question. His later conception
of philosophical method seems to be conditioned by a mistrust of such
constitutive questions. Consensus cannot constitute the requirements of a rule
because we do, on occasion, actually make use of the notion of a consensus based
on ignorance or a mistake. That is a distinction to which our ordinary practices
give content. The thing to guard against is the tendency to erect a mythological
picture of its content, the myth about rule-following challenged by the first three
themes. The myth is active in the platonist philosophy of mathematics, and in the
Cartesian philosophy of inner experience. So it is important to expose it. But, once
exposed, it does not need to be supplanted:

Our mistake is to look for an explanation where we ought to look at what happens as a
'proto-phenomenon'. That is, where we ought to have said: this language-game is played.21

No further account of the distinction is necessary. Enough has been done when we
have pre-empted philosophical misunderstandings of our linguistic practices in a
way that avoids misdescription of their details.

I mean that to be recognizable as an 'official' Wittgensteinian line. I do not
know whether it is really Wittgenstein's own; and in so far as it may be, I suspect
that he did not succeed in clearly representing to himself a sound theoretical basis
for declining rather than—perhaps quixotically—rising to the challenge posed by
his own thought which I have tried to describe. In any case, me now confront a
challenge: make out the constitutive answer which Wittgenstein's fourth theme
does not deliver, though it imposes constraints upon it;2* or make out the
necessary theoretical basis for the analytical quietism which, 'officially', he himself
adopted.

Three things are worth stressing. First, these are not issues from a mined-out
corpus, but remain of the greatest contemporary interest and importance. Second,
Kripke's Sceptic continues to loom over them: it is still to be shown that the ideas
of Wittgenstein which I have described can be prevented quite contrary to his
intentions, no doubt—from spiralling into some kind of incoherent irrealism
about meaning. Third, this agenda which Wittgenstein has bequeathed us—this
whole clutch of issues concerning meaning, intention, content, truth, and
objectivity—comprises some of the most exciting and profound questions which
engage contemporary philosophers. The agenda is, of course, broader than the
Wittgensteinian legacy: there has been important imput from Quine, Putnam, and
indeed Kripke, in Wittgenstein's name. But, though often tantalisingly within
range, these matters are never in focus in McGinn's book. So hardly any of the
excitement comes through.
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