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Section 1

WITTGENSTEIN AND THE PHILOSOPHY
OF CULTURE

WITTGENSTEIN UND DIE PHILOSOPHIE
DER KULTUR






Sven Berrnecker

The Logical Necessity of World-Pictures in
Wittgenstein‘s On Certainty

One of the central themes of Wittgenstein's On Certainty is that we act and
think on the basis of certain propositions that are impossible to doubt. Wittgen-
stein characterizes the "logical role” (OC 136) of these propositions in a number
of ways: they "stand fast" for us (OC 144); they are the "inherited background
against which I distinguish between true and false” (OC 94); they are the hard
"river-bed" that functions as a channel for our thoughts and inquiries (OC 96,
97); they are the "hinges" on which our doubts and questions turn (OC 341,
343). Some of these bedrock propositions are personal ("My name is L.W.", OC
328), some are about objects in one's environment ("Cats do not grow on trees",
OC 282), others about one's body ("I have five fingers and two hands”, OC
157), others about mathematical truths ("12 x 12 = 144", OC 447), and others
still concern remembered facts ("I have never been in Bulgaria", OC 269).
Wittgenstein calls the set of these propositions "picture” (OC 209), "world-pic-
ture" (OC 93-5, 162, 167, 233) or "life" (OC 117, 559). I shall refer to these
propositions as "fundamental propositions" (for short "FP"), and shall call the
set of all fundamental propositions held at a given time "world-picture”.

I start out by characterizing the logical role that FPs are supposed to play for
our system of verification and justification. In section II I discuss Wittgenstein's
claim that FPs cannot be doubted. I contrast the two main interpretations of this
claim - a conventionalist reading, and a naturalist reading. In section III I de-
velop an account of the logical necessity of FPs that draws both from the con-
ventionalist and the naturalist interpretation. This account allows to reconcile
two apparently conflicting caracteristics of FPs, viz. their impossibility of being
doubted and their being contingent truths.

I. The Logical Role of Fundamental Propositions

Although FPs look like empirical propositions, they function as something
by which we scrutinize and judge other empirical propositions. They have "the
character of a rule" (OC 494). The role of FPs within our system of knowledge
"is like that of rules of a game" (OC 95, 309). And since it is a mistake to think
of the canonical form of a rule as being a conditional imperative, Wittgenstein
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notes: "the game can be learned purely practically, without leamning any explicit
rules” (OC 95). What are FPs a rule for? Wittgenstein calls them "postulates” or
"rule[s] of testing" (OC 321, 98) other sentences. The characteristic of a postu-
late is that it serves as the prerequisite of an argument or investigation without
being part of it. I read Wittgenstein as saying that FPs are the fixed points in our
understanding of the environment. They make up the framework in which
questioning, checking, investigating, and proving makes sense. Refusing to take
FPs for granted amounts to rejecting "our whole system of verification" (OC
279).

FPs are fundamental in the sense that one cannot play the respective
language-game to which they are fundamental, unless one accepts them without
question. It is not that we don't have enough time to investigate everything and
so must take these propositions on trust (OC 343, 150); rather, if we set out to
investigate them, we shall find ourselves in an infinite regress because we shall
never come up with a reason upon which we are entitled to say that it admits no
further investigation. Wittgenstein writes: "I really want to say that a language-
game is only possible if one trusts something (I did not say "can trust some-
thing")" (OC 509; cf. 115, 493). Although it is clear that On Certainty promotes
some kind of coherentist or at least holistic position, it is not easy to specify this
position. Some passages suggest that coherence is a presupposition for the
meaning of sentences (OC 432), others suggest that what is meant is a version
of a coherence theory of justification. I shall concentrate on the second reading
of the claim that our knowledge forms a system, or world-picture.

There is no clear borderline between fundamental and other empirical
propositions; rather, the use of a proposition determines whether it is considered
as standing fast or whether it is subject to verification. One and the same propo-
sition can function as a FP in one language-game, and can be subject to investi-
gation in another language-game (OC 98).! Wittgenstein compares FPs to a
river-bed in which ordinary empirical propositions flow; but, he says, it may
happen "that this relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened,
and hard ones became fluid" (OC 96). An example of a "hard" proposition that
has become "fluid" is: "No human being has ever been on the moon" (OC 108).

1 In "The Metaphysics of Wittgenstein's On Certainty" (Philosophical Investigations

8, 1985, pp. 81-119) J. Cook wrongly assumes that, on Wittgenstein's view, a FP can
be defined independently of the context in which it is employed.
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I1. The Impossibility of Doubt

FPs, Wittgenstein declares, are "isolated from doubt" (OC 87); they are
"shunted onto an unused siding" (OC 210) where they cannot be doubted. The
denial of FPs would "plunge everything into chaos" (OC 613). Seriously ques-
tioning FPs would not amount to asking whether an empirical proposition is
true, false, or probable, but whether to accept or engage in methods by which
empirical propositions that can be tested are tested. And since we cannot decide
not to accept the "system of verification" that we always use, the denial of FPs
is unintelligible. They are too deeply entrenched in our thought and behaviour
for us to be able to choose whether or not to participate in them.

The question I want to explore here is, why exactly FP are logically impos-
sible to doubt. In other words, what does the logical necessity of indubitable
FPs consist in? Two competing responses can be found in the literature - con-
ventionalism and naturalism.

According to an (austere) naturalist reading?, we can imagine alternative
world-pictures, but we cannot really understand them. Alternative sets of FPs
are unintelligible, although not logically contradictory. When we attempt to
look at these alternatives in detail, and to trace out their consequences, we are
lead to abandon more and more of our own familiar world, and the ways of
thinking about it upon which our understanding rests. The following passage
supports this reading:

I might [...] interrogate someone who said that the earth did not
exist before his birth, in order to find out which of my convictions
he was at odds with. And then it might be that he was
contradicting my fundamental attitudes that were how it was, and if
I should have to put up with it (OC 238).

FPs are logically necessary since they are quasi-transcendental principles of
our understanding. This is also the reason why alternative sets of bedrock
propositions wouldn't be intelligible to us. If, nevertheless, I started doubting
my FPs, two things would happen: (a) others would regard me as mentally de-
mented (OC 257), and (b) "the foundation of all judging would be taken away
from me" (OC 614). So much for the naturalist reading of logical necessity.

According to an (austere) conventionalist reading3, on the other hand, the

2 Cf. P. Strawson Skepticism and Naturalism (New York: Columbia University Press),
Ch. 1.4 and B. Stroud "Wittgenstein on Logical Necessity" (Philosophical Review
3 74, 1965, pp. 504-18).

Cf. M. Dummett "Wittgenstein's Philosophy of Mathematics" ( Philosophical Review
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reason FPs are too deeply entrenched in our thinking as to be subject to coher-
ent doubt stems from the fact that we have decided to accept them as certain
beyond doubt. FPs are fundamental by convention, not because they play an es-
sential role for our understanding. Nothing, in principle, keeps us from deciding
to adopt an alternative world-picture. The epistemic specialness of the FPs con-
stituting our world-picture is thus not inherent to these propositions. The con-
ventionalist notion of logical necessity is supported by passages such as this:
"Sure evidence is what we accep t as sure” (OC 196).

On the conventionalist reading, Wittgenstein's world-pictures resemble
Kuhn's paradigms. Paradigms set the frame for questions in scientific inquiry
and determine the range of possible answers. As a result of growth of the body
of scientific knowledge, paradigms tend to "wear out" after some time. "Revo-
lutions" in science consist in overthrowing established paradigms, and accept-
ing new ones. Regarding On Certainty one might say: before a world-picture
has "worn out”, it seems unavailable to serious questioning. Such doubts
"would not tie in with anything in my life" (OC 117). "Nothing in my picture of
the world speaks in favour of the opposite”" (OC 93) and I don't possess a system
"within which this doubt might exist" (OC 247). However, once enough re-
calcitrant evidence has accumulated, doubts concerning our present world-pic-
ture are not only intelligible but rational.

III. Contingency and Certainty

Both conventionalism and naturalism run up against problems when explain-
ing the notion of FP as characterized in On Certainty. While naturalism can ac -
count for the numerous passages in which Wittgenstein declares FPs as indu-
bitable, it's unable to explain the contingency of FPs. (Austere) conventional -
ism, on the other hand, renders FPs contingent, but doesn't seem to square well
with the alleged indubitability and certainty of FPs. In the remainder of the pa-
per, I shall argue for an interpretation of world-picture that combines aspects of
conventionalism and naturalism.

In OC 613, Wittgenstein suggests that not all FPs are equally certain, but that
they vary regarding the certainty attached to them. He writes:

If the water over the gas freezes, of course I shall be astonished as
can be, but I shall assume some factor I don't know of, and perhaps

68, 1959, pp. 324-48) and "Wittgenstein on Necessity" (in his The Seas of Lan-
guage , Oxford 1993: Clarendon Press, pp. 446-61) as well as C. Wright Wittgenstein
on the Foundation of Mathematics (London 1980: Duckworth, pp. 39/40).
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leave the matter to physicists to judge. But what could make me
doubt whether this person here is N.N., whom I have known for
years? Here a doubt would seem to drag everything with it and
plunge it into chaos.

Wittgenstein seems to say that only the denial of certain FPs undermines our
intelligibility of the world, whereas other - less central - propositions can be
questioned, without forcing us to abandon the foundation of all judging. In sec-
tion 232 of On Certainty, Wittgenstein goes even further by claiming that the
denial of every single element of our world-picture is intelligible. What is im-
possible, is the denial of all FPs at once . The pertinent passage reads:

"We could doubt every single one of these facts, but we could not
doubt them a 11". Wouldn't it be more correct to say: "we do not
doubt them a 11". Our not doubting them all is simply our manner
of judging, and therefore of acting.

The idea that some other-worldly possibilities are perfectly intelligible isn't
only more intuitively plausible than the (austere) naturalist reading of FPs as
quasi-transcendental principles; it also allows to account for the contingency of
FPs. Wittgenstein makes quite clear that denying FPs doesn't involve a logical
contradiction, and that FPs don't represent necessary truths. FPs may change
over time. Propositions that used to be bedrock, such as "No human being has
ever been on the moon" (OC 108), are today falsifyable. Now, if the denial of
FPs were, in principle, inconceivable, as the (austere) naturalist interpretation
suggests, we wouldn't be able to recognize them as contingent. In other words,
if alternative world-pictures were impossible to understand, we would have no
basis for assuming that the FPs we hold on to could be false.

Unlike naturalism, conventialism is capable of accounting for FPs as being
contingent truths. However, the conventionalist interpretation of FPs cannot
explain the epistemic specialness of FPs. If FPs were certain, simply in virtue of
us having decided to take them for granted, it wouldn't be understandable why
we cannot adopt a radically different world-picture. Conventionalism is com -
patible with global scepticism regarding FPs. But, as we saw above, Wittgen-
stein is at pains showing that radical other-wordly possibilities undermine our
understanding.

Let me conclude. Conventionalism and naturalism should be regarded as

4 I assume that Wittgenstein lets the interlocutor say something which is his own

view, viz. that it is, for whatever reason, impossible to question all of one's FPs at
once.
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complementary positions. Conventionalism is right in emphasizing that world -
pictures are not necessarily true, but rests on a contingent decision. Naturalism,
on the other hand, is right in stressing that once one has become accustomed to
a world-picture, it is inconceivable to imagine oneself adopting a radically dif-
ferent set of bedrock propositions. The difference between conventionalism and
naturalism is ultimately a difference in perspective. Conventionalism explains
how world-pictures become entrenched, whereas naturalism explains their
epistemic role for our system of knowledge once they are entrenched.

Sven Bemecker
Department of Philosophy
University of Standford
Standford, CA 94305-2155
USA



Richard Eldridge

Wittgenstein‘s Interest in Augustine

Why does Wittgenstein care about Augustine? Why does Philosophical In-
vestigations start with the citation and criticism of Augustine‘s remarks about
language-learning? The 1933 Big Typescript begins, as does The Blue Book,
with a direct criticism of the thesis that understanding is a mental event. If
criticizing that mentalist thesis so as to arrive at a counterthesis is the aim, then
why Augustine? Does it matter that he held the view about language-learning
that Wittgenstein is concerned to engage?

No doubt “one of the tasks of Philosophical Investigations is to show how
[Augustine‘s picture of language] leads to error and confusion.“! Philosophical
Investigations does seek to wean us from “a paradigm that bedevils our reflec -
tions on meaning.“? But to say only that is to cast Wittgenstein as concerned
simply to remedy an intellectual mistake. This overlooks the moral urgencies of
the text that are evident in the engagement with Augustine.

Augustine‘s Confessions is one of the most authoritative conversion narra-
tives in Western culture. Its only competitors for depth and range of influence
are Plato‘s Republic, the conversions of the Gospels and Acts, Descartes* Medi-
tations, and Marx ‘s narratives of class consciousness. Wittgenstein called the
Confessions “possibly ,the most serious book ever written.**“ > Malcolm reports
that Wittgenstein “told me he decided to begin his Investigations with a quota-
tion from the Confessions not because he couldn‘t find the conception ex-
pressed in that quotation stated as well by other philosophers, but because the
conception must be important if so great a mind held it.“

What then does Wittgenstein mean in noting the greatness of Augustine‘s
mind? How is Augustine‘s greatness connected with his thoughts about lan-
guage?

The Confessions depicts a conversion out of empty arbitrariness and into

Baker and Hacker, Wittgenstein: Understanding and Meaning , (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1980), p. 60.
2 Ibid.p.97.

3 Moc Drury, recalling a remark of Wittgenstein‘s, in Drury, “Conversations with
Wittgenstein,” Recollections of Wittgenstein, ed. Rush Rhees, (Oxford: Oxford
A University Press, 1984), p. 90.

Norman Malcolm, Ludig Wittgenstein: A Memoir (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1958), p. 71.
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self-unity, charity, and continence. Augustine dwells at length on his pride, lust-
fulness, and perversity throughout his childhood and young adulthood. As an
infant, the immediate demands of his body bring about bodily motions that are
more simple behaviors than human actions. “[I]n those days,” Augustine tells
us, “all I knew was how to suck, and how to lie still when my body sensed com-
fort or cry when it felt pain® (I, 6, 25).5 As he grows up, the pleasures that he
pursues become more multifarious and wilder, but equally effective in deter-
mining his behavior. “For as I grew to manhood I was inflamed with desire for
a surfeit of hell‘s pleasures. Foolhardy as I was, I ran wild with lust that was
manifold and rank* (11, 1, 43).

Augustine‘s pursuit of bodily pleasures leads him to repress his capacity for
acknowledging any higher realities, above all God. “I was unable to conceive of
any but material realities” (V, 11, 106). He remains caught in servitude, a form
of bondage wrought by his own will upon itself.

I was held fast, not in fetters clamped upon me by another, but by
my own will, which had the strength of iron chains. ...For my will
was perverse and lust had grown from it, and when I gave in to lust
habit was born, and when I did not resist the habit it became a ne-
cessity. These were the links which together formed what I have
called my chain, and it held me fast in the duress of servitude (VIII,
5, 164).

After his conversion it is, for Augustine, entirely different. His actions come
now to be shaped by a “new will which had come to life in me and made me
wish to serve you freely and enjoy you, my God, who are our only certain joy*
(VIIL, 6, 164). Augustine achieves a unity of the self with itself, as it is coher-
ently housed in divinely ordained cultural routines of continence and charity.
“Truly it is by continence that we are made as one and regain that unity of self
which we lost by falling apart in the search for a variety of pleasures” (X, 29,
233).

This conversion, this reorientation of the will, is achieved through grace.
“For, whatever powers [a man] has, ,did they not come to him by gift?** (VIL,
21, 155; citing I Cor. 4:7). Here is the scene of its completion.

I seized [Paul‘s Epistles] ...and in silence I read the first passage on

Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (Harmondsworth, Middlesex:
Penguin Books, Ltd., 1961), Book 1, Section, 6, p. 25. All references to this work
will be to this edition and will be given in the text by Book number, Section number,
and page number.
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which my eyes fell: ,Not in revelling and drunkenness, not in lust
and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm your-
selves with the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature
and nature‘s appetites’ [Rom. 13: 13-14}. I had no wish to read
more and no need to do so. For in an instant, as I came to the end of
the sentence, it was as though the light of confidence flooded into
my heart and all the darkness of doubt was dispelled (VIII, 12, 178).

This picture of conversion is enormously attractive to Wittgenstein. It offers
escape from a life dominated by arbitrary passion. It offers a model of the over-
coming of prideful self-assertiveness (“The edifice of your pride has to be dis-
mantled” {CV, 26e}) without abasement. One‘s actions will henceforth express
who one is as a creature of God.

The language-learning scene in the Confessions is then of interest because it
is there that this later conversion is first dimly in preparation. Augustine thanks
God for both his ability to think conceptually and for a consequent openness to
both language-learning and conversion.

[My understandings of the sensible world] must have been in my
mind even before I learned them, though not present to my memory.
...It must have been that they were already in my memory, hidden
away in its deeper recesses....

...If for a short space of time, I cease to give them my attention, they
sink back and recede again into the more remote cells of my mem-
ory, so that I have to think them out again, like a fresh set of facts, if
I am to know them. ...[O]nce they have been dispersed, I have to
collect them again, and this is the derivation of the word cogitare,
which means to think or to collect one‘s thoughts. (X, 10-11, 217-9)

That is, within the human person there are both conceptual archetypes and
the power to use them to form propositions. These archetypes and this power
are gifts of God, not products of sensory processes. Thinking is the recalling
and use of these archetypes. It involves a collection of the self and its contents,
an achievement of coherent unity out of chaos. To exercise this power is already
to bear possibilities of conversion.

The power of thought that is exercised in language-learning emerges here as
a scintilla animae , a spark in the soul that is “a trace of the single unseen Being
from whom it was derived” (I, 20, 40). To exercise this power is to make use of
God‘s gift. It is the presence within language learning of a power of thinking
that is itself latently a power of conversion that attracts Wittgenstein‘s interest,
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and it is Augustine‘s sense of the presence of this power, and his account of its
subsequent flowering into conversion, that makes his mind, to Wittgenstein,
great.

But is Augustine‘s conversion genuine and exemplary? Does Augustine suc-
ceed in describing his route from infancy to conversion? There are reasons to be
suspicious of Augustine‘s account of his development.

It is unpersuasive that desire should disappear after conversion in the way
that Augustine claims it has. Normatively, it is not clear that a conversion to
continence and charity is necessary for elevated humanity. The very life of a
person seems to disappear, once it is imagined as no longer inflected by desire.
This is reflected in the tendency of the protagonist of the Confessions to disap-
pear as a presence after the conversion in Book VIII.

Wittgenstein noted the arbitrariness and inhumanity of Augustine‘s account
of continence as a necessity of faithfulness. In reaction to M. O‘C. Drury‘s sur-
prise that Egyptian religious sculptures show a god with an erect phallus,
Wittgenstein replied,

Why in the world shouldn‘t they have regarded with awe and rever-
ence that act by which the human race is perpetuated? Not every re-
ligion has to have St. Augustine‘s attitude to sex. Why, even in our
culture marriages are celebrated in a church; everyone present
knows what is going to happen that night, but that doesn‘t prevent it
being a religious ceremony. ®

Desires tend to linger, whatever joys in God'‘s presence may be possible, and
their lingering seems to have something to do with what we are. Augustine‘s
claim to have accomplished an elevating conversion seems too inhuman and too
intellectualistic, in relying initially on an isolate power to conceptualize the ob-
jects of experience.

Yet a conversion something like Augustine‘s continues to attract Wittgen -
stein‘s interest. (“What is good is also divine. ...Only something supernatural
can express the Supernatural.“ [CV, 3e]) There is a wish for a wedding of
spontaneity to the expression and achievement of value. The possibility of con-
version must have something to do with a spontaneity within that makes lan-
guage learning possible, but less intellectualistically. The natural thing to do
then is to investigate that mental activity.

This investigation of mental activity in language-learning is the opening
move of Philosophical Investigations, as its protagonist undertakes to scrutinize

6

Wittgenstein, cited in M. O°‘C. Drury, “Conversations with Wittgenstein," p. 148.
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and refigure the possibilities of conversion that are latent within it. “These
words, it seems to me [,so scheint es mir‘], give us a particular picture of the
essence of human language® (P1, §1; emphasis added).

It is easy to see how Augustine‘s picture of language-learning arises. In
positing a divinely given mental activity underlying language-learning, it up-
holds the species-specificity of language. It seems to capture the crucial about-
ness of language, that at least some words can be used to sort and classify
things.

Yet the picture is not the right one. It offers no account of “the remaining
kinds of word“ (PI, §1), words unlike “table, chair* and “bread.” It represents
our ability to classify objects as a matter of archetypes within that await only
triggers by experience, rather than as part of a course of development that in-
volves entering into cultural repertoires. Hence it casts our conceptual con-
sciousness as more fixed and thinglike than flexible and enabled by culture.

So Augustine‘s picture of the learning of language is not the right picture;
his account of conversion not the right account. We can point to a use of lan-
guage for which Augustine‘s account is altogether unsuitable, scene in which a
word is used significantly, but not as the expression of any inner archetype.

Now think of the following use of language: I send someone shop-
ping. I give him a slip marked “five red apples“. He takes the slip to
the shopkeeper, who opens the drawer marked “apples*; then he
looks up the word “red in a table and finds a colour sample oppo-
site it; then he says the series of cardinal numbers--1 assume that he
knows them by heart [,er weiss sie auswendig‘: outwardly, by rote] -
-up to the word “five” and for each number he takes an apple of the
same colour as the sample out of the drawer.----It is in this and
similar ways that one operates with words (PI, §1).

“Five* is not the name of a Platonically subsistent number. It is, instead, an
expression that is used within a primitive cultural routine. Hence Augustine‘s
account of conversion rests on a misrepresentation of our linguistic abilities.

Crucially, however, the aspiration for a route from an inner power and to-
ward conversion does not disappear. It is not enough just to say that we have
this word “five” and certain routines of using it. Something in us wishes to
know how we have that word and those routines, and further what possibilities
of development are therein open to us. A voice--one of the voices of the protag-
onist, a voice occurring within the protagonist‘s consciousness, not without--
intrudes, interrupts the criticism of Augustine‘s picture, in order to demand
some picture in its place, some account of our power. “‘But how does he know
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where and how he is to look up the word ,red‘ and what he is to do with the
word ,five‘?“ (P1, §1). The thought that there just are routines of cultural activ-
ity is not one that it is easy to rest with, without an account of them.

There then arises in the text an internal dialectic, an unending critical con-
versation within the protagonist, between two voices that are equally its own: a
voice that demands a ground for, an account of, “the way one operates with
words," of how one is so much as able to do this at all, and of the possibilities
of development and conversion that are open to a being possessed of that
power; and a voice of rebuke or repudiation, a voice that rejects any explanatory
account of our power as intellectualistic and as insensitive to the torturous en-
tanglements of conceptual consciousness with cultural routines, a voice that
seeks not mastery, but silent charity and peace, but a voice that in this seeking
exercises the very power for which the first voice demands an account, a voice
that cannot in the energies of its repudiations uphold the view that cultural rou-
tines are mere natural happenstances that we do not actively make, a voice that
hence acknowledges despite itself the existence of an inner spontaneity or
power.

Philosophical Investigations is the dramatic enactment of this conversation
between these two voices that remain entangled with one another, unendingly
and inconclusively, within the consciousness of the protagonist. This protago-
nist seeks a route toward conversion and a doctrine that would describe that
route: the first voice enters its proposals. But this protagonist is also aware of
the enabling power of cultural routines themselves for conceptual conscious-
ness, in providing more than mere triggers for a fixed inner power: the second
voice enters its rebukes. Yet, in entering these rebukes, the presence of some
spontaneity within is implicitly acknowledged, and the aspiration to conversion
is given room to assert itself. Ongoing struggles with temptation and for self-
understanding (including sometimes an overlying suppression of such struggles)
as an intentional being involved in linguistic and cultural practices are, on this
text‘s showing, a central part of what it is to be a person.
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Playing by Wittgenstein's Rules

cause every course of action can be made out to accord with the rule. The an-
swer was: if everything can be made out to accord with the rule, then it can also
be made out to conflict with it. And so there would be neither accord nor con-
flict here”.(§201) The above question and the paradox it generates are indicative
of a form of rule-following skepticism: if rules can be made out to accord or
discord with any application, then rules do not do what we presume them to do;
therefore, either (a) rules are powerless, or (b) they simply do not exist. (a) Is an
epistemological claim, and if true, then representationalism collapses; (b) is an
ontological claim, and if true, then conceptual realism collapses.

Though Wittgenstein is not adverse to pointing out the pitfalls of conceptual
realism and representationalism, it would be erroneous to attribute the above
form of skepticism to him. This is clear from his remarks that this brand of
skepticism ”is not what we ought to say”(§198) and that “’there is a misunder-
standing here”.(§201) These remarks implicitly grant that the rule-skeptic is
seeing a deep point, although it has not been quite properly formulated. In fact,
such a brand of skepticism would be incoherent because it presumes the very
legitimacy of rules in purporting to call into question the authenticity of rules!

Like so often with skepticism, the putative problem here is one which cannot
even be regarded as meaningful. In the Tractatus , Wittgenstein pointed to this
ubiquitous skeptical confusion when he wrote, ’Skepticism is not irrefutable,
but obviously nonsensical, when it tries to raise doubts where no questions can
be asked. For doubt only can exist where a question exists, a question only
where an answer exists, and an answer only where something can be said .
(6.51) Having explicitly acknowledged the skeptic’s paradox, Wittgenstein
would not allow himself to fall victim to the same sort of confusion. Therefore,
in the above elucidated sense of skepticism, Wittgenstein is not a skeptic.

I

A further and more troublesome mistake the rule-following skeptic makes is
to conflate “following rules” for ”’providing interpretations”. On Wittgenstein’s
view, the problem about rule-following is misformulated when the skeptic ar-
gues that on some interpretation any act can be made to accord with a rule. The
problem here is not with rules, but rather with an improper conception of how
interpretation functions. What the skeptic suggests “’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”.(§198) The focus of Wittgenstein’s concern thus shifts from the inter-
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locutor’s skepticism about rules to a misconception about interpretation.

Rules by themselves cannot guarantee that they will be followed one way
rather than another. A rule by itself cannot provide its own justification. The
skeptic rightly identifies this problem, but he misidentifies the source, namely,
interpretation. Wittgenstein points to this confusion at §201: "Hence there is an
inclination to say: every action according to the rule is an interpretation.” If this
were the problem of rule-following, it stands to follow that no rule would be
followed in the same fashion. But, this is an empirically indefensible claim, and,
”What this shews is that there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an infer-
pretation . (§201)

The skeptic thinks that if and only if we can provide the right interpretation
of a rule can we then know that we are correctly following the rule. Moreover,
if we cannot provide the right interpretation, or even justify ourselves in prefer-
ring one interpretation over another, then the skeptic maintains we must con-
cede his dismal conclusions. But, following a rule cannot be a matter of inter-
preting a rule correctly because an interpretation by itself can provide no more
foundation than can a rule. The problem with the rule -following skeptic thus be -
comes manifold because he substitutes interpretations for rules. And, if we
“restrict the term ‘interpretation’ to the substitution of one expression of the rule
for another”, this manifold problem becomes explicit.(§201) As a rule could
always, in principle, be justified by a further rule, so an interpretation could al-
ways be justified by a further interpretation. In the end, no rules would be fol-
lowed and no interpretations could be proffered. "It can be seen that there is a
misunderstanding here from the mere fact that in the course of our argument we
give one interpretation after another; as if each one contented us at least for a
moment, until we thought of yet another standing behind it”.(§201) Now, not
only is the skeptic proposing meaningless difficulties, but what he takes to be
the only solution to those difficulties generates an infinite regress.

IIL.

We have seen why rule-following skepticism is, on the one hand, incoherent,
and on the other, why the ostensible solution to that skepticism results in a
regress. So, how do we follow rules? Wittgenstein suggests that “'there is a way
of grasping a rule which is not an interpretation , but which is exhibited in what
we call ‘obeying a rule’ and ‘going against it’ in actual cases”.(§201) Unless we
get clear on this notion of “grasping”, however, there is little explanatory virtue
in such a response.
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