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Introduction

Oskari Kuusela and Mihai Ometiță

In contemporary philosophy, phenomenology and analytic philosophy are often seen as distinct if not opposed, even mutually hostile, approaches. In such a situation of opposition neither side recognizes the other as an interlocutor from whom they might learn.1 However, no such opposition was assumed by Ludwig Wittgenstein, one of the founders of analytic philosophy, besides Gottlob Frege and Bertrand Russell. Rather, during a certain period of his career, Wittgenstein regarded logical analysis as involving phenomenological analysis of experience, at least in certain areas of language use, or saw phenomenology as a way to modify the account of logic put forward in his early work Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus. (We will return to these different ways of understanding Wittgenstein’s phenomenology and its philosophical significance for him.) As is known, Frege also engaged philosophically with the founder of phenomenology, Edmund Husserl. Frege critiqued Husserl’s Philosophy of Arithmetic for its psychologistic account of mathematics, and the two exchanged letters on the philosophy of mathematics (Frege 1894/1972; Mohanty, Frege and Husserl 1974). This seems to have been significant for the development of Husserl’s phenomenology in that, in the wake of Frege’s criticism Husserl put forward a detailed critique of psychologism in his next book, the Logical Investigations, and subsequently continued to emphasize the difference between phenomenological investigation and a psychological one.2 It seems unlikely that either Frege or Husserl could have guessed that they would later be regarded as representing two opposed philosophical schools, nor did Wittgenstein worry about the incompatibility of logical and phenomenological elements in his philosophy. Moreover, although Wittgenstein’s phenomenological period seems to have been rather short lived, many similarities can be found in the development of phenomenology by Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, Merleau-Ponty and Levinas and the later development of Wittgenstein’s philosophy.

The preceding raises questions about how the relationship between phenomenology and analytic philosophy should be understood, whether the assumption about their distinctness and/or opposition is correct, and whether the two approaches might have something to learn from each other after all. Due to his concern with the notion of “phenomenology” and the uses he made of it, Wittgenstein seems to occupy a peculiar place in the history of analytic philosophy, and he can offer us a lens through which aspects of the broader philosophical situation can be brought into focus. For even though his relation to analytic philosophy at large is complicated in itself, the following chapters, of course, discuss the relation between his philosophy and phenomenology in specific respects. In this way they allow us to zoom in on specific aspects of the broader philosophical situation, and from this it should be clear also how far the issues raised and points made are relevant to analytic or phenomenological philosophy more generally. Accordingly, we hope that the chapters in this collection not only clarify the relation between Wittgenstein and phenomenological philosophy, but that they can also help both phenomenologists and analytic philosophers to raise fruitful questions about their own approaches. The hope is thus that these comparative studies throw light on both sides.

None of the contributors to this book assumes the radical divide in the aforementioned terms. They also recognize that what is to be understood by phenomenology, analytic philosophy and more specifically by Wittgenstein’s philosophy in its different phases is not obvious. What the key commitments of phenomenology are, for example, depends on which philosophical author is in question and on what period and aspects of their philosophy are in focus. None of this is free from questions of philosophical interpretation, and likewise it is not possible to discuss Wittgenstein’s philosophy without taking a stand on such questions. In this sense, if we are to compare phenomenology as developed by different phenomenologists with Wittgenstein’s philosophy, the terms of the comparison must be clarified.3 Does Wittgenstein mean the same—at all—by “phenomenology” as Husserl? If not, what does he mean by phenomenology and how does this relate to Husserlian phenomenology? How does Wittgenstein’s later philosophy relate to phenomenology, as developed by Husserl’s followers? While it is not possible to provide an introduction to either phenomenology or Wittgenstein here, in the following we sketch the philosophical-historical background for the discussions undertaken in the book, starting with Husserl.

Husserl characterizes phenomenology as a “pure eidetic science” (from εἶδος, translated as essence, form, type; purity in Kant’s sense of purity from anything empirical). Characteristic of such a science of the essences is that it is not concerned with, and does not postulate, any particular, existing things. Rather, eidetic sciences (which also include mathematics and logic) possess what Husserl calls “essential generality”, by contrast to empirical generality limited to actually existing things (I1 §§4, 6, 10, 18). Thus, for example, when I come to comprehend the essence of redness, “[n]o longer is it the particular as such which is referred to, not this or that red thing, but redness in general” (IP, 45). And, importantly, while essences can be comprehended, according to Husserl, without relying on knowledge of facts—one can perceive, imagine, remember or present abstractly one and the same thing—all factual or empirical sciences presuppose an understanding of essences. Thus they have their “theoretical bases in eidetic ontologies”, which phenomenology is in a position to clarify (I1, 64).

Part of the task of Husserlian phenomenology, accordingly, is to ground scientific knowledge. This it seeks to do by studying the constitution of essences and experience of reality by consciousness, whereby the idea is, roughly, that since anything we can experience and know is experienced and known through consciousness, we can grasp whatever is given to consciousness, including the constitution of knowledge, by studying consciousness, its functions and structures. Moreover, since, according to Husserl anything given to consciousness can be studied through phenomenology, phenomenology offers an entry point to the study of any phenomena whatsoever by way of their essences. Thus, he regards phenomenology as able to contribute to all fields of knowledge and to all fields of “material essences” (I1 §10, 18). (Hence also the phenomenological battle cry: back to things themselves!) But insofar as phenomenology seeks to clarify the foundations of the factual sciences, clearly it cannot take their results (and neither those of the eidetic science of mathematics) for granted without falling into circularity. In this sense Husserlian phenomenology is intended to be entirely presuppositionless, concentrating only on describing what is given directly to consciousness. Similarly, it is important that Husserlian grasping of essences through the study of consciousness is not based on introspection, that is, on empirical observation of oneself, informed by assumptions from everyday thinking and/or science.

The preceding explains the importance of what Husserl calls “reduction” or έποχή, making use of a term that originates with the ancient sceptics, and for whom it means refraining from judgement, neither affirming nor rejecting a belief. Although Husserl is not a sceptic himself, he does consider sceptical doubt as useful for discerning what is essential to knowledge, as illustrated by Descartes’ attempt to account for the foundations of knowledge. (See Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations for the Cartesian roots of phenomenology.) Briefly, for Husserl the epoche involves bracketing and disconnecting, whereby the world-positing natural attitude within which we usually live is suspended. Thus, when carrying out the epoche it “completely bars me from using any judgment that concerns spatio-temporal existence” pertaining to particular, actually existing things, so that I do not assume any scientific theories, for example (I1 §32). Although it might not be possible to entirely switch off the attitude of consciousness that posits an independently existing reality, the epoche allows one to focus on the structure of the acts of consciousness and on their intentional correlates in consciousness, whereby phenomenological analysis is not meant to be informed by expectations, assumptions and interpretations of the natural attitude regarding the perceived object. The epoche can thus be described as constituting a changed attitude towards reality, but not its rejection. As Husserl writes:



This radical suspension of Nature stands in conflict, to be sure, with our most deeply rooted habits of experience and thinking. Yet it is precisely for this reason that fully self-conscious phenomenological reduction is needed if consciousness is to be systematically investigated in its pure immanence at all.

(PPMFI, 131)




What lies on the background of the preceding is Husserl’s opposition to naturalism and empiricism in philosophy, including psychological accounts of what is given in consciousness. As he also explains:



[…] pure phenomenology is to be separated sharply from psychology at large and, specifically, from the descriptive psychology of the phenomena of consciousness. Only with this separation does the centuries-old conflict over “psychologism” reach its final conclusion. The conflict is over nothing less than the true philosophical method and the foundation of any philosophy a pure and strict science.

(PPMFI, 128–9)




As noted, Husserl’s rejection of naturalism has various connections with Frege’s rejection of psychologism in logic.4 This anti- or non-naturalism also connects phenomenology with Wittgenstein, who emphasizes in the Tractatus and throughout his philosophical career, that philosophy cannot be understood as an empirical or factual discipline. But what then is Husserl’s objection to naturalism? Basically, he regards naturalism as incoherent. While naturalism seeks to explain everything, including norms and values, in the naturalistic terms of empirical science, it neglects, according to Husserl, that those explanations or whatever they appeal to already presuppose consciousness as “the ultimate source of all the formations of knowledge” which also the sciences presuppose (CES §26). Moreover, insofar as we then try to understand the possibility of knowledge and constitution of experience in consciousness, the investigation cannot itself be naturalistic, because this already presupposes the possibility of knowledge rather than clarifying it. As Husserl also says, “What is taken for granted in natural thinking is the possibility of cognition” (IP, 15). Accordingly, when in phenomenology we “[…] confine ourselves purely to the task of clarifying the essence of cognition and of being an object of cognition, then this will be phenomenology of cognition and of being an object of cognition, and will be the first and principal part of phenomenology as a whole” (IP, 18). As Husserl emphasizes from about 1903 onwards, rather than studied naturalistically, consciousness must be investigated from a transcendental point of view. At this point he starts conceiving phenomenology as transcendental philosophy in a Kantian sense, with Kant describing transcendental philosophy as focused not so much on the objects of cognition but on our a priori mode of knowing them (Kant 1781/1996, B25, A56/B80; cf. KITP).

Regarding the further development of phenomenology, never afraid to start anew in philosophy, in the 1920s and 1930s Husserl comes to reconsider his approach once again. As he now realizes, phenomenology cannot simply study essences as something static constituted by consciousness, but it must also study the historical genesis of meaning and essences (see CES). This also affects his views on reduction. While what is called the “Cartesian way” of carrying out the reduction begins with the analysis of subjectivity, excluding the question of the actuality of the world from consideration and focusing on the modes of giveness of the objects of consciousness, the later Husserl begun to regard this as problematic. Consequently, he developed a different way of proceeding, the so-called ontological reduction which starts from the mode of giveness of objects in a particular ontological region, proceeding from this to the analysis of subjectivity and the constitution of the objects. What is misleading in the Cartesian way is that subjectivity appears here as if it were something independently existing, but in fact phenomenology is only interested in consciousness insofar as it is “the field” in which the world appears (see Zahavi 2003, 51–2). In this sense, treating the world as if it were an illusion obscures how it always constitutes the horizon of all experiences, and how experiences are confirmable by other experiences. Another method employed to grasp essences in Husserlian phenomenology is “imaginative free variation”, which consists in varying parts of the original intuition in which the object was given, so that everything contingent can be recognized as such and what is essential comes to view more perspicuously. Essential features here are those that cannot be varied in our imagination (see Moran 1999, 152, 154–5).

But what does this have to do with Wittgenstein? Some connections stand out, even without considering what Wittgenstein means by phenomenology. Just as Husserl, so too Wittgenstein regards scientific naturalism as a confused way to proceed in philosophy, and emphasizes the difference of philosophy from science (TLP 4.111). His key objection to scientific naturalism in philosophy has similarities with Husserl’s: factual statements already presuppose, and therefore cannot clarify, what is essential or necessary for the possibility of the comprehension of facts, in other words, for the possibility of true/false thought, experience or knowledge concerning reality. (See TLP 3.4–3.344 for the sense in which philosophy is concerned with what is essential and with the possibility of true/false thought.) Therefore, if we wish to clarify what is essential to thought, language, experience and knowledge of reality, we cannot do so in terms of factual statements and empirical science. Rather, according to Wittgenstein, the possibility of thought concerning reality, and so on, must be clarified through a logical investigation concerning the underlying logical principles that govern thought, language and reality as an object of thought (TLP 4.112). Ultimately, Wittgenstein’s rejection of naturalism and philosophy conceived as a factual investigation goes even further than Husserl’s in that it also informs Wittgenstein’s rejection of true/false philosophical theses and theories as unsuited to clarify what is essential or necessary and to express exceptionless logical or essential generality (TLP 4.112; PI §109; RPP I §§548–549).5

It is worth noting that this opposition to naturalism also explains the oft-observed fact that both Husserl and Wittgenstein emphasize philosophy as engaged in description rather than explanation. What is at stake is the rejection of scientific-style explanations in philosophy to the benefit of descriptions of how objects are given in consciousness in the case of Husserl, and descriptions of the logical function of relevant expressions in the case of Wittgenstein. As Wittgenstein emphasizes from the beginning of his career, logical clarification deals with something that thinkers and language users already know (MS 101, 39r/NB, 11; cf. 43; TLP 5.473ff.; cf. PI §89). Similarly, however, we can say that Husserl is trying to clarify something that subjects capable of experiencing and knowing reality are already familiar with, by virtue of being able to experience and know. In this sense philosophy then does not inform us about new facts and discoveries, like science does, but both Husserl and Wittgenstein regard philosophy as clarifying the understanding of reality that we already have, and this point is emphasized by Heidegger, too.

Here the question also arises in how far Husserl’s and Wittgenstein’s objections to naturalism could explain the opposition between phenomenology and analytic philosophy, on the one hand, and the uneasy relations of analytic philosophy with Wittgenstein, on the other hand. For, unlike Husserl and Wittgenstein, analytic philosophy has typically (in the past as well as in the present) sought to align itself with natural science, supporting philosophical naturalism in the sense in which both Husserl and Wittgenstein reject it. This is clearly exemplified by the Vienna Circle of logical positivists or logical empiricists, some of whom provided early responses to phenomenology which may partly explain the historical opposition, even hostility, between the two schools.6 Leaving this question about historical influence to the side, however, since we cannot properly answer it here, how does phenomenology come into the picture for Wittgenstein?

Just as for Husserl, phenomenology is the method for carrying out a philosophical investigation that can clarify what naturalistic inquiries already assume, so too for Wittgenstein. This of course does not mean that what they understand by phenomenology is the same. But there are important similarities.7 Now, as the philosophical task undertaken in the Tractatus can be described, Wittgenstein’s aim there is to lay down the foundation for logical investigation. This is a matter of setting up a methodological framework that provides the basis for future philosophy conceived as logical analysis, whereby the Tractatus seeks to clarify key logical notions, such as those of judgement or proposition, the logical composition of propositions, how new propositions are formed out of extant ones, what their truth consists in, the basis of logical inference, what logical necessity consist in, why the rules of logic should be considered as binding on us, and so on (TLP 4.1, 4.2, 4.22, 4.5, 5, 5.13–5.132, 5.471–5.472). What the Tractatus does not try to do, however, is to carry out any logical analyses that make use of this logical framework, whereby the purpose would be to clarify the logical forms of specific propositions or concepts, and to resolve philosophical problems in this way. As he explains, it is not possible to foresee any specific logical forms and to determine what logical forms there might be, before considering the uses of relevant expressions. Only the general form of propositions, shared by every possible proposition, can be clarified at an abstract level, independently of considering specific uses, and this is the task undertaken in the Tractatus. By contrast, “The application of logic decides what elementary propositions there are. [New paragraph] What lies in its application logic cannot anticipate” (TLP 5.557).

Determining any specific logical forms therefore is a task left to the application of logic, and on one interpretation of the role of Wittgenstein’s phenomenology; this is where phenomenology comes in.8 For, at least in specific areas of thought and language use, such as experiential concepts that speak about things given in experience (for example in the visual field), sensation concepts, and so on, it would be a task for phenomenological analysis to determine the logical forms or relevant expressions. (See Chapter 6 in this volume for Wittgenstein’s phenomenological investigation of pain in relation to Merleau-Ponty.) More specifically, this task would be carried out, and the result spelt out, in terms of a phenomenological language which, unlike the coarse everyday language, gives “reality in full” as it is experienced in immediate experience and “reproduces the finest details” (VW, 313; cf. RLF). Similarly to how Husserl conceives phenomenological analysis, this language would be concerned with what is given immediately in experience, and thus it would exclude any “hypothetical elements”, such as those relating to everyday or “physicalist” thinking in terms of objects of reality. (See MS 113, 123r for a characterization of the notion of phenomenological language; cf. MS 152, 92.) Taken in this first way, phenomenological analyses would be something that complements and extends the logical work carried out in the Tractatus.

But what Wittgenstein understands by phenomenology and what its role is in his philosophy is not an easy question. (Chapters 1 and 2 in this volume discuss phenomenology in Wittgenstein.) Relatedly, it is unclear how long Wittgenstein’s so-called phenomenological period lasted. The answer to this question depends on whether the Tractatus already conceived logic as consisting of a foundational part and complementary phenomenological part, as explained. Alternatively, however, phenomenological analysis might be construed as something to which Wittgenstein turns only in 1929 in response to problems that arise for the Tractatus’ account of the foundations of logic. More specifically, we are speaking of the so-called colour-exclusion problem, which, as Wittgenstein came to realize, puts into question the Tractatus’ account of truth-functions, as illustrated by how the logical conjunction of “object A is red” and “object A is green” does not produce a true complex sentence, but something contradictory or nonsensical (in any case, something that cannot be asserted). (See Chapter 1 in this volume for a discussion.) This suggests that the logical connectives are not governed by uniform rules, contrary to what the Tractatus assumed. Instead, the rules governing them may vary, depending on the area of language use. (The early Wittgenstein had inherited from Frege and Russell a universalist conception of logic, according to which the rules of logic are the same in all areas of thought, so this is a significant point. It is also important to note that the rules governing connectives belong to what the Tractatus considered to be the foundational part of logic, i.e. his account of the general form of propositions.) In any case, the discussion of the colour-exclusion problem is one of the first times when Wittgenstein started speaking about “the logical investigation of the phenomena themselves” with the purpose of accounting for the “logical multiplicity” of phenomena, which can be identified with what he means by phenomenology (RLF, 30). But insofar as phenomenology gets introduced into Wittgenstein’s philosophy in 1929 in response to his recognition of problems with the Tractatus’ account of the foundations of logic, i.e. that his account of truth functions cannot explain the behaviour of logical connectives in all cases, then phenomenology marks the beginning of his attempts to revise the Tractarian account of logic, rather than being compatible and complementary with it (see RLF, 33).9 Of course, we cannot try to settle this question of interpretation here.

The colour-exclusion problem seems to be, in any case, an impetus that starts the disintegration of Wittgenstein’s early philosophy and his long journey towards what is known as his later philosophy (presented in the Philosophical Investigations). Although Wittgenstein first makes attempts to modify and/or fix the Tractatus’ account of philosophy and logic by means of phenomenological analyses and by postulating discreet systems of sentences (Satzsysteme) governed by different logical rules, he eventually comes to reject these attempts as a way forward. As he writes about phenomenological language in October and November 1929, he no longer regards it as necessary for expressing in philosophy what we want, and that he now considers the assumption of its possibility to be absurd. Rather, all that is necessary and possible is the clarification of the uses of ordinary language or distinguishing between essential and inessential in “our language” (MS 107, 176, 205). Ultimately, further down the line, he also comes to question and reject the abstract notion of the completeness of logic and logical analyses which was assumed in the Tractatus. According to this, logic must cover completely all the rules that govern a system of signs, and this goal seems still assumed during the time of his attempt to spell out the rules for discreet sentence systems (Z §440; PG, 211–12; for discussion of the notion of sentence systems, see Baker 1988). By contrast, in his mature later philosophy, philosophy for Wittgenstein becomes the clarification of particular historically contextualized problems, without any pretensions to establish philosophical doctrines of timeless essences or ontologies that would contain the solution to all philosophical problems relating to matters in question. Now the criterion of completeness for logical clarifications is seen as dependent on the specific problems or unclarities to which the clarifications constitute a response. (Wittgenstein’s account of logic and philosophy is discussed in relation to Heidegger in Chapter 4 in this volume. For Wittgenstein’s rejection of philosophical theses, see Kuusela 2008.)

In the Investigations we then find this warning regarding the need for a phenomenological language by means of which we could describe far greater subtleties than in ordinary language:



Here it is difficult to keep our heads above water, as it were, to see that we must stick to matters of everyday thought, and not to get on the wrong track where it seems that we have to describe extreme subtleties, which again we are quite unable to describe with the means at our disposal. We feel as if we had to repair a torn spider’s web with our fingers.

(PI §106; cf. MS 152, 92)




Finally, commenting on the issue of phenomenology once more in one of his last manuscripts, in the midst of a philosophical study of colours, Wittgenstein writes: “There is no such thing as phenomenology, but there are indeed phenomenological problems” (RC §53/MS 176, 13r). We can read this as saying that, although there are philosophical problems relating to experience and perception, there is no such thing as a phenomenological doctrine or an eidetic science with established results, such as Husserl envisaged, which would provide answers to our phenomenological problems. (Husserl, of course, was never able to establish such a science.) With all this, we have come quite a long way from how Husserl originally envisaged phenomenology in his work.

As then regards the development of phenomenology in the hands of Husserl’s most famous followers, Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Sartre and Levinas, various highly interesting connections can be found here to both Wittgenstein’s early and later philosophy. Thus, for example, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty argue that phenomenology needs to turn away from its original Husserlian focus on consciousness, maintaining against the earlier Husserl (before the late 1920s) that the world cannot simply be bracketed in reduction, as if our selves were independent of it, so that reduction could somehow get us outside the world in order for us to observe our relation to it. Similarly, however, Wittgenstein seems to regard, already in the Tractatus, the self and the world as mutually interdependent (see PP, xv; BPP, 21; TLP 5.6ff., 5.621). Relatedly, he rejects there a view of language which makes it seem that we could examine our relation to the world as if from outside of how we represent the world by means of language (TLP 4.12ff.). This interdependence of the self and the world also has important consequences in ethics where, among other things, it brings into question the Kantian assumption of ethics as either autonomous or heteronomous, which still seems to assume the independence of the self and the world. (Chapter 10 in this volume discusses the Tractatus’ account of the self and the world as interdependent, in relation to Levinas.) Likewise Sartre contests the assumption that the existence of others could be bracketed in phenomenological reduction. As he argues, this would obliterate the intelligibility of reactions such as shame and fear (BN, 284–7, 295). Affinities can also be found between Wittgenstein’s treatment of solipsism in the Tractatus and Sartre’s discussion of it in Being and Nothingness, as well as between the critiques that the two philosophers mount against the commonly held view of consciousness and consciousness of one’s self. (See Chapter 9 in this volume for a discussion of the latter issue.)

Similarly, the later Wittgenstein agrees with Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty that understanding the being of entities and factual knowledge concerning reality are not simply an achievement of consciousness or mind (see BT, 59ff.). Rather, this is something agents inhabiting and acting in a world are capable of, whereby the focus of phenomenology moves away from Husserl’s early analyses of consciousness to acting and living in a world, similarly to Wittgenstein’s focus on actions and life with language. Unlike Heidegger, however, Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty emphasize the bodily nature of speaking and knowing agents (PP, 77ff.; PI §283ff.). (See Chapter 6 in this volume for a discussion of Wittgenstein’s and Merleau-Ponty’s responses to Cartesian dualism.) This is also to question the idea—still assumed in the Tractatus but not by the later Wittgenstein—that our relation to reality would be primarily one of knowing and representing. Consequently, from this point of view, the traditional philosophical assumption regarding the representational character of thought and language must also be considered to be simplistic.10 By contrast, such a representational conception of language is still quite often assumed in mainstream analytic philosophy, for example, when trying to account for linguistic meaning in terms of truth-conditions. Similarly, analytic philosophy of language and mind often continue to hold on to mentalistic assumptions about how the mind provides signs with their meaning, assigning meaningless marks with a semantic interpretation. In this sense analytic philosophy still largely holds on to a “consciousness centred” philosophy. (See Chapter 5 in this volume for a discussion of Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty in relation to contemporary analytic philosophy of language, and challenges for a Wittgensteinian approach from the direction of Merleau-Ponty.) From the point of view of phenomenological philosophy and Wittgenstein, it is hard not to see these views in need of critical scrutiny. Here we come again to the issue of what mainstream analytic philosophy could learn from Wittgenstein and/or phenomenology. (See Chapter 7 in this volume for similarities between Wittgenstein’s and Merleau-Ponty’s conceptions of so-called internal relations.)

Finally, to comment again on philosophical methodology, questions can be raised for phenomenologists from the point of view of Wittgenstein’s rejection of philosophical theses and theories. Is it possible, phenomenologically or otherwise, to establish philosophical doctrines or definitive ontology? Or should we ultimately recognize philosophical systems and theories as projections of historically conditioned and contextualized views and outlooks onto reality in the guise of timeless truths? If so, how should the task and role of philosophy be conceived? In this regard the work of Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein seems particularly relevant, and many fruitful questions seem to arise if we pose questions from one to the other.


Overview of Work on Wittgenstein and Phenomenology

For decades, inquiries into the relation between Wittgenstein and phenomenology read and assessed his works in light of the phenomenological philosophy, whose turning points were taken to provide criteria of philosophical progress or at least viability. More recently, however, research has become more sensitive to the specificity and peculiarity of Wittgenstein’s own understanding of phenomenology.

The first comparative inquiries emerged in the 1960s. The idea of some kinship between Wittgenstein’s philosophy and phenomenological philosophy was initially articulated more or less allusively, which was due also to the small amount of published material from Wittgenstein’s Nachlass. The insights of two French phenomenologists are, however, notable. In the 1966 published version of his lecture at John Hopkins University, Mikel Dufrenne highlighted some similarities of the two sections of Husserl’s Formal and Transcendental Logic with Wittgenstein’s conception of logic in the Tractatus and in the Investigations respectively. Dufrenne emphasized that, by that time, the latter work had not been faithfully inherited by the “programme of the contemporary English school”.11One year later, Paul Ricoeur drew a less enthusiastic comparison, one of whose outcomes is that “Husserl helped us to discover within the Tractatus tensions, paradoxes, and above all an abortive phenomenology of meaning, crushed between the initial realistic propositions of the Tractatus about world and facts and the logical kernel of the Tractatus.”12

Another year later, Herbert Spiegelberg’s “The Puzzle of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Phänomenologie (1929–?)”, republished with a 1979 supplement in 1981, had a particular impact in the United States. This piece became widely known, as Spiegelberg was already regarded as a prominent historian of phenomenology.13 He closely studied Wittgenstein’s explicit remarks on phenomenology, at the time accessible only with difficulty, in the archive. Spiegelberg approaches phenomenology as a multifarious movement rather than as a cohesive tradition. While doing so, he still emphasizes the originality of Wittgenstein’s reflections on phenomenology, which he finds to be concerned with the assessment of modes of description at least as much as with what is to be described.

In the 1980s, the comparative study of Wittgenstein and phenomenology was revived by Nicholas Gier. The main thesis of his1981 volume is that the development of Wittgenstein’s philosophy parallels that of phenomenological philosophy, “from a more Husserlian stage to a full life-world phenomenology”, akin to that of Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty (Gier 1981, 5). Gier does not only draw parallels between the two itineraries, but also aims to unveil a common background, including Kantian and neo-Kantian concerns in early 20th-century Germany and Austria, as well as influences of Lebensphilosophie from Schopenhauer through Oswald Spengler and even L. E. J. Brouwer.

The level of generality which goes hand in hand with the ambitious scale of Gier’s project may have triggered his debate with Harry Reeder. The latter’s 1989 “Wittgenstein Never Was a Phenomenologist” was followed by the former’s 1991 “Never Say Never: a Response to Harry P. Reeder’s ‘Wittgenstein Never Was a Phenomenologist’”, followed yet again by Reeder’s 1991 “Never Say ‘Never Say Never’: Reply to Nicholas Gier”. The question raised by this insistent exchange is whether it may have not left under-specified the very question if Wittgenstein was, or was not, a phenomenologist.

A more slow-paced examination was provided by Jaakko and Merrill Hintikka (1986), who qualify as phenomenological not only Wittgenstein’s early notion of objects as arguably entities of acquaintance but also his later notion of immediate experience, together with the primary language meant to describe them. While working through Wittgenstein’s early and later manuscripts, the Hintikkas maintain that the concern with phenomenological language he develops around 1929 is in fact already present—implicitly—in the Tractatus. The concern would then be displaced by a scrutiny of physicalist, everyday language, in the early 1930s.14

A further wave of inquiries into Wittgenstein’s stances to phenomenology appeared in the 1990s. This happened, on the one hand, thanks to the wider availability of his Nachlass (initially in facsimile, and after 1998 in electronic format), and on the other hand, thanks to the growing interest in the period when he reflects explicitly on phenomenology, the so-called transitional or middle period, generally located between 1929 and 1932. This line of investigation is noteworthy, particularly with Kienzler (1997), for revealing that many remarks often taken to propose a phenomenological philosophy, turn out—in light of their context and of Wittgenstein’s working methods—to be rather critical examinations of the viability of such a project. Stephen Mulhall (1990) examines the relationship between Heidegger and Wittgenstein with regard to the problem of aspect-seeing, and relates the two again in his Inheritance and Originality (2001). Simon Glendinning discusses the problem of other minds in light of Heidegger, Derrida and Wittgenstein in Glendinning (1998).

Wittgenstein’s dealings with phenomenology gain even greater significance once one notices his insistent scrutiny of various methodological assumptions and expectations, which tempted him for a while, and which were arguably also embraced by early phenomenologists. Wittgenstein’s ultimately dismissing the notion of a phenomenological language and, along with it, the possibility of the description of an immediate experience, brings into question certain hopes of Husserlian phenomenology, whose later questioning by figures like Heidegger, Sartre and Merleau-Ponty was mentioned in the preceding. An emblematic example is the early phenomenological faith put into a phenomenological reduction, which would enable a pure account of experience and its structures. A further question of particular significance in this respect is whether phenomenological reduction may not involve a means of expression like the one problematized by later Wittgenstein’s remarks on so-called private language.15

During the last years, the affinity between Wittgenstein and major phenomenologists has been assessed in detail in notable book-length studies and collections as follows: Wittgenstein et la Tradition Phénoménologique (Romano ed. 2008); Wittgenstein and Husserl (Meixner 2014); Wittgenstein and Heidegger (Braver 2012; Egan et al. eds. 2013); Wittgenstein and Sartre (Morris 2007); Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty (Romdenh-Romluc ed. 2017); Wittgenstein and Levinas (Plant 2007); and Wittgenstein, Husserl and Levinas (Overgaard 2007).




Contributions to This Volume

The present volume provides a reassessment of the relation between Wittgenstein and the phenomenologists, in light of recent debates in contemporary scholarship and philosophy. In what follows, we briefly outline the issues addressed in the chapters.

Mauro Engelmann explicates Wittgenstein’s notions of phenomenology and verification around 1929–1930 in light of his early philosophy and of his relation to the Vienna Circle. Unlike the Circle members, Wittgenstein conceives of verification not in a primarily negative way, as a tool for eliminating pseudo-problems. Rather, for him verification constitutes a method (or a set of methods) for determining the sense of a proposition. Thus understood, methods of verification make explicit rules of grammar pertaining to, for example, phenomenological spaces (such as colour space), which restrict the role of logic as outlined in the Tractatus. Englemann argues that Wittgenstein’s notion of the arbitrariness of grammar does not mark a major break with the Tractatus, but is rather meant to preserve its fundamental insight that logic is not justifiable.

Denis McManus similarly discusses “Wittgenstein the phenomenologist” and “Wittgenstein the verificationist”, describing them as interrelated yet short-lived figures in Wittgenstein’s development. The rationale of both figures is an attempt to make good on commitments inherent to the Tractarian conception of language and logic, such as the commitment to liberate logic from grammar. This task turns out to be not quite the contrary of Heidegger’s commitment to liberate grammar from logic, even if Wittgenstein’s eventual abandonment of the notion of a complete analysis is incongruent with early Heidegger’s finding urgent the question of the unity of the concept of Being in general.

Daniel Dwyer assesses Wittgenstein’s and Husserl’s conceptions of description and normativity. These conceptions are to be contrasted with causal-explanatory and hypothetical accounts of linguistic experience in the first case, and naturalistic and psychologistic conceptions of consciousness in the second. Dwyer emphasizes the defeasibility of phenomenological essential seeing through communal verification, and suggests that the later Husserl’s genetic phenomenology corrects his earlier emphasis on the alleged purity and certainty of an individual’s insight into given objects. Similarly, in Wittgenstein’s view, descriptions can be appropriate or inappropriate for specific purposes of philosophical clarification. Wittgenstein thus questions the possibility of conclusive clarifications that would clarify everything that could be regarded as essential for an object of investigation. Instead, he regards philosophy as the clarification of particular problems.

Oskari Kuusela presents Wittgenstein’s and Heidegger’s conceptions of the task of philosophy as putting forward, in both their early and later phases, clarificatory reminders as opposed to factual claims. Similarly to early Heidegger’s inquiry into Dasein’s pre-ontological understanding of being, early Wittgenstein regards as his task the clarification of the pre-theoretical understanding of logic. The two philosophers, however, develop in different directions. The later Heidegger seems to remain committed to a hierarchical conception of philosophical inquiry, regarding the question of being as fundamental. By contrast, the later Wittgenstein abandons the Tractarian view that a fundamental question about philosophical method and language would contain the key to the solution of all particular philosophical problems. This enables later Wittgenstein to develop a genuinely philosophical logic, in the sense in which Heidegger thinks there cannot be one, except based on a more fundamental metaphysical inquiry.

Avner Baz points out an affinity between Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty, in that they both regard language as the source of philosophical difficulties and the means to overcome them. While philosophers can give in to the temptation, presented to them by language, to seek separable essences or meanings, they can also employ language as a leading thread to our worldly existence with others, where meaning originally appears. Baz, however, finds some limitations inherent to the grammatical inquiry that would put Wittgenstein in a worse position than Merleau-Ponty in elucidating experiences like aspect-dawning.

Mihai Ometiță identifies in Cartesian dualism a common target of middle Wittgenstein and early Merleau-Ponty. By relegating pain to mental awareness and location to bodily extension, Cartesian dualism renders common localizations of pain throughout the body as unintelligible ascriptions. Wittgenstein’s and Merleau-Ponty’s efforts to do justice to common localizations of pain illuminate one another. In their light, Cartesian dualism involves an objectification and a deappropriation of one’s body. Further, Wittgenstein’s acknowledgment of a heterogeneous multiplicity of corporeal spaces (e.g. tactile space, feeling space) restores the view, reinforced by Merleau-Ponty, that corporeal pain is intimately related to corporeal localization, while corporeal space is not a continuation of the physical space of things.

Katherine Morris discusses the notion of internal relation in Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty, addressing the question of whether they have a shared outlook on the issue. In the process of doing so, she clarifies the philosophical background of this notion and the different senses in which philosophers have used it, distinguishing between conceptual internal relations and internal relations of unity. Morris argues that, while Merleau-Ponty’s focus is on internal relations of unity, Wittgenstein, at least initially, focuses on internal conceptual relations. Something like a shared outlook does emerge however in that, at least on some occasions, Wittgenstein also seems to accept internal relations of unity between things other than concepts.

Rupert Read investigates the phenomenon of grief in light of Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty. He argues that there is a genuine logic pertaining to grief, a logic of process and of paradox. Grief thus radically differs from ordinary sadness over a loss, and also from sensation. It is not about the removal of an object among others from the world, but about the alteration of the world as lived. Unlike sadness or sensation, grief involves a transformation of one’s lifeworld. An important element of grief is denial, which is neither irrational nor delusive, but rather the form of a painful transition from one lived world to another.

The chapter by Jean-Philippe Narboux addresses the problem of whether self-consciousness can be understood as consciousness of one’s self, as many modern and contemporary philosophers maintain. Against this consensus Narboux argues, with Wittgenstein, that the matter cannot be understood in this way. The first person pronoun “I” does not function in relevant contexts as an expression that refers to a self or a person, but its use or logical function needs to be explained differently—even though there is significant dispute among Wittgenstein’s readers how exactly his account is to be understood, as Narboux outlines. As Narboux also explains, a similar critique of the conception of self-consciousness as consciousness of one’s self can be found in Sartre. This brings to view a rarely observed similarity between the two philosophers, and highlights a topic discussed across the (perceived) divide between the analytic and phenomenological traditions.

Anne-Marie Søndergaard Christensen seeks to show how both Wittgenstein and Levinas regard the self and the world as interdependent, and insist that ethics arises from the relationship between the two. For Wittgenstein, this does not involve any substantial or metaphysical claim about either the self or the world but rather logical or conceptual clarifications of those notions. For Levinas, the relation between the self and the world is exhibited most clearly by responsibility, which is inapproachable on purely factual, historical, or theoretical grounds. Finally, these two accounts of ethics are not only incongruent with either realism or anti-realism in contemporary meta-ethics but in fact overthrow the assumptions on which that very distinction is made.16



Notes

1. Exceptions to this tendency can be found in certain areas of analytic philosophy, such as the philosophy of mind. See Thomasson and Woodruff Smith (2005).

2. Husserl’s discussion of psychologism in his Logical Investigations far exceeds in length those of Frege, both in the work published during Frege’s lifetime and posthumously. Similarly Russell defends a non-psychologistic conception of logic as does Wittgenstein, albeit in different ways in the different periods of his philosophy. Such a conception of logic might justifiably be regarded as one of the legs on which analytic philosophy stands. In any case, it was a leg on which it stood up. For analytic philosophy and its development as philosophical movement, see Conant and Elliott (2017), its various introductions and editorial apparatus. This volume also has a twin focusing on the so-called continental or interpretative tradition; see Schacht (2017).

3. Greater sensitivity to such issues might be highlighted as one characteristic of the essays in this collection, in comparison to earlier work on Wittgenstein and phenomenology which begun already in the 1960s. See, Overview of Work on Wittgenstein for an outline of the history of interpretational approaches.

4. A basic point here is the necessity of distinguishing between an act of knowing and grasping, which is psychological, and the object of knowledge or grasping, which need not be anything psychological. The “centuries-old conflict” that Husserl speaks of presumably refers to disputes in the context of psychologistic and non-psychologistic interpretations of Kant, i.e. whether the Kantian investigation of the faculties of understanding and reason ought to be understood in terms of empirical psychology or non-empirical transcendental philosophy. As the last quote shows, Husserl thinks adopting the latter approach is crucial for an adequate philosophical methodology.

5. See Kuusela (2017) for a discussion of Wittgenstein’s rejection of theses in relation to Husserl and Heidegger.

6. In his article originally published in 1931, “The Elimination of Metaphysics through Logical Analysis of Language”, Rudolf Carnap seeks to criticize Heidegger by means of logical analysis. Carnap argues that Heidegger is speaking nonsense, because at times he uses the word “nothing” in a normal fashion, but combines it in counter-syntactical ways with other expressions, and at other times he uses it counter-syntactically altogether, indeed sometimes doing both at once. According to Carnap, this shows that Heidegger is failing to say anything meaningful that could be verified by empirical experience, whereby Carnap is relying on the so-called principle of verification as a criterion for what it makes sense to say. With hindsight at least, it is hard to see how Carnap’s argument could carry any conviction as a criticism of Heidegger. To see this, one only needs to ask: What puts Carnap in a position to tell Heidegger which uses of language count as being in accordance or contrary to logical syntax and that Heidegger’s uses are counter-syntactical, without even having to examine Heidegger’s use of words in any detail? Nevertheless, the declaration that Heidegger does not get as far as saying something false, but fails to say anything, seems a rhetorically effective way both to dismiss Heidegger as worthy of consideration and to make the target of criticism uninterested to respond. Possibly the poor relations between phenomenology and analytic philosophy can be partly explained with reference to episodes of failed communication like this. For Wittgenstein’s rather different use of the principle of verification, see Chapters 1 and 2 in this volume. See Friedman (2000) for a discussion of early relations between analytic and phenomenological philosophy.

7. It is not clear whether Wittgenstein ever read Husserl or only knew him from secondary sources, that is, from discussions with the members of the Vienna Circle, focused on the notion of synthetic a priori, which was rejected by the members of the Circle as well as Wittgenstein (see WVC, 67–8, 78–9). See Chapter 1 in this volume for a discussion.

8. What Wittgenstein calls “the application of logic” corresponds to what Russell and subsequent analytic philosophy have called “philosophical logic”, roughly, the clarification of philosophical matters by means of formal logic—or in the case of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, also by means of other logical methods introduced there, such as the method of language games. (For discussion of Wittgenstein’s account of logic and philosophy, see Chapter 4 in this volume.) On this first interpretation Wittgenstein would—intriguingly, in light of the historical opposition between schools—regard philosophical logic, at least partly, as a phenomenological investigation.

9. “Some Remarks on Logical Form” was written for the joint session of the Aristotelian Society and Mind Association held in July 1929. Apparently Wittgenstein’s first discussions of the notion and possibility of a phenomenological language (in these terms) are from the winter/spring of the same year. (See MS 105, 108ff.)

10. This issue was the key concern in Richard Rorty’s attempt to engage analytic philosophy from the point of view of Wittgenstein, Heidegger and pragmatism, as he reads them (Rorty 1979).

11. Dufrenne (1966, 201). He yet acknowledges previous Wittgenstein-Husserl comparisons in English-speaking academia by Van Peursen (1959) and Munson (1962).

12. Ricoeur (1967, 211). Arrington (1978) replies critically to Ricoeur, after having previously considered Austin’s resources for a “linguistic phenomenology” in Arrington (1975).

13. A former pupil of Husserl, like Alfred Schütz and Aron Gurwitsch, Spiegelberg contributed to the popularization of phenomenology in America, especially through his1960 tour de force The Phenomenological Movement: A Historical Introduction.

14. This line of interpretation is refined and reinforced in Hintikka (1996) and Park (1998), the latter work being initially a dissertation written under Hintikka’s supervision.

15. Cf. Hutcheson (1981), Cunningham (1983), Hutcheson (1986). This exchange seems to have been carried out unawares of similar ones, which took place away from the European-American scene, such as the 1970s debate between Kuroda and Takiura on Wittgenstein vs. Husserl, against the background of the growing popularity of analytic and phenomenological philosophy in Japan (cf. Hamauzu’s “Phenomenology and Analytical Philosophy in Japan: A Historical Study”). By the same token, the growing research of Wittgenstein’s middle period in Europe and North America has developed unawares of major relevant developments in Latin America, especially Brazil.

16. Thanks to David Cerbone, Thomas Greaves and Søren Overgaard for comments on the introduction.
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Phenomenology in Grammar

Explicitation-Verificationism, Arbitrariness, and the Vienna Circle

Mauro L. Engelmann


Introduction

Members of the Vienna Circle were quite aware that the Weltanschauung conveyed in the Tractatus and in Wittgenstein’s Middle Period philosophy was not their own. Sometimes the disagreement was put in terms of Wittgenstein’s “mysticism” (Carnap 1963, 27), which is not a particularly illuminating way to express it. Yet, Carnap gets right to the point here: “But Wittgenstein rejected Schlick’s view that religion belonged to the childhood phase of humanity and would slowly disappear in the course of cultural development” (Carnap 1963, 26). Contrary to Schlick, the founder of the Circle, Wittgenstein held religion “in reverence” (WVC, 118). Moreover, he did not share the positivistic faith in the progress of humanity and its scientific outlook. This can be attested already in the Tractatus (TLP 6.371–2), and it is clearly expressed in his unfinished 1930 preface, where he says that his way of thinking was different from the scientist’s way and that he was not in sympathy with “the current European and American civilization” (CV, 6–7; from 1930).1

In spite of different Weltanschauungen, Wittgenstein and the Vienna Circle were in close contact. This can be partly explained by the influential role of the Tractatus. Schlick coordinated a systematic reading of the book from the end of 1925 until the middle of 1926 at least, when Carnap joined the group in Vienna.2 In the second half of 1927 meetings with the author of the Tractatus began. Arguably, the book was especially important for the members of the Circle because it improved their views on the nature of a priori knowledge. Carnap claimed that the idea of ‘tautology’ enabled the Circle to clarify the distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions in an empiricist framework—see Carnap (1930) and (1963, 63–4). Neurath (1931) makes the same claim. Similarly, Schlick (1930b) was convinced that in the Tractatus the notion of ‘form’ was clearly presented for the first time. This, one must suppose, gave a better ground for his structural-formal idea of a priori knowledge in General Theory of Knowledge.

The influential role of the Tractatus might explain why the Circle and Wittgenstein got in touch. However, only deeper ties explain why they kept in touch for approximately nine years (from 1927 until 1936). Already in 1927 Waismann began a treatise about the Tractatus.3 This project was transformed into a presentation of ideas of the Tractatus adapted to Wittgenstein’s phenomenological turn in1929 known as Waismann’s Theses (in WVC, 233–61). Wittgenstein gave up publishing Waismann’s Theses in 1931 (WVC, 183). However, their collaboration continued. Right after, Waismann began a new book with Wittgenstein’s supervision. Roughly, such a book would be a presentation of Wittgenstein’s philosophy at the time of the Big Typescript. In 1932, Wittgenstein went as far as considering the possibility of giving up publishing his own book and publishing only Waismann’s presentation of his ideas (WC, 199). It seems that their common work ended only in 1936, the year of Schlick’s death.4 Given such a long period of collaboration, it would be extraordinary if their exchanges concerning issues beyond the Tractatus were not fruitful.

In this chapter, I explore Wittgenstein’s ties with the Circle in the context of Philosophical Remarks (1930), and indicate some fruitful results of their proximity. In 1929–30, Wittgenstein invented two new views at least partially shared by members of the Circle: verificationism and the thesis (or ‘insight’) of the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’. I intend to explain, first, Wittgenstein’s own understanding of verificationism with the background of his comprehensive ‘grammar’ in Philosophical Remarks and of some views defended in the Circle.5 With this in hand, I aim to explain why the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ is introduced. Contrary to Hacker (2000), who takes ‘arbitrariness’ as a major break with the Tractatus, I intend to show that it is actually required in order to preserve a fundamental insight of that book, namely, that logic is not justifiable. Wittgenstein’s move towards ‘arbitrariness’ will show Schlick’s important role as critical interlocutor and Wittgenstein’s influence on the Circle after the Tractatus.

The sections of this chapter are organized in the following way. In section 1, I briefly look at some characteristics of ‘verificationism’ in order to point out various aspects of the idea that need to be taken into account if we want to see what Wittgenstein does with it. In section 2, I aim to show why he presupposes a variation of the criterion of verification already in his project of a phenomenological language (1929) and subsequently broadens its use in Philosophical Remarks (1930). This explanation will show that for him verificationism had not merely a ‘negative’ function (the elimination of pseudo-problems) as in Schlick (1930a), Carnap (1929, 1932a), and especially Ayer (1936). Its ‘positive’ function was to organize the adaptation of the pictorial conception of language in Philosophical Remarks grounded in a broader understanding of the context principle. The context of words in sentences includes rules clarified by methods of verification connected with action and the manipulation of physical objects. Moreover, the understanding of methods of verification makes explicit rules of ‘grammar’ related to phenomenological spaces that show what is meant by a sentence and how it is understood. Thus, I call Wittgenstein’s kind of verificationism ‘explicitation-verificationism’.

In sections 3 and 4, I aim to make clear that since rules of specific spaces (color, for instance) restrict the role of Tractarian logic (truth-functional connectives), it was not obvious anymore that logic (or grammar) was completely independent of how the world is (see TLP 5.552). This could lead one to think that logical (grammatical) inferences were, after all, dependent on contingencies, which could jeopardize the hardness of rules of ‘grammar’. Nevertheless, if the rules of ‘grammar’ are in principle unjustifiable, i.e., not derivable from true propositions, it is plausible to think that such a risk is avoided. The role of ‘arbitrariness’ will come to the fore as an answer to Schlick’s worries concerning a priori knowledge.

Sections 5 through 7 conclude this chapter. In section 5, I give some lines of the adaptation of the Tractatus in Philosophical Remarks. In section 6, I briefly point out the fruitfulness of Wittgenstein’s ties with the Circle and the possible roots of misunderstandings concerning physicalism and hypotheses that generated plagiarism accusations. Finally, in section 7, I show why ‘arbitrariness’ is rather trivial if one accepts Wittgenstein’s understanding of ordinary sentences as hypotheses.




1. Verificationism, the Circle, and Wittgenstein

The authorship and the role of the “principle of verification” are controversial. In his ‘Autobiography’ (1963, 45), Carnap talks about “Wittgenstein’s principle of verifiability”, which he characterizes in the following way: “the meaning of a sentence is given by the conditions of its verification and, second, … a sentence is meaningful if and only if it is in principle verifiable” (1963, 45). Carnap had in mind Wittgenstein’s slogan: “The sense of a proposition is the method of its verification” (WVC, 79).6 However, contrary to Carnap’s view, Wittgenstein claimed in 1938 that he did not like to call “a principle” the statement that “the meaning of a statement is the method of its verification” (PPO, 334). The reason for his dislike was that people had turned his “suggestion about asking for the verification into a dogma” (PPO, 334). Since he said those things in 1938, he had probably in mind, for instance, Schlick (1930a), Carnap (1932a), and Ayer (1936), who bear responsibility for the popularization of a “principle of verification”.

As interesting as what Carnap says about “Wittgenstein’s principle” in the passage quoted previously is what he says some pages later in a different context of the same text: that he thought that what led to Wittgenstein’s “principle” was Mach’s idea of sensations, Russell’s atomism, and the idea that propositions are truth-functions of elementary propositions (Carnap 1963, 57). Throughout this chapter we will see that, from Wittgenstein’s point of view, this is a misunderstanding, and, in section 6, we will see that it might be the root of some delicate accusations of plagiarism.

Carnap’s view on what led to the principle shows that the members of the Circle read Wittgenstein’s verificationism through the lens of empiricism. They thought that the “principle” was grounded in an old positivistic idea, namely, that all empirical statements must be interpreted (translated) in terms of immediate data (“experience”). In fact, this is a fundamental aspect of Carnap’s own use of verificationism in his writings—see Carnap (1929, 1930, and 1932). Carnap (1929) refers to Hume and Mach when he presents the “requirement of reducibility”: “each statement must be reduced to sensations, otherwise it is senseless” (1929, 59). Members of the Vienna Circle evidently defended varieties of reductionism before getting in touch with Wittgenstein.7 Philip Frank, for instance, in his homage to Mach, claims that “only those sentences that can in principle be expressed as sentences about the connection of our sensations have a sense” (Frank 1917, 99). So if the “principle” boils down to a variety of reductionism, Wittgenstein cannot be its author. Because of their own philosophical agenda, the members of the Circle were led to their own understanding of the “principle”.8

If ideas concerning reduction and immediate experience (the given) that ground verificationism were certainly not introduced by Wittgenstein, the novelty of his verificationism seems to be the slogan that the sense of a sentence is its method of verification (see PR §166; WVC, 79). However, even this is not completely correct. Wittgenstein suggests that Einstein is the source of the slogan:



The verification is not one token of the truth, it is the sense of the proposition. (Einstein: How a magnitude is measured is what it is.)

(PR §166)




Wittgenstein has in mind time measurement in relativity theory. Einstein claims, for instance, that the statement “these two lightning flashes occurred simultaneously” has sense only if there is a method to verify it:



We thus require a definition of simultaneity such that this definition supplies us with the method by means of which, in the present case, he [a meteorologist] can decide by experiment whether or not both the lightning strokes occurred simultaneously.

(Einstein 1920, 23)




Without a measurement method, one cannot “attach a meaning to the statement of simultaneity” (1920, 24; my emphasis). However, although Einstein’s verificationism arguably inspired Wittgenstein’s, it will not answer for it. So in order to understand what Wittgenstein meant by that slogan we must look at how he used it when he introduced it in his philosophy (the same applies to the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’). We need to pay attention to what led him to explicitation-verificationism and how it works in his comprehensive ‘grammar’, where it indeed plays a relevant and original role.




2. Explicitation-Verificationism: Why a Criterion of Verification and How It Was Used by Wittgenstein

Wittgenstein has a quite general use of the criterion (or method, or way) of verification. Its role is to make explicit some fundamental ‘grammatical’ distinctions in line with his comprehensive ‘grammar’ in Philosophical Remarks. It distinguishes two kinds of sentences: empirical and necessary. On the one hand, the method of proof characterizes the verification of sentences in logic and mathematics. Mathematical sentences (or questions) make sense to the extent that they have a method of solution inside a mathematical system (PR §§149, 152). What essentially distinguishes logic and mathematics (or ‘grammar’ in general) from empirical sentences is that there is no ‘duality’ in the verification of necessary propositions: “there isn’t something in logic like description and reality” (PR §180). On the other hand, there are two kinds of descriptions of reality, each kind, again, characterized by a method of verification. There are sentence-hypotheses and elementary descriptions of phenomena (experience). Ordinary descriptions like “there is a book on the table” have, according to Wittgenstein, the character of hypotheses (why he thought so is discussed later). That is, they are like laws that cannot be definitively verified, for they generate an indefinite number of possible confirmations. The points (or cuts) of possible confirmations of a sentence-hypothesis are expectations expressed in descriptions of phenomena (PR §226). Those can be directly and definitively verified (WL, 16). We just need to look, hear, touch, and so on. For instance, if one says that a book is on the table (sentence-hypothesis), one can confirm it by the verification of many phenomenological descriptions that express expectations generated by sentence-hypotheses: “there is a rectangular red shape in the visual field”, etc., “there is a touch feeling of a rectangular shape”, etc. The truth of each of these descriptions of phenomena confirms the hypothesis, but the truth of neither of them, nor of their product, is the final verification of the hypothesis, for the number of expectations that “a book is on the table” generates is indefinite.9 Note that a hypothesis unifies various kinds of elementary sentences: descriptions of the visual field and of tactile impressions, for instance. So sentence-hypotheses unify expectations of various phenomenological ‘spaces’ (visual and tactile, for instance) (see WL, 16).

However, what is the specific role of the criterion of verification in the case of empirical descriptions, which is the home of the “verification principle”? One of the most important changes of the adaptation of the pictorial conception of the Tractatus in Philosophical Remarks is the introduction of the criterion of verification. A variant of the criterion is already implicitly used, however, in the phenomenological language project presented in Some Remarks on Logical Form (RLF). In what follows, I discuss the specificity of explicitation-verificationism in Philosophical Remarks in contrast with the project of a phenomenological language and the absence of verificationism in the Tractatus.10 This will show why verificationism was needed, and it will point to Wittgenstein’s specific use of it, which I then explain.

To understand the idea of a criterion of verification, we must first indicate how and why it represents a change of the point of view of the Tractatus. There, Wittgenstein says:



To understand a proposition means to know what is the case if it is true. (One can understand it, therefore, without knowing whether it is true.)

(TLP 4.024)




When we understand a proposition, we understand how its “constituent parts” are articulated (TLP 4.024) and, therefore, the role that the parts of a proposition play in determining its truth-conditions. In the Tractatus, “to know what is the case if” should boil down to the understanding of the truth-functional connectives, to their relations with the logically independent elementary propositions, and to those propositions. These elements are, supposedly, sufficient for the full explicitation of the sense of a sentence in its analysis (all its truth-conditions). Note that the understanding of how logical connectives operate is independent of the results of analysis. As truth-tables in the Tractatus show, the only relevant aspect of elementary propositions for logic is their possible truth-value and their logical independence. If we reached logically independent elementary propositions, therefore, there would be nothing else to be specified. Supposedly, an elementary proposition would specify precisely a unique state of affairs that would determine its truth-value, and a conjunction of elementary propositions would show the sense of the analyzed proposition. Of course, the sense of the analyzed proposition would be equivalent with the sense expressed by the elementary propositions revealed by analysis, for they would express all its truth-conditions.

According to the comprehensive grammar of Philosophical Remarks, however, “to know what is the case if …” is no longer enough:



To understand the sense of a proposition means to know how to make the decision whether it is true or false.

(PR §43; my emphasis; modified translation)




In addition to knowing what is the case if the proposition is true, we need to know how to decide about its truth in order to understand it.11Knowing how means knowing a possible method of decision, a method to determine how we search for something:



I should like to say: to a question corresponds immediately a method of finding. Or we might say: A question designates a method of searching.

(PR §43; modified translation)




One of the reasons to introduce the ‘how’ was to avoid one of the shortcomings of the idea of analysis of the Tractatus. Wittgenstein came to see that the Tractarian assumption of the logical independence of elementary propositions was wrong (see RLF). Consequently, contrary to what he assumed in the Tractatus, even the understanding of the role of logical connectives was restricted by rules intrinsic to those propositions made explicit in analysis. Specific rules for kinds of elementary propositions of specific phenomenological forms (space, time, color, etc.) show that they are far more complex than what was allowed by the logical syntax of the Tractatus. According to the Tractatus, although one could not determine a priori the specific forms of elementary propositions—if analysis would reveal, for instance, a 27-termed relation (TLP 5.5541)—, elementary propositions would have the forms of argument and propositional function (TLP 4.24). However, given Wittgenstein’s belief in the impossibility of analyzing propositions of degree, such as color, with Tractarian syntax (RLF, 167–71), it was shown to be necessary to include specific symbols in the analysis to deal with specific kinds of descriptions, for instance, descriptions of the visual field that always involve symbols for phenomenological color and space. These new symbols for color and visual space express forms not specified in the symbolism of the Tractatus and, to some extent, limit the completely unified understanding of logical connectives. This can be seen in Wittgenstein’s own example in Some Remarks on Logical Form (RPT means ‘red in a given place and time’; BPT means ‘blue in a given place and time’):
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Given that RPT and BPT cannot be further analyzed in Tractarian terms, the first line of this truth-table must be “left out” (RLF, 171). Of course, all truth-tables for connectives will present similar lines in cases of descriptions of phenomenological color. Leaving out the first line does not make the conjunction into a contradiction, for contradiction and tautology in the Tractatus should be ‘false’ and ‘true’, respectively, under all possibilities. The problem is that not ‘all possibilities’ are possible in the preceding example. Thus, Wittgenstein’s move was to deem nonsensical the attribution of truth to both conjuncts: the first line in the truth-table shown here is impossible qua nonsense.

What would show the nonsensicality of such lines, and restrict the use of connectives, would be a complementary notation, a phenomenological notation that would reveal the unverifiability of certain combinations of elementary propositions. The system of coordinates (RLF, 166), for instance, shows that the truth of both conjuncts above is unverifiable according to the structure (the rules) of descriptions of the visual space. Similarly, as the color octahedron shows (MS 105, 98), sentences that describe colors phenomenologically make it clear that there is no such thing as a reddish green. A nonsensical sentence like “A is reddish green” is unverifiable. It is not in accordance with the rules of the phenomenological structure of color (note that we are talking about colors phenomenologically, and not physically or chemically). Therefore, the role of logical connectives are restricted by “definite symbolic features” of kinds of elementary propositions (RLF, 171), and it is not completely independent from the role of rules of phenomenological spaces.12 This is why Wittgenstein’s investigation is “in a certain sense a posteriori” (RLF, 163).13 Those restrictions that “originate from the inner syntax of propositions” are rules that are expressed precisely when we deal with how sentences can or cannot be verified (how we can search in phenomenological spaces). The unverifiable is the prohibited (nonsense).14

Wittgenstein is quite explicit about those restrictions also after he abandoned the search for a phenomenological language and adopted a comprehensive notion of grammar:



As a summary you could say that the truth-functional connection of propositions forms only a part of syntax. The rules I laid down at that time [Tractatus] are now restricted by the rules that originate from the inner syntax of propositions and prohibit propositions from ascribing different co-ordinates to reality. All truth-functions that are not forbidden by these rules are permitted.

(WVC, 80; my emphasis)




After the abandonment of the phenomenological language already in 1929, the function of verifiability, i.e., the explicitation of the specific sense of sentences concerning phenomenological spaces, remains. Forsaken is the idea that the fundamental tool for expressing rules of verifiability would be a language, a notation or symbolism, that would complement the symbolism of the Tractatus and thus give us the symbolism of language. A comprehensive book of ‘grammar’ takes the place of the symbolism. One could say, Wittgenstein claims, that “syntax will render such a symbolic system superfluous” (WVC, 80; compare with PR §1).

The end of the project of a phenomenological symbolism also prompted the idea that ordinary sentences have the character of hypotheses. This is because one of the functions of such a symbolism (phenomenological language) would be to show the final analysis of ordinary sentences (the ‘real’ elementary sentences). One must think of the final analysis of a sentence p as a set of elementary propositions equivalent to it. That is, the truth of the set of elementary propositions would imply the truth of the sentence p (and vice versa). With the abandonment of the phenomenological language, such equivalences could not be sustained anymore for lack of elementary propositions that would precisely describe phenomenological states of affairs. Moreover, the number of expectations that confirm a proposition is indefinite (PR §228). Consequently, one cannot infer logically the truth of p from the truth of elementary propositions. This means that an ordinary sentence p is not a truth-function of elementary propositions. It cannot be definitively verified, i.e., it works like a hypothesis (a law) that determines cuts of confirmation but is not definitively verified. Only elementary propositions can be definitively verified.15

Now I turn to Wittgenstein’s broader use of verificationism in Philosophical Remarks. There, it is his new tool to ensure an old idea of the Tractatus, namely, that we know the sense of a sentence without knowing whether it is true. This point is now adapted in phenomenological terms: “Experience decides if a sentence is true or false, but not its sense” (PR §23). The verification of a sentence, now, shows what we must understand in advance in order to compare it with reality. The event described simply verifies (confirms) its truth or falsity. Wittgenstein’s point is expressed as follows:



The method of taking measurements, e.g. spatial measurements, is related to a particular measurement in precisely the same way as the sense of a proposition is to its truth or falsity.

(PR §44)




The method of the activity of taking measurements (application of the measuring rod) does not presuppose any particular measurement, but presupposes the determinations that make the measurement possible. This means that it is the way that we measure based on a unit of measurement that is presupposed (PR §45). It determines measurement procedures. Similarly, the sense of a proposition does not presuppose its own truth, but only elements that make possible the determinations of its truth.

This applies to sentence-hypotheses and to elementary propositions, each of these kinds of sentences having its contextual specificities. I begin with sentence-hypotheses. The standard of measurement, for instance, is not an element external to language when used as a rule that determines the sense of a sentence, but it is something that “belongs to the symbolism … the method of projection” (PR §45). This means that a measuring rod belongs to ‘grammar’ (the set of rules of language) as a condition for understanding the sense of sentences. In the same way, a thermometer and a clock are part of language (MS 107, 276; WL, 6; MNC, 4:11–4). For instance, “I will arrive in five minutes” has sense only if there is a clock, a method of measuring time. Therefore, “a great deal of language thus requires outside help” (MNC, 4:13). So Wittgenstein introduces a new kind of presupposition associated with verificationism in his philosophy: “I will count any fact whose obtaining (Bestehen) is a presupposition of a proposition’s making sense, as belonging to language” (PR §45; Wittgenstein’s emphasis). Wittgenstein’s emphasis indicates that he incorporates into language (or grammatical symbolism) elements that, in the Tractatus, would not be part of language or of the logical notation, like measuring rods and color samples (see PR §§38, 45). So what is characteristic of Wittgenstein’s verificationism is a wider notion of ‘context dependency’, which includes actions (measuring, for instance) and objects that are manipulated (measuring rods).

The case of ‘cuts’ of sentence-hypotheses (elementary propositions expressing expectations) is similar. An expectation “prepares a yardstick for measuring the event when it comes” (PR §33). Each ‘yardstick’ determines a way of searching inside phenomenological spaces, for instance, color-space, auditory-space, and pain-space (respectively, PR §§39, 42, and 82). The yardstick that Wittgenstein has in mind is, for instance, the capacity to determine that a given color “comes closer to what I expected” (PR §40). If I expect blue, for instance, and see black, I must know, as it were, “the method by which I reach blue” (PR §40). So the verification in each phenomenological space works systemically and presupposes a kind of scale in which elementary propositions are verified. The color octahedron, for instance, makes explicit the color scale: the directions from one color to the other, color proximity, and color prohibitions (nonsense that one cannot expect) (PR §§1, 39, 218–22).

Supposedly, once a completely determined way (or method) to verify a sentence is spelled out by means of the presentation of all the rules that determine its sense, the analysis is complete. At this point, we can then compare the sentence with reality (verify it) under any circumstances:



A command is only then complete when it makes sense no matter what may be the case. We might also say: That is when it is completely analyzed.

(PR §46)




Thus, the elucidation of the method of verification of a sentence should lead us to the progressive explicitation and clarification of the rules of ‘grammar’ presupposed in the comparison of a sentence with reality (conditions of the understanding of the sense of a sentence). These, in turn, need to indicate the sense of the sentence describing “directly observed phenomena” (PR §225). This means that every analyzed sentence refers to the phenomenological elements—for example, color and space (PR §147).

It should be noted that the unit of sense is the sentence. An elementary sentence, that is, a phenomenological description, is characterized by not having its truth inferentially justified (its truth is not justified by another proposition) and having only one way of confirmation (different from a sentence-hypothesis; see preceding). In this sense, a description of phenomena is an elementary proposition. This does not mean that it is not itself articulated inferentially. It is, for an elementary proposition excludes other propositions of the same propositional space, for example, in the type ‘color’ “A is completely blue” implies “A is not red”. Inferences like this one, as we saw earlier, are expressions of rules of sentences of various phenomenological spaces that restrict the use of logical connectives. When one specifies how sentences are verified in accordance with the various kinds of sentences and words referring to various spaces, one specifies the conditions for understanding the sense of a sentence as well.

We can now sum up Wittgenstein’s phenomenological-grammar model and the role of explicitation-verificationism. What is meant by a sentence is explained by the necessary conditions for the understanding of a representation, that is, rules that determine the sense of sentences. The rules are made explicit by the way a sentence can be verified, which shows also how a sentence refers to phenomena. Therefore, it is the reference to phenomena that explains fully what we mean with our sentences: “whatever you can mean must connect with some sort of experience” (see PR §230). The progressive expression of the way we confirm and disconfirm a sentence-hypothesis, therefore, is also the progressive expression of phenomenological rules of ‘grammar’, organized in exclusions inside propositional systems of phenomenological spaces or kinds (color and space, for instance). So the grammatical-phenomenological rules made explicit by how a sentence can be verified show how states of affairs are specified. Therefore, “How a sentence is verified is what it says” (PR §166).

Thus, one can say that Wittgenstein’s verificationism is more complex and ‘positive’ than one might think (especially if one has in mind the later use and popularization of the “principle of verification” by, for instance, Ayer). It is meant to make explicit the sense of sentences. In Philosophical Remarks the trait of ‘reductionism’ that remains is that sentence-hypotheses must ultimately refer to phenomena “in no matter how complicated a way” (PR §225) in order to have sense. This, of course, is not reduction, for the very notion of ‘sentence-hypothesis’ precludes it, given that the verification of such sentences is never definitive (as we saw earlier). Moreover, a reduction of sentences about physical objects to sentences about phenomena is excluded by the fact that language requires “external help” as a condition of sense (the existence of a measuring-rod and a clock, for instance).16




3. Arbitrariness

One might call the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ an early thesis of the Middle Period, since the arguments for it appear for the first time in February 1930. They reappear in Philosophical Remarks (§§4 and 7) and in the Big Typescript (p. 238), and in a shorter form in lectures from 1930–33 (MNC, 4:62). The arguments are formulated before Wittgenstein uses the expression ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ to characterize the thesis in a meeting with the Vienna Circle (WVC, 105) and in his lectures in 1930. ‘Grammar’ is ‘arbitrary’, says Wittgenstein, in the specific sense “that we can’t give reasons” for its rules (MCN, 5:64). To give reasons or to justify means to derive them from something else. One might well think that we can justify some rules of ‘grammar’ by means of more general rules. Nevertheless, general rules would not find justification in even more general ones at some point. Could then ‘grammar’ be justified in a different way?

The different way would be supposedly a derivation of rules of ‘grammar’ from true propositions. Wittgenstein’s arguments are meant to block this move, i.e., to show that propositions (descriptions of facts) cannot justify a rule of grammar (PR §§4, 7). Why not? The ‘justifying’ proposition only makes sense, i.e., is indeed a proposition, if it is in accordance with the rules of ‘grammar’, which express what is possible. Since its sense presupposes ‘grammar, it cannot justify ‘grammar’. A ‘justification’ in this case would be circular, for the proposition would presuppose what it should imply. Could a proposition belonging to a different ‘grammar’ justify a rule of our ‘grammar’? If a proposition is in accordance with our ‘grammar’, the justification is circular, as described earlier; if it is not, it is nonsense. Nonsense, of course, cannot justify anything.

Wittgenstein’s idea of ‘arbitrariness’ is obviously grounded in the presupposition that rules of ‘grammar’ determine sense: certain combinations of words are excluded as nonsensical (PR §4; see also PR §54). Moreover, it expresses two insights: we cannot justify a ‘must’ with an ‘is’ (we cannot derive how things must be from how things are) and we cannot justify everything (justification comes to an end). Note that both are insights of the Tractatus: logic cannot be justified by anything, neither by logical objects or type theory, nor by empirical facts (TLP 3.33f, 4.46f, 6.1f). In Tractarian jargon, logic/grammar ‘shows’ itself (I come back to this later).




4. Arbitrariness, Schlick, and the a Priori

We will see in what follows that the specificities of explicitation-verificationism give reasons for the introduction of the view that ‘grammar is arbitrary’, and that the need for such a thesis is shown in conversations with Schlick.

Wittgenstein wrote down the arguments for the arbitrariness of ‘grammar’ on February 28th (see MS 108, 97–9), a month and a half after talking several times to Schlick and Waismann in Vienna during the Christmas vacations of 1929–30. Before we see why this is relevant, we need to indicate briefly some aspects of the background of the discussions that took place in those meetings. First, Waismann and Schlick had copies of Some Remarks on Logical Form.17 Wittgenstein’s paper, its implications, and the changes that took place after it were the subject matter of several of their meetings (roughly, WVC, 42–100). As we will see later, some ambiguities in the paper give reasons for Schlick to ask specific questions. Second, some of Schlick’s own views channeled exchanges with Wittgenstein, especially his critique of intuitive knowledge and his understanding of the a priori.

According to Schlick, knowledge requires recognition (erkennen), and not merely intuition or acquaintance (kennen) (Schlick 1985, 4–15, 79–83). A priori knowledge is analytic, and a posteriori knowledge is synthetic. Analytic knowledge is grounded in implicit definitions, while synthetic knowledge is true in virtue of experience, the given (see Schlick 1985, 31–9). Experiential knowledge is always in the form of judgments that involve concepts and comparisons, and never in the form of intuitions of the given. So knowledge grounded in experience is not identical with acquaintance with or intuition of (kennen) the given, which is not yet conceptualized. Intuitions play a partial role only in synthetic knowledge, for they are a necessary condition of this kind of knowledge, although not sufficient. For Schlick, therefore, there is no intuitionistic knowledge a priori or a posteriori: “Intuitive knowledge is a contradictio in adjecto” (Schlick 1985, 83).

So it seems that Schlick had the means to oppose what he believed was Husserl’s idea of an intuitive knowledge of essences and particulars (Schlick 1985, 83, 135–53). The intuition of essences seems to ground Husserl’s views on the synthetic a priori. According to Husserl, the synthetic a priori appears phenomenologically, for instance, in the case of some sentences about colors and phenomenological spaces. Sentences like “a color cannot be without something that has it” were taken to be synthetic because they are, supposedly, material and a priori necessary (see LI, vol. 2, III, §11).18

One might think that in Wittgenstein’s new ‘grammar’, similarly, ‘material’ necessary sentences have the same status as in Husserl. After all, Wittgenstein’s analysis was, in his own somewhat misleading words, “a logical investigation of phenomena themselves” (RLF, 163).19 For Schlick, this might have sounded suspiciously like a Husserlian logical investigation grounded in intuition. So in a meeting Schlick asks what Wittgenstein thinks about Husserl’s synthetic a priori (WVC, 67). Wittgenstein points out that if one says that something is not red and green at the same time, one does not mean simply that it has not happened yet, but that it cannot happen. Thus, according to him, when one uses ‘cannot’ in this way one has in mind a “grammatical (logical) concept, and not a material one” (WVC, 67; 30.12.1929 meeting). If the sentence were synthetic, according to Wittgenstein, its falsity would also be possible, contrary to the assumption of its necessity.

Schlick, it seems, thought that Wittgenstein’s answer was not quite sufficient. In the subsequent meeting, he asked him if the syntax (‘grammar’) of colors is not something that we know empirically (WVC, 76; from 02.01.1930). Such a view seems to be suggested, again, by Wittgenstein himself, for in his 1929 paper he claimed, somewhat misleadingly, that the analysis of “phenomena themselves” was “in a certain sense a posteriori” (RLF, 163). Using the Tractarian distinction between What and How, Wittgenstein replied to Schlick that logic (or ‘grammar’) is not prior to the existence of the world (that there are facts), which is not describable (not an empirical proposition), but prior to how the world is (“of anything being-so”), which is describable (WVC, 77; see TLP 5.552). According to Wittgenstein, empirical or describable is what “we can imagine to be different” (WVC, 77). So the knowledge of ‘grammar’ is not empirical knowledge, for it cannot “be expressed by means of a [descriptive] sentence” (WVC, 77).

It seems that Wittgenstein’s answer does not account for two difficulties, two sides of the same coin, as it were. First, the knowledge of the necessary relations of elements belonging to sensory spaces introduced in Wittgenstein’s explicitation-verificationism looks quite different from logical knowledge in the Tractatus. As we saw earlier, there are restrictions for rules of logical connectives embedded in phenomenological descriptions. This, again, Schlick must have noticed when he read Some Remarks of Logical Form. Schlick argues,



the possibility of constructing a logical product p & q is more general, more comprehensive as it were, than the rules of syntax according to which red and blue cannot be in the same place.

(WVC, 80)




Second, the existence of our sensory capacities is a contingent/empirical fact, for they could be different. So it is far from obvious that the ‘grammar’ of sensory spaces is not empirical in the sense in which “the existence of the world is not empirical” (WVC, 77). Regarding this point, Schlick asked: “What it would be like if we knew only the color red?” (WVC, 88). This suggests that a fact concerning our vision would determine a different ‘grammar’. Wittgenstein’s answer to this worry is instructive, but it allows, again, for a general worry. He argued that ‘red’ presupposes the possibility of other colors in our color system (WVC, 89; 05.01.1930 meeting). Without other colors, it would not make sense to talk about red, since we would not be capable of denying “A is red”. If we knew only a shade of red, it would be the form of experience—as time in our world—, and not a color in contrast with others (WVC, 89). Of course, there is no such thing as seeing something without color contrast. However, this answer points to the fact that we can imagine alternative color systems easily. In fact, some people do not have all the sensory spaces given (cases of blindness, for instance) or a different system (color blindness)—see PR §41. Therefore, we can imagine that we might not have had all our sensory spaces. How we describe the world could be different. It is also a fact that some animals have different systems from ours. Cats and dogs, for instance, do not have three cone receptors as do humans. Therefore, it is contingent/empirical that we have our whole color system. How we describe the world by means of colors could be different. Thus, a different color system with different rules seems to be easily ‘thinkable’, ‘imaginable’, or ‘describable’. Our color system is part of how the world is. So the Tractarian distinction between What and How used by Wittgenstein in his discussions with Schlick does not work here.

Let us see first how Wittgenstein tentatively answers the first difficulty. He tries the following reply:



I do not think that there is a difference here [between the rule for ‘p & q’ and the rule ‘red and blue cannot be in the same place’]. The rules for logical products, etc. cannot be severed from other rules of syntax. Both belong to the method of depicting the world.

(WVC, 81)




That logical rules “cannot be severed from other rules” was a result of Wittgenstein’s investigations in 1929, as we saw earlier. The T-F notation does not give all the rules for logical connectives; some of its rules are given, for instance, in color-space restrictions (PR §83; WVC, 80)—see preceding. It is clear that in Wittgenstein’s comprehensive grammar “the method of depicting the world” includes both kinds of rules. So Wittgenstein’s point is that one should not think that they are really different kinds of rules.

A more substantial answer to the worry is Wittgenstein’s thesis of the arbitrariness of grammar, introduced after the meetings with Schlick and Waismann in December1929 and January 1930. Both kinds of rules are sense determining and, as such, they are all equally arbitrary: they have the same status as part of the “method of depicting the world”. As sense determining rules, they cannot be justified. So we can distinguish both ‘kinds’, but we cannot separate them.20

Now I turn to the second difficulty mentioned earlier. Supposedly, the rules of ‘grammar’ that we follow express necessary relations; thus, we must accept/follow them. However, could we have different rules? Are the rules necessarily necessary or only possibly necessary? In the Tractatus, such questions obviously make no sense, for the rules are absolutely a priori rules of logic and, supposedly, “there is only logical necessity” (TLP 6.37). Those rules are expressed solely by means of ‘logical syntax’, and do not depend on a comprehensive syntax or ‘grammar’ that includes rules for the description of phenomena as in Philosophical Remarks. No one would ask what facts make tautologies true, for the notation of the Tractatus shows (visually) that they are ‘true’ no matter what happens in the world. This can be seen in a truth-table:
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This tautology “shows that q follows from p ⊃ q and p” (TLP 6.1201). It also shows that this inference is absolutely independent of how the world is. The truth-table shows, first, that the variables p and q could be any proposition. The schema is purely formal (it shows, it does not say anything). Therefore, the truth-value of the tautology remains the same it does not matter what is said (the specific sense of the sentences). This means that the specific sense of each sentence is irrelevant for the ‘truth’ of a tautology. So from a Tractarian logical point of view, it does not matter how the world is. Second, the left columns show that the truth and falsehood of sentences do not matter as well, for all possible combinations of truth-values do not change the truth-value of the tautology. So if we transform the tautology into a rule for the derivation of propositions (into a Modus Ponens in the preceding case), it is clear that our inferences do not depend on any facts; they are completely formal. So inferential relations are absolutely necessary, and it is obvious that rules of logic are arbitrary, i.e., they cannot be justified.21

However, things seem to change after the inclusion in ‘grammar’ of forms of sensory spaces that do not allow for all possible combinations of truth-values. We must recognize not only the existence of facts but also the truth of very general facts, for instance, that we see many colors and not only black and white and their mixtures. So Schlick’s question seems to need an answer: “How do you know that precisely these rules are valid and not others?” (WVC, 77). It seems that the answer here is “Because this is how we see colors”. It seems that rules of ‘grammar’ depend on facts, and that it is plausible to think that we can derive rules of color from propositions describing actual facts. However, if so, how could those rules concerning colors be rules that determine sense and, thus, the necessity of inferences?

Here, then, we find the most relevant point of the argument(s) for the ‘arbitrariness’. One should not obliterate the difference between the kind of generality of a rule of ‘grammar’ and the kind of generality of a true proposition that describes how we see color. Given the ‘arbitrariness’ of ‘grammar’, not even propositions stating very general facts can imply (justify) our rules, for it is impossible to derive the rules from them. We might say that our ‘grammar’ of colors depends on the fact that we have a given phenomenological color system, but it makes no sense to say that it is derived from how phenomenological colors relate to each other in visual space. Whatever colors we saw would not change the rule that two colors cannot occupy the same space (an intrinsic rule of descriptions of visual space), or that there are, phenomenologically speaking, allowed and impossible mixtures (transitions) of colors, for instance, red and yellow and red and green, respectively—see PR §221.

Since rules for phenomenological spaces that restrict the arbitrary (unjustifiable) rules for logical connectives are themselves arbitrary, those restrictions do not jeopardize the logical (grammatical) must. Thus, although in a sense ‘grammar’ is not prior to how the world is (a How is in question, and not merely a What), and it is possible to imagine, for instance, a different color system, the rules of the system are not derivable from true propositions, for those propositions already presuppose the rules of ‘grammar’ in order to have sense.




5. Adapting the Philosophy of the Tractatus

A result of previous sections of this chapter is that the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ expresses a move towards an adaptation of the Tractatus. Indeed, it is one of the moves in a systematic adaptation. Besides the broader understanding of the Tractarian context principle and the picture conception of language (section 2), the comprehensive phenomenological ‘grammar’ of Philosophical Remarks takes the place of the logic of the Tractatus by inheriting its task and its aim. The task is to distinguish the “essential from what is inessential in our language” (PR §1). As in the Tractatus (TLP 4.5, 5.47f), the representation of what is essential is not propositional, but a presentation of rules of language:



But the essence of language is a picture [Bild] of the essence of the world; and philosophy as custodian of grammar can in fact grasp the essence of the world, only not in the propositions of language, but in rules for this language which exclude nonsensical combinations of signs.

(PR §54)




The adaptation of the task was needed because the Tractarian specification of the “essence of all description, and thus the essence of the world” (TLP 5.4711) did not work. It did not, because what was shown “in advance about the form of all propositions” (TLP 5.47) did not take into account complexities of descriptions of phenomena and their form (section 2). Now, the task involves those complexities. One can deal with them by means of the comparison of various ways of representing rules of ‘grammar’—for instance, the various color models (PR §§218–23). If one does this, one gives an “immediate representation of immediate experience” (PR §1). This brings us a step forward “towards the goal of grasping the essence of what is represented” (PR §1). In this way, the aim of the Tractatus of presenting the limits of the expression of thoughts (TLP preface) also remains, for the rules of ‘grammar’, when clearly presented, “exclude nonsensical combinations of signs” (PR §54), i.e., they show “which parts of language are wheels turning idly” (PR §1).




6. Back to Vienna

The idea of an adaptation of the Tractatus was well understood by the Vienna Circle. Waismann’s Theses is a treatise meant to present such an adaptation overseen by Wittgenstein. It was written with the background of Some Remarks on Logical Form, parts of Philosophical Remarks (TS 209), and many meetings. I think, therefore, that the study of the exchanges between Wittgenstein and the Circle might reveal a better picture of the History of Analytic Philosophy in the future.

As I hope to have shown, meetings with Waismann and Schlick were philosophically relevant for Wittgenstein, for the very idea of ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ is connected with Schlick’s insightful criticism. His philosophy after the Tractatus was also very relevant for the members of the Circle. In November 1930 Schlick gave a talk called “Is There a Material a Priori?” published in 1932. There Schlick brings back his definitional a priori to classify propositions like “A cannot be red and green”, and says that they have “a formal, tautological, character” (1932, 466). The novelty in that paper in relation to General Theory of Knowledge is that the purely formal in the case of colors is regarded as a rule presupposed in the understanding of how color-sentences are meant (1932, 467–8). This is an idea that is derived from Wittgenstein (see section 2 of this chapter). Schlick uses Wittgenstein’s idea for his own goals and at his own risk in his philosophy.

Wittgenstein might have influenced the physicalist turn in the Circle after 1931. Of course, he did not introduce the thesis of physicalism in the Circle, but he gave grounds to a non-reductionist view, which is an important background move towards physicalism.22 In a paper called Physicalism (1931, 55) Neurath seems to think of physical objects (“clocks and rulers”) as conditions for the sense of protocol sentences. He might have derived such a view from Wittgenstein (see section 2). Moreover, Wittgenstein’s non-reductionist notion of hypothesis might have inspired Carnap (1932b). If it did not, it at least served as a counterpoint to his previous understanding of reduction and construction. Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘hypothesis’ was discussed in a meeting of the members of the Circle on March 12 1931. Waismann argued that one should not understand sentences as truth-functions of elementary sentences. The new “principle of construction”, he claims, would be “the hypothesis”, which “connects aspects and is not expressible by means of truth-functions”.23 At that point Carnap disagreed with the idea, for he was convinced that “sentences of higher order are truth-functions of elementary sentences” and that “the point of view of methodological solipsism is for me [Carnap] the only possible”. It seems that his view on sentence-hypothesis changed a year later, when he claimed that a sentence has the “character of a hypothesis” and that it can never be “strictly derived from ever so many protocol sentences” (Carnap 1932b, 324). “Character of a hypothesis” is Wittgenstein’s jargon (MS 107, 248), and the non-derivability of sentence-hypothesis from elementary sentences is Wittgenstein’s idea (as seen in section 2). Given that members of the Circle discussed Wittgenstein’s philosophy informally and formally, Wittgenstein might have influenced the physicalist turn.

However, the issue is a delicate one. Carnap did not recognize Wittgenstein’s influence or inspiration regarding physicalism. Wittgenstein accused him of plagiarizing several of his ideas, one of which being his notion of ‘sentence-hypothesis’.24 Perhaps, Carnap’s misunderstanding of Wittgenstein’s verificationism is at the root of the controversy. As mentioned in section 1, he thought that Mach’s views on sensations, Russell’s atomism, and “Wittgenstein’s thesis that all propositions are truth-functions of the elementary propositions […] led to Wittgenstein’s principle of verifiability, which says that it is in principle possible to obtain either a definite verification or a definite refutation for any meaningful sentence” (1963, 57; my emphasis). As we have seen, this is not what led to Wittgenstein’s verificationism. Moreover, “definite verification” is incompatible with Wittgenstein’s understanding of sentences as hypotheses developed in 1929–30, after the abandonment of his phenomenological language project. Carnap’s understanding of Wittgenstein’s verificationism is only partly compatible with Wittgenstein’s views at the time of the phenomenological language (see section 2). These facts might help to illuminate the controversy surrounding Wittgenstein’s allegation that Carnap plagiarized him.25

The ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ is also a relevant theme for Carnap. After Philosophical Remarks, Wittgenstein’s idea of ‘arbitrariness’ evolved into the idea of the ‘autonomy’ of ‘grammar’ grounded in a calculus conception of language (see Chapter 2 of Engelmann (2013)). In July 1931, for instance, Wittgenstein claims: “I see language and grammar from the point of view of a calculus/as a calculus, i.e., the operating according to fixed rules” (MS 111, 67). The “fixed rules” of the calculus (or game) of language completely determine meaning and there is no justification for them (this is how ‘grammar’ is understood in the Big Typescript). Wittgenstein certainly explained to Waismann his ‘calculus conception’ in December 1931 and March 1932.26 Already in the summer of 1932, Waismann taught a seminar on intention in which he systematically used Wittgenstein’s idea. Carnap’s Logical Syntax is grounded in a similar view: “Logical syntax is the same thing as the construction and manipulation of a calculus” (1934, 5). One might even take Carnap’s ‘tolerance principle’ as a development of ‘arbitrariness’ inside a calculus conception of language.27 If one understands “language as calculi” (1934, 4), as Carnap does, one cannot begin before the rules of the calculi, i.e., those cannot be derived from anything else. At best, one justifies them pragmatically. Such a view on the unjustifiability of ‘grammar’ appears clearly in the form of the unjustifiability of ‘linguistic frameworks’ later in Carnap (1950). Thus, he might have adapted Wittgenstein’s ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ as it appears in the ‘calculus conception of language’. If that was the case, Wittgenstein is one among several philosophers and logicians who influenced his work in the 1930s.28 Perhaps, Carnap wanted to bring his philosophy closer to Wittgenstein’s in some ways in order to give more unity to views of members of the Circle. If that was the case, he kept his wish to himself, for he did not reveal it to Schlick.29 In any case, his use of the idea of ‘arbitrariness’ characterizes an original and powerful philosophy with its own goals and achievements.

These are just instances of how exchanges between Wittgenstein and the Circle were important and fruitful for all involved. The many disagreements among them, and the mutual misunderstandings, should not obliterate this fact.




7. Trivial ‘Arbitrariness’: Rules of ‘Grammar’ and Hypotheses

As we have seen, the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’ is at home in the context of the comprehensive ‘grammar’ of Philosophical Remarks. It fits it very well.30 In what follows, I intend to show that it can be seen as a triviality there, if one accepts certain assumptions of Wittgenstein. He himself does not make this point, but he could have.

After abandoning the project of a phenomenological language, Wittgenstein came to think that ordinary sentences have the character of hypotheses, as I showed in section 2. According to him, we should conceive our ordinary sentences as laws (sentence-hypothesis) that generate many points or cuts of verification, which are expressed by elementary sentences that describe phenomena. So only the truth of elementary sentences, descriptions of phenomena, is definitively verified, but not the truth of ordinary sentences (hypotheses). If so, what kind of sentence could be used to justify a rule of ‘grammar’? Certainly not a sentence-hypothesis, for it is not, definitively, true or false (PR §226). What about descriptions of phenomena? Those are indeed, strictly speaking, true or false. However, the truth of a statement that has the character of a hypothesis never follows logically from the truth of descriptions of phenomena. Therefore, the truth of descriptions of phenomena cannot imply rules of ‘grammar’ either, for these are obviously more general than hypotheses. Thus, if one accepts Wittgenstein’s understanding of ordinary contingent sentences as hypotheses, one might accept as a triviality the ‘arbitrariness of grammar’.31



Notes

1. On Wittgenstein’s Weltanschauung, see Engelmann (2016).

2. See letters from Schlick to Carnap from November 29, 1925, and March 7, 1926, in Archives of Scientific Philosophy, Box 29, Folder 32, ASP.1974.01.

3. See Schlick’s letter to Carnap from January 29, 1928, in Archives of Scientific Philosophy, Box 29, Folder 30 (029–30–34).

4. On Waismann and Wittgenstein, see Chapters 2 and 4 of Engelmann (2013).

5. ‘Grammar’ and ‘arbitrariness’ appear in quotation marks because they are Wittgenstein’s jargon.

6. Sentences like this one led Malcolm (1967) to state that Philosophical Remarks is “strongly verificationist”. However, he left unexplained the nature of the verificationism in Wittgenstein’s Middle Period.

7. One might think that Wittgenstein’s interest in immediate experience (phenomena) in 1929–30 was the result of the influence of the Circle, especially of Schlick (see Hymers 2005, 233). However, this view underestimates the fact that there were internal reasons in his philosophy that led him to a phenomenological analysis—see Engelmann (2013). One can trace such reasons back to criticisms of Ramsey (1923), who challenged Wittgenstein to analyze phenomenological color and space. One must also take into account that the idea that ‘experience’ has a fundamental role in analysis and epistemology was common at the time.

8. Nonetheless, they had some reasons to believe that their view was also Wittgenstein’s, although the Tractatus does not claim a reduction of empirical statements to immediate experience statements. For instance, the Tractarian idea of the “application of logic” (TLP 5.557) might suggest such a view, if one reads the Tractatus in connection with Russell’s understanding of ‘atomic propositions’ as propositions about sensations (see Carnap 1963, 57). Carnap, indeed, connects applied logic with the investigation of “the given” (1930, 77). Moreover, such an interpretation of the application of logic in the Tractatus seemed to be confirmed when Wittgenstein himself began an ‘analysis of phenomena’ in 1929. Wittgenstein’s top-down analysis of ordinary sentences was carried out in terms of ‘atomic propositions’ that describe phenomena (experience) directly (see RLF). However, one must note that his analysis of phenomena did not commit him to a constructionist project such as Russell’s in Our knowledge of the External World or Carnap’s in the Logical Construction of the World. See Engelmann (2017) for why Wittgenstein needed a phenomenological investigation.

9. On sentence-hypothesis see Engelmann (forthcoming).

10. Parts of this section are translated from section 2 of Engelmann (2014), a paper published in Portuguese.

11. Carnap certainly saw the difference between knowing truth-conditions and knowing how to verify a sentence, for they are different conditions of sense for him (Carnap 1932a, 84–7). He claims that knowing how to verify is knowing “the path to verification” (1932a, 87).

12. The rules for quantifiers are also restricted (see PR §§90–1). Such a restriction is relevant for understanding of sentence-hypotheses. However, I cannot deal with this issue here.

13. In section 4, when discussing the arbitrariness of ‘grammar’, I will get back to the expression “in a certain sense a posteriori”, for it might have led Schlick to worry about the status of rules of ‘grammar’.

14. For further details on the issues discussed here, see Chapter 1 of Engelmann (2013 and 2017).

15. See Engelmann (forthcoming). We will see in section 6 that the idea that sentences are not truth-functions of elementary propositions might be crucial for the understanding of controversies related to Wittgenstein’s claim that Carnap plagiarized him. In section 7 we will see that if one accepts that ordinary sentences work as hypotheses, the arbitrariness of grammar is trivial.

16. In section 6, I explain the possible relevance of those points to the Circle.

17. See Schlick’s letter to Wittgenstein from October 24, 1929 (GB).

18. Note that Wittgenstein and Schlick do not discuss Husserl’s own examples of synthetic a priori. On this issue, see Simons (1992).

19. My point is that what Wittgenstein wrote in RLF might suggest a kind of intuition or direct grasp of the structure of phenomena. However, I do not think that he meant to defend such a view—see Engelmann (2017).

20. How to distinguish strictly logical from other rules is something that will occupy Wittgenstein after Philosophical Remarks (see, for instance, MS 109: 121–2, 130–4).

21. See Kuusela (2012) for a somewhat different account of the ‘arbitrariness’ of logic in the Tractatus.

22. The notion of ‘physicalism’ in the Circle might be traced back to Schlick (Schlick 1925, §32).

23. See Protokolle in Carnap’s archive in Archives for Scientific Philosophy, Box 81b.

24. Wittgenstein did it in a letter to Schlick from July 6, 1932. Many controversial letters followed. Some months earlier, Neurath had already accused Carnap of not recognizing his ideas in written papers.

25. The issue, however, is quite difficult and many topics and interpretational puzzles are entangled. For instance, Waismann might have given the wrong picture of ‘hypothesis’ to Carnap before the mentioned meeting in 1931. For other difficulties surrounding plagiarism accusations, see Stern (2008). One of the issues surrounding plagiarism accusations was the distinction between the formal and the material mode of speech. On this issue, see Kuusela (2012).

26. See Wittgenstein’s letters to Schlick from March and May 1932 in Wittgenstein (2004b). See also WVC, 123–6, 166–70.

27. In fact, Schlick thought that Carnap should recognize his debt to Wittgenstein concerning the “principle of tolerance” in letters to Carnap from June 1934 (Archives of Scientific Philosophy, Box 28, Folder 28). Waismann was in contact with Carnap at the time Wittgenstein explained to him his calculus conception. I thank Manninen for making available Waismann’s notes for his 1932 Seminar (to appear soon)—this material is in Noord-Hollands Archief, Haarlem, Netherlands.

28. On Carnap’s influences, see Carnap (1963, 30).

29. See the exchange of letters between Schlick and Carnap in May and June 1934 (Archives of Scientific Philosophy, Box 28, Folder 28).

30. This does not mean that it is at home also in other contexts in Wittgenstein’s development (see Engelmann (2013)). One should not be surprised if a word or a phrase changes its meaning in a new context.

31. Thanks to Oskari Kuusela, Timur Uçan, Mihai Ometiță, Craig Fox, and Sebastien Gandon for comments on a draft of this chapter.
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2
Phenomenology, Logic, and Liberation From Grammar


Denis McManus


This chapter examines the rise and fall of ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’, with a view to uncovering the role that this figure played in the transformation of the author of the Tractatus into that of the Philosophical Investigations. The story of his rise is that of an attempt to make good on commitments inherent to the early Wittgenstein’s conception of language and logic. The story of his fall is that of an abandonment not only of those commitments but also of a conception of ‘the task of philosophy’ (NB, 2).1

Wittgenstein’s invocation of the notion of ‘phenomenology’ is striking: a figure from the canonical list of analytic philosophers seemingly aligning his work with that of a main strand in the Continental tradition. Philosophers are now much more open to the idea that figures from these two supposedly distinct traditions might have concerns in common. But the ultimate result of this good ecumenical work should surely be that we see not only the similarities between the thinkers in question but also their differences—the real differences now rather than those gestured at through the simplistic image of two distinct traditions; and my concern in the first half of this chapter is to point to a real difference, in the form of the distinctive motivation of ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’.

If we are to understand the texts in which that figure has been sighted, we need to understand the specificity of that motivation—in particular, a concern to make good on logical commitments of the Tractatus. I will make my case by pointing to some connections with the concerns of another mysterious figure rumoured to inhabit the middle writings, ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’. Here too we find an interest in notions of ‘immediate experience’ and I will argue that the motivation of this figure and that of ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’ is fundamentally alike; but this is first and foremost logical, a concern which a comparison with Husserl, Heidegger, or A. J. Ayer for that matter is unlikely to illuminate.2

This reading may seem to confirm a particular vision of how the outlooks of figures like Wittgenstein and Heidegger differ and one with some basis in their texts. While the author of the Tractatus thought philosophical illumination required clarity about ‘the logic of our language’ (TLP preface), Heidegger declared that it was ‘the destiny of the reign of “logic” in philosophy’, that ‘[t]he idea of “logic” itself … disintegrate[] in the turbulence of a more originary questioning’ (WM, 92), ‘[l]ogic [being] the most imperfect of philosophical disciplines’ (LFW, 343). It is a key thought of the analytic revolution that Wittgenstein inherited and advanced that we need to understand the logic of our language and that this requires that we liberate our thinking from the influence of that language’s grammatical form. But for Heidegger, in contrast, philosophical progress depends on our instead ‘liberating grammar from logic’ (BT, 165). In the second half of the chapter, I will argue—in an ecumenical way—that such apparent differences actually point to parallels, though these include ones upon which I will also draw in articulating a metaphilosophical radicalism in the middle Wittgenstein that the author of Being and Time directly resists. The story of the rise of this radicalism is also that of the fall of ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’ and ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’, and of two further twists to the notion of a necessary ‘liberation from grammar’.


1. Initial Sightings

Wittgenstein talks extensively and positively of the importance of ‘phenomenology’, ‘phenomenological theory’, and ‘phenomenological language’ in writings such as Philosophical Remarks, Philosophical Grammar, The Big Typescript and elsewhere in his Nachlass, as well as in conversations with members of the Vienna Circle. There we find a concern with the phenomenal and with what we might think of as ‘immediate experience’. This concern can seem odd not only because of its subsumption under the supposedly ‘Continental’ label of ‘phenomenology’ but also because it appears very largely absent from the Tractatus.

Some commentators, however, have thought that appearance misleading, including the Hintikkas and John Cook;3 and they have done so not without some basis—in, for example, the difficulty of understanding just what the ‘objects’ invoked there are. From such a perspective, Wittgenstein’s interest in phenomenology would indeed seem natural.

Going further—to conclude that this interest is substantively similar to that of the likes of Husserl and Heidegger when they talk of ‘phenomenology’—depends, of course, on how we understand that term. There’s little reason, it seems to me, to think that Wittgenstein had much knowledge of either of those authors, his few comments on whom are based—I suspect—on knowledge acquired second-hand through his conversations with members of the Vienna Circle. But one might be struck by, for example, Wittgenstein’s characterisation of a ‘phenomenological language’ as ‘the description of immediate sense-perception without hypothetical addition’;4 that might call to mind a Husserlian ‘bracketing’ of the external world beyond such perceptions with a view to getting the structure of that mode of experience in focus.

Another infamous denizen of the middle Wittgenstein’s reflections is ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’. If one takes the claim that ‘[t]he sense of a proposition is the method of its verification’ (WVC, 79), throws in references to a ‘primary language’, and adds a history of depicting metaphysics as nonsense, one might indeed seem to have the basic components from which one might build a stereotypical verificationist;5 and on this basis, it has become a standard item in accounts of Wittgenstein’s development from the Tractatus to Investigations that he had a temporary, verificationist phase.6

The piece of work from that period that reads most like a straight-forward verificationist tract is Chapter XXII of Philosophical Remarks:



A proposition construed in such a way that it can be uncheckably true or false is completely detached from reality and no longer functions as a proposition… . If an hypothesis can’t be definitively verified, it can’t be verified at all, and there’s no truth or falsity for it.

(PR, 282, 283)




The epistemological-cum-semantic backdrop necessary for a verificationism with some bite also seems to be in place here. Wittgenstein asserts that ‘two assumptions must be identical in sense if every possible experience that confirms the one confirms the other too’, ‘experience’ here meaning ‘immediate experience’, ‘immediately observable phenomena (such as points of light)’ (PR, 282, 283). ‘All that’s required for our propositions (about reality) to have a sense’ is that our ‘immediate experience’ ‘tends to agree with them or tends not to agree with them’; and ‘[i]n the limit case [where] there’s no longer any connection … the proposition (hypothesis) is senseless!’ (PR, 282). I want to argue, however, that—like ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’—‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’ is best understood against the background of the Tractatus’ understanding of language and logic, in light of which their concern with ‘immediate experience’, ‘primary language’, and indeed verification takes on quite a different aspect.




2. Language and Logic in the Tractatus

Throughout his development, Wittgenstein opposes a vision according to which distinguishing the thinkable from the unthinkable would determine where ‘the bounds of sense’ lie: ‘in order to be able to draw a limit to thought, we should have to find both sides of the limit thinkable (i.e. we should have to be able to think what cannot be thought)’ (TLP preface). Many important supposed truths of philosophy, however, seem to undertake this task, most obviously, the truths of logic; and the Tractatus’ account of the character of language is a contribution to that work’s broader attempt to show that such truths—if taken to be substantive—are illusory.

That account proposes that each and every proposition either belongs to a set—which he labels that of ‘elementary propositions’—all of which are logically independent of one another, or to a set—which he labels that of ‘complex propositions’—which are constructed from truth-functional combinations of ‘elementary propositions’. The possibility of logical inference lies in that of ‘the truth-grounds’ of one proposition being ‘contained in those of’ another (TLP 5.121) and hence requires no underpinning or explanation by reference to substantive logical truths: when proposition p entails proposition q it is simply because p and q are constructed from overlapping sets of elementary propositions such that the combinations of true and false elementary propositions that make p true also make q true.

The connectives that bind elementary propositions together to form complex propositions might, however, seem a source of such truths, the nature of these ‘logical objects’ determining that certain propositions logically entail others. That p & q entails q but p v q doesn’t shows that there is undoubtedly a sense in which the connectives make a difference. But the author of the Tractatus believes that his truth-table analysis of the truth-functions demonstrates that their contribution is no more than that of a syntactic device:



It is clear that to the complex of the signs ‘F’ and ‘T’ no object (or complex of objects) corresponds; any more than to horizontal and vertical lines or to brackets. There are no ‘logical objects’.

(TLP 4.441)




One might be tempted to believe that truth-functional expressions function in much the same way as, say, names do—standing for objects of some sort—and then believe that describing these ‘logical objects’ would explain the entailment relations of propositions in which such expressions figure.7 But—to introduce a crucial theme—here ‘[l]anguage disguises thought’ (TLP 4.002): the truth-table analysis reveals that these expressions have no such function and, hence, name no such ‘objects’.

Wittgenstein’s account of propositions seeks to demonstrate then that the fact that some deductive inferences are valid and others are not does not entail that there are—to his mind, impossibly—substantive logical truths. That each and every proposition and all their associated entailment relations fit this account is less than obvious; indeed scrutiny of—to use one of Wittgenstein’s later expressions—their ‘surface grammar’ (PI §664) suggests they do not. But ‘from the external form of the clothes one cannot infer the form of the thought they clothe’ (TLP 4.002): only when appropriately analysed—only when we dig down beneath their ‘surface grammar’—do our propositions reveal an underlying logical form that fits Wittgenstein’s account. To see the myth of substantive logical truths for what it is requires then a liberation of logic from such grammar. How such an analysis was to be carried out was something of which Wittgenstein—at the time of writing the Tractatus—had only a schematic sense. But his confidence that it could appears to have rested upon his account’s promising to spare us ‘giv[ing] logic an impossible reality’ (NB, 48).8

Both Wittgenstein the verificationist and Wittgenstein the phenomenologist, I will propose, were spawned by the effort to make good on that promise, each attempting to show that what may seem counter-examples to the preceding account of language and logic are nothing of the sort. The putative counter-examples in question were acknowledged as such in the Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s schematic sense of how analysis would deal with them is similar in the two cases.




3. Generality, Hypotheses, and Logical Sums

A first step is to note how the author of the Tractatus envisaged extending his analysis to two more so-called logical constants—the quantifiers. Though this is the subject of some controversy,9 Wittgenstein’s retrospective comments on the Tractatus seem to confirm that he believed general propositions could be analysed as logical sums or products of their instances and their negations. Such an analysis renders very clear how instances and generalisations can support or contradict one another, and—more importantly, given our present purposes—would allow the Tractatus’ account of language and logic to ‘dissolve’ the quantifiers: they too do not denote ‘logical objects’.

But this analysis immediately points to further work that must be done:



My view about general propositions was that (˅x).øx is a logical sum and that though its terms aren’t enumerated here, they are capable of being enumerated… . For if they can’t be enumerated we don’t have a logical sum.

(PG, 268)10




Some general statements can perhaps be understood in this way—‘The primary colours are f ’ perhaps as ‘Blue is f & green is f & red is f & yellow is f ’. But others, it would seem, cannot. For example, propositions such as ‘Arsenic is poisonous’ and ‘All men are mortal’—which Wittgenstein comes to label ‘hypotheses’—make claims about a domain of indefinite extent, namely all past, present, and future men and samples of arsenic. Since indefinitely large totalities ‘can’t be enumerated’, the instances of such generalisations can’t be either; and, if so, ‘we don’t have a logical sum’.

This is not simply a claim about whether we can know such generalisations to be true or false. The logical sum or product was to tell us what such generalisation say, which generalisations they are. In the Prototractatus, we read:



[I]f signs are to express anything at all, meaning must belong to them in a way which is once and for all complete… . Before a proposition can have a sense it must be completely settled what propositions follow from it.

(PTLP 3.20102–3)




But this thought, which is echoed in PR—‘[e]verything which, if it occurred, would legitimately confirm a belief, determines logically the nature of this belief’ (PR, 87)—when combined with the fact that at least prima facie we cannot ‘completely settle’ which propositions follow from hypotheses—in that we cannot enumerate all their many instances which fix their identity—entails that the ‘nature of th[ese] belief[s]’ is indeterminate. The worry is not that it is unclear that they are verified or falsified by some favoured set of ‘experiences’; rather it is that it is unclear what would verify or falsify them, what their instances—whatever nature they ultimately have—are.




4. ‘Wittgenstein the Verificationist’ and the Denial That Hypotheses Are Propositions

Wittgenstein’s transitional ‘verificationist’ writings, I suggest, serve to deny that hypotheses are indeed propositions, so that they and their ‘logic’—if we can speak of such a thing—no longer require accommodation within the Tractatus’ account. Hypotheses may look like propositions; they may share a ‘surface grammar’. But, in fact, ‘[a]n hypothesis is a law for forming propositions’ (PR, 285). This outlook develops themes already found in the Tractatus and finds echoes in contemporaneous work of Frank Ramsey’s, whose reflections on that book put pressure on its sketched accounts of propositions seemingly incompatible with its account of logic and language, including—as we will see—those to which ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’ devotes his attention.11

Ramsey’s 1929 paper, ‘General Propositions and Causality’ includes many of the basic ideas of PR chapter XXII and links these explicitly to the inadequacy of analyses of ‘hypotheses’12 which present them as conjunctions. Such a conjunction, which would have to be infinitely large, ‘cannot be written out’ and ‘always goes beyond what we know or want’ (1929, 145, 146). Ramsey concludes that ‘[i]f then [a hypothesis] is not a conjunction, it is not a proposition at all’; hypotheses ‘are not judgments but [instead] rules for judging of the form, “If I meet φ, I shall regard it as ψ”’ (pp. 146, 149). Such a rule is ‘a formula from which we derive propositions’ (p. 159), not a proposition itself. But the origins of this notion lie in the Tractatus, which depicts the laws of mechanics—which would appear to be propositions that hold of an indefinitely-extended domain—as having a quite different function. Such laws are ‘about the net’ we use to describe reality ‘and not about what the net describes’, embodying ‘a single plan’ using which we might ‘attempt to construct … all the true propositions that we need for the description of the world’ (TLP 6.35, 6.343).

Aligning these texts, which helps us see the logical motivation of ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’, solves other puzzles that they pose. It explains why the label, ‘proposition’, is being withheld from utterances which cannot be analysed as truth-functions of logically independent propositions—making sense of what otherwise seems a non sequitur in Ramsey’s concluding that ‘if [a hypothesis] is not a conjunction, it is not a proposition at all’.13 It also makes sense of how the proposal that ‘[i]f an hypothesis can’t be definitively verified’ then ‘there’s no truth or falsity for it’ (PR, 283, quoted earlier)—which may sound like an orthodox verificationist denunciation of a tool unfit for responsible thought—represents no such thing for Wittgenstein:



No, an hypothesis simply has a different formal relation to reality from that of verification. (Hence, of course, the words ‘true’ and ‘false’ are also inapplicable here, or else have a different meaning.)

(PR, 285)




One can see attempts to articulate this ‘different formal relation to reality’ in Ramsey’s claim that a hypothesis ‘cannot be negated but it can be disagreed with by one who does not adopt it’ (1929, 149), the Tractatus’ insistence that ‘[w]e are … told something about the world’ not by ‘the possibility of describing the world by means of Newtonian mechanics’ but ‘by the fact that it can be described more simply with one system of mechanics than with another’ (TLP 6.342), and Chapter XXII’s declaration that, ‘[i]f it turns out that another hypothesis represents the material of experience more simply, then I choose the simpler method’ (PR, 283).




5. Verification and Immediate Experience

But a question remains: why should Wittgenstein—in distinguishing hypotheses from propositions—turn his attention to the possibility of verification by reference to ‘immediate experience’? Doesn’t a stereotypical verificationist empiricism reassert itself here? The importance of knowledge of immediate experience in this context is again, I suggest, tied to the early Wittgenstein’s treatment of logic. Wittgenstein conceded retrospectively not only that at the time of writing the Tractatus he had not produced any examples of elementary propositions but also that he had not then known how the envisaged project of analysis (that would ultimately yield such propositions) would actually turn out.14 But prompted at least in part by Ramsey, Wittgenstein found himself at the end of the 1920s needing to demonstrate that propositions do indeed fit the strictures that the Tractatus imposes;15 and, to do this, he had to go in search of what he had once been happy to contemplate merely in the abstract, including logically-mutually-independent elementary propositions. This, I suggest, prompts the turning of his attention to immediate experience and, in particular, to the logic of propositions about it.

In lectures of the period, Wittgenstein asserts that ‘in propositions about sense-data … there is no question of different sources of evidence’, of knowing ‘the same thing in two independent ways’, whereas ‘in hypotheses there is’ (MWL, 97; WL, 16). If true, this would qualify such propositions to play the role which, in the abstract architectonic of the Tractatus, elementary propositions play. From this perspective, there is nothing special about propositions concerning immediate experience as such beyond their capacity to play this logical role,16 an attractive conclusion in the absence of arguments to ground a foundationalist empiricism in Wittgenstein’s work in, or prior to, his ‘verificationist’ phase.17

But can such propositions play that role? The so-called colour-exclusion problem, to which we turn next, perhaps should have shown Wittgenstein that they can’t: it might be taken to show that there can be more than one source of ‘evidence’ for propositions concerning the immediately observable, in that other propositions of the same kind can be mutually incompatible. However, the textual evidence previously cited suggests that Wittgenstein did continue to think otherwise—struggling, as he was at the very same time, to resolve that other problem. As we will see in our consideration of ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’, the puzzle of how colour propositions are to be assimilated to the framework to which elementary propositions belong is what the colour-exclusion problem initially is for Wittgenstein.18




6. Colour-Exclusion and ‘Wittgenstein the Phenomenologist’

Like ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’, ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’ was driven by a concern to make good on the Tractatus’ account of language and logic and the key threat he addresses is that illustrated by the aforementioned ‘colour-exclusion problem’—that of understanding the relationship between colour propositions which appear to exclude one another without being direct denials of one another. For instance, ‘Object a is blue all over at time t’ excludes ‘Object a is red all over at time t’; but saying so does not seem to be the making of an empirical claim: such statements ‘do not express an experience but are in some sense tautologies’ (RLF, 167). Correspondingly, if one wishes to accommodate these relations within the Tractatus’ account of language and logic, and thereby preserve its dissolution of ‘an impossible [logical] reality’, these relations must be truth-functional and, as an understanding of exclusion, the obvious truth-functional relation is contradiction: thus, we read that ‘[t]he statement that a point in the visual field has two different colours at the same time is a contradiction’ (TLP 6.3751). But the author of the Tractatus no more than gestured at an analysis that would demonstrate that this is so, and did so unconvincingly as Ramsey’s review pointed out.19

Retrospective comments from the Big Typescript both confirm this sense of a hazily envisaged analysis and show us how it was hazily envisaged:



When I wrote the Tractatus (and later as well), I believed that fa = fa & ~fb would be possible only if fa were the logical product of another proposition and ~fb—and therefore fa = p & ~fb—and was of the opinion that fa (e.g. a colour proposition) could be analysed into such a product. In this context I had no clear idea about how I was imagining the discovery of such an analysis.

(BT, 340)




Wittgenstein goes on to explain how this model would have been applied to the case of colour exclusion:



Then, when I wanted to carry out such an analysis of a colour-statement, it became apparent // manifest //, what I had imagined the analysis to be like. I believed I could understand a colour statement as a logical product r & s & t …, the discrete factors of which specified the ingredients (if there were several) of which the colour (‘colour’, not ‘pigment’) consisted.

(BT, 340)




But Wittgenstein came to doubt the adequacy of this analytic manoeuvre, this depiction—as Ramsey put it—of ‘the apparently simple concepts, red, blue’, etc. as ‘really complex and formally incompatible’ (1923, 472).

Like Wittgenstein’s treatment of hypotheses, the point of the preceding manoeuvre was to reveal as illusory what might seem to be the basis for a substantive logic, in this case a basis that—as the following comments of Schlick’s demonstrate—our understanding of the phenomenological might seem to provide:



How do I know that such-and-such rules of syntax are valid? How do I know that red and blue cannot be in one place simultaneously? Have we not in this case a kind of empirical knowledge? … [H]ow do I know that precisely these rules are valid and no others?

(WVC, 76–7)




Now Wittgenstein’s understanding of ‘illogical propositions’ is that they are, as he later puts it, ‘grammatical monsters’ (NFL, 283). They are the result of our being misled by the superficial grammatical form of our propositions into thinking that combinations of words to which we have not given sense actually do have sense. So, for example, ‘[w]e say time “flows”, and then ask where to and where from’ (WL, 60), a subject-matter calling for a philosophy of time seemingly looming into view. In his early work, Wittgenstein envisaged a ‘perfect notation’ that would ‘prevent the formation of such nonsensical constructions’ (RLF, 171) and thereby render redundant the body of knowledge that Schlick’s questions might seem to envisage, the body of impossibly substantive facts that would explain why ‘red and blue cannot be in one place simultaneously’. One way of seeing Wittgenstein’s account of language as articulated earlier is as a contribution to this venture. Once analysed within its framework, we would see that the facts that explain why p & q and ~p cannot both be true are not those of a substantial logic but instead ‘treat only of the symbolism’ (MWL, 79); and entailment relations between ‘apparently simple’ propositions will turn out to be due to some of them being ‘really complex’, those relations being ones of ‘formal incompatibility’.

Chapter XXI of Philosophical Remarks opens with a call for a ‘phenomenological colour theory’ (PR, 273) and goes on to wrestle with the problem of how to represent the relationships between different colours. For example, one can describe them as mixtures of a basic set of colours. Alternatively one can represent them geometrically, locating the different shades, for instance, on a line, at the vertices of a octahedron or at the vertices and around the circumference of a double-cone. Why he is interested in such alternatives is clear:



[Y]ou can … arrange all the shades in a straight line, say with black and white as endpoints, … but then you have to introduce rules to exclude certain translations, and in the end the representation on the line must be given the same kind of topological structure as the octahedron has. In this, it’s completely analogous to the relation of ordinary language to a ‘logically purified’ mode of expression. The two are completely equivalent; it’s just that one of them already wears the rules of grammar on its face.

(PR, 277–8)




The construction of a phenomenological language is here presented as a version of the ‘perfect notation’ solution to philosophical problems. The difficulty with which we must contend is that the propositions we use to describe the phenomena in question seem to have ‘a greater logical multiplicity than that of the actual possibilities’ (RLF, 170). ‘[P]ropositions … which ha[ve] … no sense in [our] way of speaking now acquire one’ (PR, 267) as the way our ‘ordinary language’ combines colour terms seems to allow us to contemplate, for example, the possibility that—alongside bluish red and greenish blue—there might also be a ‘greenish red’. To overcome this ‘deficiency of our notation’ (RLF, 170–1), we need to manufacture a ‘mode of expression’ which will save us from constructing such pseudo-propositions which appear to express possibilities but actually do not—in this case, a notation using which we can express our understanding of the phenomenological. As the title of the first section of the Big Typescript’s ‘Phenomenology’ chapter puts it, ‘[p]henomenology is grammar’ (BT, 320).20

Wittgenstein’s ‘phenomenological’ reflections go further than these concerns with what are immediately obviously logically-related matters. But what remains a theme is the way in which notations and their ‘surface grammar’ can conjure into existence (pseudo-) issues to which our use of those notations actually assigns no sense. For example, in Philosophical Remarks, Wittgenstein also identifies a ‘phenomenological language’ with ‘a way of speaking with which we can represent the phenomena of visual space, isolated as such’ (PR, 103, 98). But isolated from what? ‘From the grammatical monsters that our ordinary language conjures up around it’ is, I believe, the ultimate answer. But Wittgenstein here has something more specific in mind, linked to why such conjuration occurs.

It arises out of our describing the contents of visual space using terms like ‘the appearance of an x’, where ‘x’ is a term from our description of physical space. By ‘incorporat[ing] the idea of a necessary connection between what we are calling the appearance and “the existence of a tree”’ (PR, 270–1), for example, this mode of representation seems to give sense to issues where there are none. This language of ‘appearance’ allows us to go on from our description of visual phenomena to ask, for example, about whether this appearance is a ‘veridical perception or a mistake’ (PR, 271); or it ‘makes it look as though nothing actual were being described, but only something whose nature was unclear’ (PR, 99). So, for example, ‘if we talk about “the appearance of a tree”, we are either taking for a tree something which is one, or something which is not one’; ‘[b]ut’, as Wittgenstein puts it, ‘this connection isn’t there’ (PR, 271). A ‘pure’ ‘phenomenological language’—‘a way of speaking with which we can represent the phenomena of visual space, isolated as such’—wouldn’t create the impression that it was, but our existing idiom does, seeming to give to our descriptions ‘a greater logical multiplicity than that of the actual possibilities’. As Wittgenstein says of our case in hand, a ‘normal, physicalist language’ being ‘used … in phenomenology … cast[s] a distorting light on [its] objects’ (PR, 88), and we ‘reproach’ this ‘impure’ language of ‘appearances of …’ ‘with presenting what is secondary as primary and what is primary as secondary’ (PR, 271). A ‘phenomenological language’ would instead prevent our ‘misunderstanding … the logic of our language’ and prevent ‘propositions … which ha[ve] … no sense in [our] way of speaking’—such as those that provide ‘the method of formulating’ ‘the problems of philosophy’ (TLP preface), (impossibly) substantial logical truths, ‘and those that seem to express “connections”’ that ‘are not there’—from ‘acquir[ing] one’.




7. Liberation From Logic? Or Grammar? Or Both?

As I indicated earlier, this reading according to which logical concerns motivate ‘Wittgenstein the phenomenologist’ and ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’ may seem to reaffirm the thought that Wittgenstein and phenomenologists like Heidegger differ profoundly in their philosophical outlook. According to Schlick, Wittgenstein’s early work yielded ‘fundamental logical clarifications’ that are ‘simply decisive for all future philosophy’ (Schlick 1979, 169). Heidegger’s prognosis was instead, it would seem, that the ‘reign’ of concern with such clarifications is destined to end in their ‘disintegrat[ion] in the turbulence of a more originary questioning’.

But considered in its context, Heidegger’s call for the liberation of grammar from logic and Wittgenstein’s for the liberation of logic from grammar are not the contraries they may seem. What Heidegger is bemoaning is ‘the science of language’ having ‘accepted as … standard’ an orientation ‘towards discourse as assertion’; ‘assertion … was the kind of logos’ that the Greeks ‘took as their clue for working out the basic structures of the forms of discourse’, and that ‘is still accepted … today’; but what this yielded was a ‘logic … based on the ontology of the present-at-hand’ (BT, 165).21 Saying why is a complex question because the questions of what the present-at-hand is and how it is connected to assertions are complex too.22 But one important aspect of these thoughts is brought out clearly in his lectures and it is the notably Wittgensteinian thought that we confront here forms of expression whose ‘surface’ uniformity creates the impression that their subject-matters are uniform in character too: we conflate the modes of Being of entities described by different propositions because these differences ‘need not necessarily protrude … in the linguistic form’ (BPP, 212).

In particular, we ‘never heed the variety of entities’ because of ‘the evenness, the undifferentiatedness of asserting and talking about …’: ‘[t]he equal and regular possibility of an assertion about … stones, trees, dogs, cars, “passers by” (human beings)’ gives the impression ‘that all beings which can be spoken about are, as it were, of the same kind’ (EP, 82, 83). In this way, a ‘science of language’ that is ‘oriented towards discourse as assertion’ is apt to inherit the latter’s ‘levelled and levelling character’, which creates the impression that the ‘manifestness of beings [is] a universally even and regular one’ (EP, 82, 83). Logic in the preceding sense, and the grammatical categories deployed by a science of language contaminated by it, are hence ill-suited to bringing to light the diverse forms of Being that the entities which we grasp exhibit. Such ‘[g]rammatical categories are’


not at all derived by regarding the phenomena themselves … [but instead] from … the theory of logos as proposition, that is, from ‘logic’… . The proper approach [then] is to get behind the grammatical categories and forms and to try to determine the sense from the phenomena themselves.

(HCT, 249)



This passage will immediately bring to mind comments in RLF:



[W]e can only arrive at a correct analysis by what might be called, the logical investigation of the phenomena themselves, i.e., in a certain sense a posteriori, and not by conjecturing about a priori possibilities… . [I]t would be surprising if the actual phenomena had nothing more to teach us about their structure.

(RLF, 163–4)




These passages—and Heidegger’s talk of the need for a ‘genuine philosophical empiricism’ (BT, 50 n. x)—may seem to envisage a process that one might call ‘reading logic (or grammar) off the world around us’; but it seems clear that neither philosopher believes in such a possibility.23 In Wittgenstein’s case, what immediately prompts them is the realisation documented earlier that if one is to show that a substantial logic is an illusion, the Tractatus’ account of language and logic does not suffice and different ways of representing the ‘grammar’ of different kinds of proposition are needed to maintain that insight. The author of the Tractatus wrote that ‘language disguises thought’ but—in the eyes of the middle Wittgenstein—succumbed to that disguise in believing in that work’s one-size-fits-all account of language and logic.

This realisation is accompanied by what we can now see as a rather Heideggerian conclusion, namely, that the forms of expression favoured by the mathematical logic of Frege and Russell are part of the problem, not the solution. Frege saw that symbolism as helping us to the ‘liberating’ recognition that ‘the grammatical categories of subject and predicate can have no significance for logic’ (Frege 1967, 141). But Wittgenstein comes to believe that use of that symbolism—and the associated idiom of ‘concept’ and ‘object’—place one under the influence of just those very categories:



When Frege and Russell spoke of objects they always had in mind things that are, in language, represented by nouns, that is, say bodies like chairs and tables. The whole conception of objects is hence very closely connected with the subject-predicate form of propositions.

(WVC, 41)




In committing to analysing propositions in the Fregean/Russellian idiom, we are succumbing to ‘a priori conjecturing’ rather than letting ‘the actual phenomena … teach us’; we are using the idiom as ‘a norm of representation’—‘not dealing with objects and concepts as the results of an analysis, but with moulds into which we have squeezed the proposition’ (PR, 136–7); and ‘squeezing something into a mould is the opposite of analysis’ (PR, 137), not least in creating confusions when applied to the wrong subject matter.24 So ‘the reign of [such a] “logic” in philosophy’ ends for Wittgenstein, ‘disintegrate[d] in the turbulence of a more originary questioning’ that exposed the true and rich diversity of forms that language takes.

This shared criticism of forebears for failing to recognise the diverse forms our understanding takes is clearly linked to others, including a shared recognition and rejection of what one might call a Cartesian understanding of the medium of intentionality, a rejection expressed in Heidegger’s notion of Being-in-the-world and the later Wittgenstein’s insistence that ‘to imagine a language means to imagine a form of life’ (PI §19). A description of such forms of life could also be said to be a ‘phenomenology’ if perhaps in a thinner sense. It is certainly not a description of ‘immediate experience’ or ‘consciousness’; but it is a description of the medium in which the many objects of our intentionality are revealed. Describing such forms of life could be seen as describing the many ways in which entities show themselves as being thus and so, a project not dissimilar to Heideggerian phenomenology, which is similarly ‘thin’ in distancing itself from any suggestion that its theme is ‘immediate experience’ or ‘consciousness’.25

But having identified these parallels—and there are plenty of others26—I will nevertheless focus in the rest of this chapter on a difference: a radical metaphilosophical moral that this consciousness of diversity may seem to bear, which the later middle Wittgenstein draws but which the Heidegger of Being and Time specifically resists. To see how, let us first note how Wittgenstein’s evolving reflections on the notion of phenomenology interwove with a changing understanding of analysis.




8. Changing Visions of Analysis and the Redundancy of ‘Wittgenstein the Phenomenologist’

Wittgenstein’s rejection of the notion that our ‘perfect notation’ will take something like the form of Fregean/Russellian mathematical logic is ultimately superceded by, and subsumed under, the realisation that there need not be such a notation at all, lying beyond the existing idioms of our language. To take one of our preceding examples, Wittgenstein comes to think that he had been too quick to condemn the language of ‘seeming’ when he took it to represent ‘the primary’ as ‘secondary’, and vice versa: ‘[w]e have no reason to accept that the expression “the appearance of a tree” represents something which is secondary in relation to the expression “tree”’, this being only an ‘inessential evaluation … independent of cognition’ (PR, 271). The fault lies with our tendency to take the language of ‘seeming’ as the language of doubt or error; ‘ordinary language [itself] makes no decision as to what is primary or secondary’ (PR, 271). Such ‘decisions’ stem rather from our viewing such modes of expression in a certain light, failing to note associations that they may have for us. Rather than construct a new notation then, we may achieve the objective which such a notation was to have achieved merely by eliminating our misunderstandings of ‘propositions as they stand’ (PR, 52).

Wittgenstein’s comments on the construction of a ‘phenomenological language’ illustrate this change:



The investigation of the rules of the use of our language, the recognition of these rules and their clearly surveyable representation, amounts to, i.e. accomplished the same thing, as what one often wants to achieve // accomplish // in constructing a phenomenological language.

(BT, 320)




Rather than manufacturing a means of expression free of the perceived ‘flaws’ of more familiar modes of description, we will achieve the objective such a ‘purified mode of expression’ was to have attained merely by recognising what we impose unnecessarily upon the modes of expression that we already use.

But Wittgenstein’s understanding of analysis not only shakes itself free from its previous vision of ‘perfect notation’; it also broadens to take in other activities. One way of undoing the expectations that we may unnecessarily impose on our language is by noting the variety of different modes of representation that we can use perfectly successfully in representing the same phenomena—noting ‘that, instead of such and such a representation, you could also use this other one’ (PR, 51). In the Investigations, Wittgenstein says of just such a measure that it ‘may be called an “analysis” of our forms of expression’—‘for the process is sometimes like one of taking a thing apart’—but also that it would be a mistake to conclude that ‘something like a final analysis of our forms of language’—‘a single completely resolved form of every expression’—is ‘the real goal of [such an] investigation’ (PI §§90–1).

A key instance of this realisation seems to have been Wittgenstein’s recognising the pursuit of a phenomenology as such a mistake:



I do not now have phenomenological language … in mind as my goal. I no longer hold it to be necessary. All that is possible and necessary is to separate what is essential from what is inessential in our language.

(PR, 51)




The changes of heart that this section identifies explain why Wittgenstein may have come to question the necessity of pursuing a phenomenological language. But they don’t explain why—in the preceding passage—he also questions its possibility. To understand that, we need to recognise the broader change in his outlook that recognition of the diversity of language triggered, a change that spells the end of ‘Wittgenstein the verificationist’, gives two further twists to the notion of ‘liberating logic from grammar’, and points to a further metaphilosophical step that Heidegger will not take.




9. The Demise of ‘Wittgenstein the Verificationist’ and ‘Wittgenstein the Phenomenologist’ and of the Pursuit of a ‘Complete Analysis’

Wittgenstein’s flirtation with verificationism is short-lived. He continues to see value in considering how a proposition is verified because that ‘shows what it follows from and what follows from it’: the relevance of the question, ‘“How can you know such a thing?”, … to the question, “What is the meaning?”’ is that the former ‘gives the grammar of the proposition, which is what the question, “What would it be like for it to be true?”, asks for’ (AWL, 19–20). But his contrasting of ‘hypotheses’ with ‘propositions’ ceases to play the role of defending the Tractarian account of inference, an account which turns out to be not worth saving.27 As more and more of what we would ordinarily think of as propositions are excluded from the class of ‘genuine propositions’ on the grounds that they do not conform to the Tractatus’ template,28 then the significance of the claim that that template embodies the general form of a genuine proposition becomes increasingly doubtful. Moreover, key elements in the implementation of this general template became questionable as Wittgenstein comes to doubt ‘whether there are any primary propositions that are definitely verifiable’ (PG, 221) and to believe that ‘the question, “How is this proposition verified?”, changes its meaning from one area of grammar to another’ (BT, 290).

In the latter thought, we see logic—understood as the effort to see clearly how our language works—being ‘liberated from grammar’ in a second sense—Wittgenstein’s dawning awareness of a diversity hidden behind terms whose substantial univocity he had previously taken for granted, despite his broader awareness that language may ‘disguise thought’. Other key examples are his realisations that ‘[t]here are … many different “alls”’ (PG, 269) and a ‘family of negations’ (AWL, 101), realisations which make his earlier blanket account of generality and the truth-functions untenable. Though Wittgenstein repeatedly redrew the boundary between ‘propositions’ and ‘non-propositions’ during the period 1929–33, he eventually concluded that ‘[i]t is more or less arbitrary what we call a “proposition”’ (MWL, 55);29 and this conclusion is key, I believe, to Wittgenstein’s coming to question not only the need for a ‘phenomenological language’ but also its possibility.

In a 1936 manuscript,30 Wittgenstein summarises his earlier view:



Formerly, I myself spoke of a ‘complete analysis’, and I used to believe that philosophy had to give a definitive dissection of propositions so as to set out all their connections and remove all possibilities of misunderstanding.

(PG, 211)




From this perspective, particular philosophical confusions could be thought of as arising because we lack this ‘complete analysis’, and examining how particular pairs of proposition-types become confused as pointing us in the direction of that analysis. A ‘complete’ or ‘final analysis’ would have been achieved when one had an expression of one’s proposition which made it impossible to confuse it with any other proposition-type, thereby ‘lay[ing] bare the source of all misunderstandings’ (PG, 211). The ultimate goal of such a project of analysis would be ‘a completely resolved form of every expression’, and it is to such a project that a phenomenological language appears to have been seen as contributing. But if ‘it is more or less arbitrary what we call a “proposition”’, then what one takes to be ‘every expression’—including ‘every proposition’—is ‘more or less arbitrary’ too; and if a ‘complete’ or ‘final analysis’ is meant to be the expression of a proposition in signs that make clear once and for all how it differs from ‘all other propositions’, it is ‘senseless to talk of a “final” analysis’ (MWL, 88). It would be a mistake then not only to think that such an analysis is ‘the real goal of our investigation’ but even to think that there is ‘something like a final analysis of our forms of language’ (PI §91): there can be no ‘perfect notation’ of which ‘phenomenological language’ was to have been a kind. Logic—the pursuit of clarity about how our language works—must then be ‘liberated from grammar’ in a third sense: from the illusion of a superior notation or grammar that would do the work of logic, itself delivering such clarity.




10. There Is Indeed No Such Thing as Phenomenology

Abandoning belief in such a notation, of which I have suggested a phenomenological language represented for Wittgenstein an instance, does not spare us the confusions it was to dispel. The language of the phenomenal remains one of the parts of our language that ‘bewitches our intelligence’ (PI §109), conjuring up puzzles such as why there is no greenish red; but Wittgenstein no longer believes that eliminating such puzzles depends upon our ‘bringing to light’ some previously unacknowledged language ‘hidden’ ‘behind’ our ‘usual forms of expression’ (PI §91).31 As Wittgenstein put it in Remarks on Colour, ‘[t]here is indeed no such thing as phenomenology, but there are phenomenological problems’ (RC, 248).

As we saw earlier, key to the demise of both of the Wittgensteinian figures that we have been considering is the disintegration—the coming apart, so to speak—of certain key terms, some of which are also key to his understanding of—to use an expression of his to which we will turn in a moment—the task of philosophy. Wittgenstein’s reaction contrasts here with Heidegger’s to the notion of there being a diversity of forms of Being: for him, this makes the question of ‘the unity of the concept of Being in general’ ‘urgent’, ‘demand[ing] to be raised’ (BPP, 282).

Heidegger’s principal reason for believing this, I have argued elsewhere,32 is that, even if the most pressing ‘task’ for ontology is ‘classifying the whole of Being into regions’ (PRL, 41), there must still be such a ‘whole’ if this partition is to be a contribution to something that merits the name ‘ontology’—‘a science … [that] stud[ies] all things that are, qua being’ (Aristotle, Metaphysics, Γ 2 1003b 15–16). If—behind the ‘surface grammar’—there isn’t ‘any single unifying concept of Being in general that would justify calling these different ways of Being ways of Being’ (BPP, 176), then whatever distinctions we may be marking, they will not be entitled to the label ‘ontological distinctions’.

Heidegger’s response is, of course, to try to show that there is a ‘horizon for any understanding of Being’, a horizon within which ‘the projection of a meaning of Being in general can be accomplished’ (BT, 1, 235). It is time that ‘enabl[es] … the thematic interpretation of Being and of its articulation and manifold ways’, and ‘thus makes ontology possible’ (BPP, 228). ‘Otherwise’—that is, were we to lack such a general ‘horizon’ for the ‘projection’ of Being and its manifold ways—‘there could have been no ontological knowledge heretofore’ (BT, 8).

A parallel worry afflicts what I called phenomenology in the ‘thin’ sense—an examination of the ways in which entities show themselves as being thus and so: if Being disintegrates, we have reason to think the object of that examination will too. To adopt Heidegger’s terms, Dasein is defined as the entity that ‘understands Being’ (BT, 12); but that endows Dasein with a unity—such that one might undertake ‘an existential analytic of Dasein’ as Being and Time does—only if there are no corresponding worries over the unity of Being, of what it is to be or to be-so. We can see substance in this parallel worry if we consider the wide range of ways that Heidegger identifies in which entities show themselves to Dasein: for example, through its ‘being occupied with’ the Zuhanden (HCT, 191), its ‘purely beholding’ the Vorhanden (BT, 113), its ‘Being-with’ other Dasein (BT, 118), and its ‘anxious concern’ over its own self (KJPW, 26). Is there then a horizon against which these different ways that entities show themselves will themselves show themselves as different ways that entities show themselves? If there isn’t, such a partitioning cannot be a contribution to something that merits the name ‘phenomenology’ even in our thin sense. That idea of ‘phenomenology’ would disintegrate in the same ‘originary questioning’ in whose ‘turbulence’ ‘[t]he idea of “logic” … disintegrates’: there would be no such thing as such a phenomenology.

Such concerns may seem remote from the Wittgenstein who identified phenomenology with ‘the description of the immediate sense-perception without hypothetical addition’. But they are not remote, I believe, from the Wittgenstein who subscribed to the notion of a ‘complete analysis’ upon the collapse of which his own pursuit of such a phenomenology foundered.

We saw earlier the moment in Heidegger’s reflections in which he argues that unless there is a ‘horizon’ for the projection of Being and its manifold ways, one must deny that there has been ‘ontological knowledge heretofore’: there would be no topic—no task, one might say—for a science of Being qua Being, or for phenomenology in the ‘thin’ sense of an examination of the ways in which entities show themselves as being thus and so. There is—I suggest—a parallel moment in Wittgenstein’s thought. In 1914, Wittgenstein asked himself:



Does … a complete analysis exist? And if not: then what is the task of philosophy?!!?

(NB, 2)




I argued earlier that the intelligibility of a ‘complete analysis’ depends on there being such a thing as ‘all propositions’. The parallel I want to suggest is that, for the early Wittgenstein, unless there is a ‘horizon’ for the projection of the manifold forms that propositions take—a horizon against which we can understand such a thing as ‘propositions in general’—one must doubt whether there is a ‘task for philosophy’. Heidegger’s pursuit of a ‘horizon’ against which the manifold ways that entities show themselves might be mapped, and Wittgenstein’s pursuit of a general form within which our manifold propositions can be set, are both driven by the need to give sense to such a task—Heidegger’s to his brand of phenomenology, and Wittgenstein’s to the idea of a complete analysis, to the revealing of which—I have argued—his own brand of phenomenology contributes. The radicalism of the later middle Wittgenstein is to think that there is no such task, because there is no such hidden, as-yet-undiscovered ‘horizon’ by reference to which that task would be defined: there is no such ‘horizon’ that would give sense to the notion of ‘all propositions’ and, hence, to that of ‘a definitive dissection of propositions’ that would ‘set out all their connections’. The perfection of ‘perfect notations’, including ‘phenomenological languages’, was to be their embodying such a ‘definitive dissection’. But Wittgenstein comes to believe that there is no such thing.




11. Concluding Thoughts: Philosophy and Its Integrity

Abandoning one’s understanding of philosophy’s very task naturally has wide-ranging implications. Section 8 began to show how Wittgenstein’s philosophical practice changes, a change reflecting his loss of a unifying understanding of just what philosophical confusion is—the understanding that had allowed the author of the Tractatus to dream of ‘the problems of philosophy’ being ‘in essentials … finally solved’ (TLP preface). Instead, paralleling his nominalistic insistence that ‘[i]t is more or less arbitrary what we call a “proposition”’, the middle Wittgenstein concludes that ‘[p]hilosophy isn’t anything except … the particular individual worries that we call “philosophical problems”’ (PG, 193). ‘Philosophy’ fragments then just as ‘the proposition’ does.

From this perspective, Heidegger may seem to have failed to liberate his thinking from grammar, in believing there must be some one horizon on to which the manifold ways entities ‘are’ are projected; he may seem naïve in believing that there is a subject matter for ‘a science of Being qua Being’ and a theme for phenomenology (in at least the thin sense). But one also might feel that such a commitment makes greater sense of our understanding of philosophy and its history than believing that ‘[p]hilosophy isn’t anything except … the particular individual worries that we call “philosophical problems”’. The appearance that there is an integrity of sorts to the philosophical tradition is one that Heidegger seems committed to saving, and one which perhaps needs to be saved.

All I will say here is that although this is where this chapter must end, it is not, of course, where the story ends for either of our philosophers. Crucially, a fourth twist to the notion that logic must be liberated from grammar comes in Wittgenstein’s later realisation—articulated through metaphors such as that of family resemblance—that not all general expressions need function in the same way, such that the diversity that the middle Wittgenstein comes to sense behind expressions like ‘proposition’ and ‘philosophy’ need not entail that they are hopelessly equivocal.33 But whether such an outlook can make sense of the integrity of the philosophical tradition, and to what extent there is indeed an integrity there of which to make sense, are questions beyond the scope of this chapter.34
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28. Cf. Wittgenstein’s worry that the hypothetical is ‘essential to every description of the world’ (MS 105, 108, translation quoted from Ometiță 2015, 85).

29. Cf., e.g., AWL, 12 and 77.

30. Published as Appendix 4B of PG.

31. Cf. PR, 84, where Wittgenstein concludes that ‘[t]here is not—as [he] used to believe—a primary language as opposed to our ordinary language, the “secondary” one’.

32. See McManus (2013a).

33. In terms of his equally famous metaphor of the rope, the third twist is the realisation that, with some concepts, there may not be ‘some one fibre [that] runs through’ all their instances (PI §67): ‘there may be nothing in common between the two ends’ (MWL, 104). The fourth is then the realisation that there need not be for a concept to ‘yield a single meaning’ (PI §561); its integrity may lie in ‘the overlapping of many fibres’ (PI §67). I discuss these issues at greater length in McManus (1995 and 2006), section A.7–9; cf. also recent work by Stephen Mulhall, such as his2013 and 2015.

34. For helpful comments on material on which this chapter is based, I would like to thank Anthony Beavers, Lee Braver, Jim Conant, Barry Dainton, Max De Gaynesford, Katalin Farkas, Felix Hagenstrom, Tom Greaves, Peter Hacker, Jane Heal, Oskari Kuusela, Rafe McGregor, Ed Minar, Ray Monk, Adrian Moore, Stephen Mulhall, Fionn O’Donovan, Mihai Ometiță, John Preston, Rupert Read, Aaron Ridley, Genia Schönbaumsfeld, Severin Schroeder, Joel Smith, Tom Sorell, Joshua Tepley, Timur Uçan, Andreas Vrahimis, Daniel Whiting, Dan Zahavi, and other members of audiences at the universities of Chicago, East Anglia, Nijmegen, Reading, and York. I would also like to thank the University of Southampton for periods of research leave during which work on which this chapter is based was done.
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3
Husserl and Wittgenstein on Description and Normativity

Daniel Dwyer

Husserl’s and Wittgenstein’s thought should be reckoned among the most self-conscious descriptive philosophies in the 20th century. Yet what does it mean to describe in philosophy, and what should one expect from a philosophical description? A preliminary attempt at an answer would invoke the historical contexts in which they both found themselves early in their careers. For Husserl, it was in large part the late 19th-century naturalistic and psychologistic conception of consciousness largely inherited from an empiricist framework. For Wittgenstein, it was in part the interpretations of linguistic experience by causal-explanatory and hypothetical accounts that had recourse to the natural sciences and psychology. Their responses to a common naturalistic causal-explanatory framework—of consciousness in Husserl, of linguistic meaning in Wittgenstein—lead to what appear at first sight to be solutions at cross-purposes. Husserl, for his part, argued for a transcendental reduction of all conscious experiences in order to achieve necessary and essential truths about consciousness, truths which ground an enlarged sense of meaning beyond Bedeutung to include pre-linguistic Sinn. Wittgenstein, in turn, focused increasingly on an anti-essentialist or “de-essentializing” conception of meaning that aimed at the dissolution of traditional philosophical problems.

However, descriptive philosophy would seem to involve substantial philosophical commitments. Several preliminary questions should be raised. First, what are the conceptual presuppositions of phenomenological description? Does Husserl’s phenomenology amount to a metaphysical thesis about universal, a priori and essential structures of intentional consciousness? Secondly, do the later Wittgenstein’s conceptual and grammatical investigations seek to uncover and dissolve the very kind of alleged metaphysical commitments implicit in phenomenological method? Unless one unpacks the presuppositions of Husserl’s and Wittgenstein’s methods in philosophy, one will not be able to distinguish both commonalities and discontinuities.

After setting out and then calling into question the viability of descriptive methods in both Husserl and Wittgenstein in sections 1 and 2, respectively, I will argue in section 3 that it is the uncovering of a pre-conceptual level of meaning that distinguishes Husserl from Wittgenstein most sharply, since for the latter the notion of any Sinn or any source of normativity below the level of the linguistic is disputed as a kind of metaphysical projection upon the phenomena. I also discuss the importance of Husserl’s turn toward a genetic phenomenology, a turn which highlights the intersubjective character of a description of norms that is not altogether unlike Wittgenstein’s notion about how norms are operative in linguistic practices.


1. The Problematical Nature of Description in Husserl’s Transcendental Phenomenology

I now turn to the contested validity of Husserl’s notion of givenness in the transcendental breakthrough of Ideas I. For Husserl, description is of what is given to intentionality, such that one becomes aware of an object or state of affairs precisely insofar as it is given, in the “how” (Wie) of its givenness (Gegebenheit). In other words, it is the description of the object not simpliciter, but in its mode of presentation. Implied here is a notion of conscious receptivity of how the object gives itself as a unity in a multiplicity of profiles (Abschattungen). For example, a tree would on this account disclose itself as it were from itself of its own initiative, without the active or spontaneous projection or imposition of representations on the part of consciousness. Phenomenological description has as one of its principal tasks the articulation of how experience of an identical object manifests itself in a manifold of tree-perceptions. With the notion of an identity given perceptually in a manifold, the later Husserl most prominently diverges from Kant’s epistemology in emphasizing the passive manner by which a manifold of conscious acts is so connected or synthesized as to be about one identical object. Whereas Kant ascribes spontaneity to the faculty of understanding in synthesizing the sensible manifold, Husserl insists on passive syntheses based on associations by which pre-linguistic experience is organized (see AAPS and Crowell 2013, 50–1 and 135–40).

The Husserl of Ideas I insists on the descriptive method as the most suitable to bring out essential features of the intentional life of pure consciousness. Unlike explanatory sciences, which employ the methods of exact and univocal determination of phenomena via ideal concepts (I1, 132), transcendental phenomenology should carry out “the absolutely faithful description of what actually lies before us in its phenomenological purity and the removal of all interpretations that transcend the given” (ibid., 178; see also 193).

Here is a good place to pause and consider what is implied by this last phrase. Even assuming that Husserl is right to point to description as a justified source of philosophical knowledge, is it even possible to remove “all interpretations that transcend the given”? Furthermore, how would we even know when we’ve reached the point of pure removal? To put a finer point on these questions: how do we know that our awareness of a specifically chestnut or maple tree does not amount to an “impure” interpretation that goes beyond what is given in perception?1 Is not an impossible methodological ideal posited here?

To unpack various attempts to answer these related questions, I proceed by tracing the motivation behind his so-called principle of all principles, according to which every intuition is a source of justification for the knowledge articulated on the basis of it (ibid., 43). By intuition Husserl means a vision into the essential, invariant features of an object or state of affairs (Wesensschau). This essential vision normally follows upon an empty or non-intuitive directedness toward the object or state of affairs, such that intuition can be understood as the fulfilling element of what was once only emptily targeted by the intentionality of consciousness (see LI, Investigation VI).

To get clear on what Husserl means precisely by Wesensschau, or essential insight, it is first necessary to indicate what he did not think it was:



	a metaphysical insight. Intuition is not some sort of ineffable mystical insight into the metaphysical substance of the world.

	what Kant or, more generally, the neo-Kantians, thought of intuition: a mere passive registering of sense data—it is for Husserl a presentational or affording act (ein gebender Akt).

	a definition, as is the case with Plato’s construal of seeing an essence.

	a construction of a theory, either to explain a phenomenon such as perception in terms of causal mechanisms or to postulate intermediary representations to account for mind-world contact.




Transcendental phenomenology is both a descriptive method and a doctrine of the essences of pure experiences (I1 §75). It comprises a thorough investigation of “the field of transcendentally pure consciousness in pure Intuition” (I1, 108) or otherwise put, “the essences of immanent configurations of consciousness” (I1, 109). Thus, Wesensschau is a way of speaking of the a priori nature of experience, operative through a free imaginative variation of empirical instances of something in order to grasp what remains invariable in a multiplicity of intuitively fulfilled perceptions.

In the epochē or reduction, Husserl brackets or puts out of play the everyday natural attitude which assumes as unproblematic a belief in objects that are transcendent to consciousness (I1 §§27–28). Such belief is considered to be naive precisely because the mind’s sense of its own object-oriented beliefs is based on a presumption of mind-world contact that can only be established philosophically. Thus, the natural attitude is first thematized by phenomenology for the purpose of underlining the natural attitude’s pre-reflective status.

The reduction brackets or suspends one’s belief in objects precisely in order to focus on subjectivity as the one to whom or for whom such alleged reality appears. Indeed, Husserl is trying to put to rest a particular kind of dogmatic attitude toward reality (and not an exclusion of reality), for example, one that characterizes the mind-world relation as one obtaining between two independently variable dimensions which would seem to call for some mediating representational third factor (see Zahavi 2015, 231–2).

Staiti has recently argued that one must distinguish between Wesensschau and Wesenserkenntnis: “Having an intuitive vision of essence does not yet amount to having a fully articulated knowledge of that essence” (Staiti 2014, 119). Indeed, Husserl insists that intuition can be imperfect and either corroborated or “disempowered” (I1, 36–40). Staiti claims furthermore that one must distinguish experiential access to essences and the subsequent conceptual articulation of essences (Staiti 2014, 123). In this way, Wesensschau is considered to be primarily a source of normativity by which conceptually articulated knowledge can be judged correct or incorrect.

Gallagher and Zahavi (2012) have furthermore warned against the mystification of eidetic intuition as if it could yield infallible insights into invariant structures of consciousness. In many—if not all—cases, the insight into structures of consciousness are subject to intersubjective verification, which implies both that the individual phenomenologist is not infallible and that any particular phenomenological description is defeasible. In this way, the lone phenomenologist needs to check if her “essential insights” are not limited or reducible to her own experience. The perceiver-cum-phenomenologist must maintain vigilance over the kind of normativity of her perceptual claims by checking them against those of others (Gallagher and Zahavi 2012, 30). Seeing that results from the temporal or historical development of intersubjective consciousness is not denied by Husserl; what is denied is that any single experience of seeing constitutes perceived objects in a normative way. Experiential education of perception is normal, and normality of perception leads in significant ways to the normativity of perception. What the later Husserl calls genetic (in a non-causal sense of genesis) phenomenology attempts to describe the historical nature of the subject, and therefore of intersubjectivity, in such a way as to open up for analysis the mind’s sedimented habits that enable one to see more and more essentially than one has heretofore seen (Lohmar 2012). For Husserl, the after-effects (Nachwirkungen) of what has been perceived (or learned, or remembered, etc.) “flow-back into” (einströmen) the present stream of perceptual awareness so as to modify it (CES, 113 and 138). This modification need not be a distortion; to prevent distortion, methodological and intersubjective criteria must be applied as in any science, as Gallagher and Zahavi suggest. The modification can indeed be, and usually is, an enrichment. Contrary to his earlier Cartesian-inspired formulations of the epochē and reduction, the later Husserl will say that “subjectivity is what it is … only within intersubjectivity” (CES, 172). That is, the mind cannot be understood in isolation from its constitutive relations with other minds; in other words, its relations to others is constitutive of its own situated identity.

At this point it is time to return to our preliminary questions to Husserl, concerning a possible presupposition in what Husserl takes to be a descriptively presuppositionless philosophy. The point was to question whether the methodological ideal of descriptive purity and fidelity (and therefore of a pure and faithful access to essences) is an impossible ideal. On the one hand, there are conceptual presuppositions that concern phenomenological method; on the other, there is the question about any ontological presuppositions about what is to be described by this method. The latter question may expose Husserl to the kinds of objections Wittgenstein is concerned with, namely metaphysical projections upon the phenomena that mark out at least one major class of questionable philosophical theses.

From the Prolegomena to the Logical Investigations and onwards, the anti-psychologistic Husserl holds that mathematical and logical objects are ideal objects that are not reducible to the individual psychic acts that intend them. However, the kinds of examples apparently envisioned by Wesensschau given in Ideas I are taken mostly from the sensory world; for example, a color red and a certain pitched tone. Apart from the difficulties of seeing in such a way that a red color or a pitched tone may appear identical to themselves throughout time in a manifold of apparitions, it is not clear that these examples get Husserl the kind of ontology of objects (Gegenstände) and states of affairs (Sachverhalte) he needs: the first would anchor essential seeing in self-standing, extramental reality, and the second would in addition show the ways in which objects relate to each other and against various external horizons. What is at stake, therefore, is the status of precisely what is phenomenologically describable. For if what is given is not just sensed colors and tones, not just self-standing objects, but also the kinds of ideal objects Husserl often has in mind such as mathematical and logical objects, the following questions arise:



	Is there not some implicit ontology that is presupposed in such a way as to “frontload” the notion of givenness to cover univocally these multiple kinds of objects?

	In other words, are the kinds of objects that (can ever) emerge from description presupposed by the describer?

	Furthermore, is Husserl’s notion of “object” itself reducible to the notion of the thing about which we can be certain?




If these questions are answered in the affirmative, then one might speak of a Kantian inheritance of transcendental method (though without the story of categories or faculties) along with a Cartesian inheritance of a predetermined notion of objectivity as ens certum. So far, there are at least two problematic conceptions in Husserl’s phenomenological descriptions in the earlier stage of his thought in Ideas I: the methodological ideal of a fully pure and interpretation-free givenness of objects, and the ontological conception of the kinds of things that will or can be given as prescribed in advance by the demands of the description itself.2 I will argue in section 3.1 that a broadly Husserlian notion of normativity can address these concerns.




2. Wittgenstein on Description

The early Husserl’s critique of causal-explanatory psychology is similar to the later Wittgenstein’s concern to show how conceptual investigations are not to be confused with the causal-explanatory mode of inquiry of science or of metaphysics. In this section, I will trace in rough outline the development of Wittgenstein’s thought in the 1930s in order to clarify common aims of his descriptions: on the one hand, the dissolution of philosophical puzzlement that arises out of a naturalistic urge to get clear on causes and not reasons or motives, and on the other, a clear survey of how language works in particular cases. Furthermore, I engage the debate between Kuusela on the one hand and Baker and Hacker on the other, about the proper interpretation of the goal of a perspicuous representation.

For Wittgenstein, causal and physical explanations are ruled out as non-descriptive, for they imply a problematical conception of philosophy as naturalism. Whereas such explanation could shed some light upon linguistic practices, Wittgenstein does not see it as the task for the philosopher. In the Blue Book, Wittgenstein underscores the confusion between “a hypothetical mental mechanism, and a mental state meaning a state of consciousness” (BB, 18; see also 6). The supposedly objective hypothetical observation of another’s mental state establishes only the cause but not the reason the agent may have to state things as he or she does (cf. VW, 111). As Wittgenstein’s remarks, “When I wrote ‘proof must be perspicuous’ that meant: causality plays no part in the proof” (RFM, 125). Wittgenstein’s attitude to the influence of natural science upon philosophy thus seems straightforward:



That is the fatal thing (das Verhängnisvolle) about the scientific way of thinking (Denkweise) (which today possesses the whole world), that it wants to respond to every disquietude (Beunruhigung) with an explanation.

(MS 219, 81 [January 1933], quoted and translated in Cahill 2011, 51)






Philosophers constantly see the method of science before their eyes, and are irresistably tempted to ask and answer questions in the way science does. […] I want to say here that it can never be our job to reduce anything to anything, or to explain anything. Philosophy is “purely descriptive.”

(BB, 18; see also PG §30, PI §109)




The seductive force of the modern scientific method to make traditional philosophers see phenomena in terms of causality yields a sense of surprise when certain phenomena are resistant to naturalistic explanation.

Cahill notes that it is necessary to recognize that Wittgenstein in the Tractatus “succumbed to one of modernity’s greatest traps, an essentializing and thus flattening out of our various forms of intelligibility, encouraged by our overestimation of science” (Cahill 2011, 98). Wittgenstein’s post-Tractatus moves stress that we must first re-appropriate the term “explanation” from the logical sense that is derived from physics (cf. PO, 177). The main problem, according to Wittgenstein, is that traditional philosophers are allegedly meant to devise new concepts and yet continually have recourse to the language of physical objects (PO, 41). He goes so far as to say that “all our forms of speech” are appropriated from physical language that inevitably distorts conceptual clarification (PO, 88). Cahill aptly remarks that Wittgenstein was not opposed to causal scientific explanations per se: “rather, his complaints in this vein are almost always lodged against a confused kind of mechanistic thinking that he saw as pervasive in philosophy” (Cahill 2011, 186n.48).

Now for both Husserl and Wittgenstein, doing philosophy as if it were a science does not imply an anti-scientific attitude on their part. This stance is well-expressed by Husserl in Ideas I:



When it is actually natural science that speaks, we listen gladly and as disciples. But it is not always natural science that speaks when natural scientists are speaking; and it assuredly is not when they are talking about “philosophy of Nature” and “epistemology as a natural science.”

(IPPP, 39)




One is reminded here of McDowell’s critique of so-called bald naturalism, namely, that “naturalness does not exclude the intelligibility that belongs to meaning” (McDowell 1996, 73).3

What emerges from his notion of conceptual investigation is both Wittgenstein’s lively sense of the unpredictably possible and his imaginative appreciation of the contingent features of our actual linguistic practices (see PR, 217). What matters to Wittgenstein in the description of ordinary language is in many ways what could have been the case, or what could be the case, as opposed to what was or is the case as a matter of fact. As he puts it much later,



The insidious thing about the causal point of view (kausalen Betrachtungsweise) is that it leads us to say: “Of course, it had to happen like that.” Whereas we ought to think: it may have happened like that—and also in many other ways.

(CV, 37; see also PO, 153)





Moore quotes Wittgenstein as saying in 1930, “Don’t be prejudiced by anything which is a fact, but which might be otherwise” (Moore 1959, 306). It is to the task of arranging or ordering facts, meaningful statements about the world, or “trivialities” that Wittgenstein at first in the early 1930s sets himself, according to Moore:



[T]he difficult thing was to get a “synopsis” of these trivialities, and that our “intellectual discomfort” can only be removed by a synopsis of many trivialities—“things which we all know already.” […] Our “intellectual discomfort” can only be removed by a synopsis of many trivialities—that “if we leave out any, we still have the feeling that something is wrong.”

(Moore 1959, 323; see also 21–4, 42)




The concern with arranging or putting in order our conceptions of “what can be said about the world” is further developed in the reports we have of Wittgenstein’s lectures in Cambridge from 1930. There he is reported to have asserted often that description fulfills an analogous role of tidying up a room to clarify philosophical problems in order to “clear up” philosophical uneasiness (see AWL, 21–4, 42).

The description of possible ways in which the world could unfurl and in which our linguistic practices could change is not entirely unlike Husserl’s notion of imaginative variation. It should be clear here to his interlocutor that Wittgenstein’s assembly of reminders about explanation in philosophy is the craving—or even the disease—of “wanting to explain” (RFM, 104). This wanting to explain is one indication of what Hacker has called “the pathology of the understanding” (Hacker 1986, 177; see also Baker and Hacker 1980, 489). In Wittgenstein’s reading of the Golden Bough, for example, he critiques Frazer’s analysis of primitive religions because it is based on developmental hypotheses (Entwicklungshypothese). These evolutionary or historical-developmental accounts are causally explanatory in terms of laws; they are explanations of primitive practices “much cruder than the meaning of the practices” themselves (PO, 131). Therefore, one needs to arrange “the factual material so that we can easily pass from one part to another and have a clear view of it—showing it in a ‘perspicuous’ way” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 539).

As Hutto has put it, Wittgensteinian descriptions assemble a series of reminders, with a view toward a non-comprehensive grasp that contributes to what he calls “the re-education of the philosophers.” Descriptions therefore “serve the purpose of transmitting clarity, and only to this extent—they do not all have some common object, and thus they are not straightforward alternatives to theories” (Hutto 2003, 119–20). While the value of arriving at perspicuity is by and large intelligible as a task with the aim of preventing philosophers from positing metaphysical entities, there is controversy in the literature concerning how to construe carrying out this aim.

Baker and Hacker explain that one achieves through a perspicuous arranging of “ridiculous empirical statements in misunderstood metaphysical expressions” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 543) “an understanding of our understanding” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 544). As they put it, “The surveyability that Wittgenstein exhorts us to pursue is no will o’ the wisp. It is not a contingent feature of language that its grammar is surveyable” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 544). Hacker speaks of gaining conceptual clarity from “a positive ordering of our ideas” (Hacker 1986, 154). He quotes Wittgenstein as saying, “Positively, philosophy aims at putting in order our ideas as to what can be said about the world… . [I]t is essentially a rearrangement of something we already know, like arranging books in a library” (BB, 44). The aim of philosophy is to establish an order (not THE order) in our knowledge of the use of language” (Hacker 1986, 151).

I propose now to get to the core of Baker and Hacker’s view of Übersicht by seeing how they answer their own—in my view—well-posed question: “But what is it that a person who lacks a surview fails to understand? […] In what sense is lack of an Übersicht a failure of understanding?” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 541). While admitting that there is in philosophy no “aerial photography in grammar” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 542), Baker and Hacker nonetheless argue that an Übersicht is a “striving to take in as a whole a segment of grammar, to grasp the environs of a concept” (Baker and Hacker 1980, 543). Even though the totality of segments of grammar are tackled “piecemeal” and therefore the totality of such segments cannot be grasped at once, it is not an unsystematic task (Baker and Hacker 1980, 543). Alleviation, but not dissipation, of the metaphysical cravings for generality can and should be aimed at (Baker and Hacker 1980, 532). Hacker will later go on to say that an Übersicht aims at an understanding of “the bounds of sense” (Hacker 1986, 152), insofar as philosophy aims at a description of “our conceptual structures from within” in order to solve “certain non-empirical problems” (Hacker 1986, 156).

Kuusela (2008a), on the other hand, has argued against Baker and Hacker by stressing that the point of conceptual clarification in Wittgenstein is to provide methods without any commitment to doctrines, theses, or theories concerning any sort of postulated essences in traditional metaphysics. Description is thus aimed at the dissolution of accounts or completed grammars of certain concepts. Description is connected with the aim of the dissolution of philosophical confusions “relating to something one already knows but has difficulties in understanding and explaining to oneself” (Kuusela 2008a, 81). Therefore, what Wittgenstein rejects is not the completeness of accounts, but an abstract notion of what such completeness amounts to. The only completeness that could be achieved is relative to certain problems. The abstract notion of completeness is, for Kuusela, an illusion. The only achievable completeness is relative to specific problems, for in this case only do we have a determinate criterion for saying that now completeness has been achieved. No such criterion is determinable with respect to the idea of an Übersicht of every possible problem because it is an open and not a closed notion. As Kuusela (2008a, 67ff.) maintains, this is not to reject completeness as a goal of descriptions per se; an account is complete when those unclarities which have been presented to it for clarification have indeed been clarified. This point goes a long way to understanding the sense in which completeness as such is not rejected by Wittgenstein (cf. PI §133).

Before moving on, I must clarify at least two senses in which dissolution could and should be understood to mark off what is distinctive about Kuusela’s appraisal of Wittgenstein. On the one hand, there are so-called therapeutic Wittgensteinians who take dissolution to be Wittgenstein’s way of indicating that a philosophical question has been nonsensically proposed; according to this view, Wittgenstein does not put forward positive philosophical views. Kuusela, on the other hand, holds that Wittgenstein does indeed hold positive views, even though they are not philosophical theses. On the latter account, it is not that Wittgenstein has no views, but rather that he replaces problematically operative models with better ones. With this in mind, it is easier to see that the real contrast with Baker and Hacker is that on Kuusela’s account grammatical rules are not the object of philosophical statements; they are instead modes of representing the various uses of language for clarificatory purposes. Why is this view still reasonably considered a dissolution view? Because assuming clarification is successful, a problem which arises in the context of the old way of considering an issue will not arise in the context of the new way of thinking introduced by the philosopher.

How then does Kuusela interpret Wittgenstein’s understanding of metaphysical philosophy? It is,



the pursuit of knowledge or understanding of necessary truths or principles that govern what there is, or rather, what there could be… . It puts forward theses—doctrines or theories—about the essence or nature of its objects of investigation [or] what something must be.

(Kuusela 2008a, 97; cf. PI §116)




Metaphysics would thus be considered a “super-science that reaches an even higher level of generality than other sciences” (Kuusela 2008a, 99). It is principally dogmatic philosophical claims that Wittgenstein is concerned with, namely, “the projection of the philosopher’s mode of presentation onto the object of investigation” (Kuusela 2008a, 109). Dogmatism constitutes “the failure of philosophical theses to capture the manifoldness of phenomena they seek to describe” (Kuusela 2008a, 126). Kuusela summarizes what he considers to be what is unique about Wittgenstein’s turn in his later philosophy:



The turn is a shift away from a philosophical conception as a Vorurteil, a preconception to which the object of investigation allegedly must correspond, to the conception as a Vorbild, a model used as a mode of presentation and more specifically an object of comparison. Thus the turn is a move away from theses about the objects of investigation to philosophical statements as the articulation of ways of conceiving the objects of investigation.

(Kuusela 2008a, 132)




The key interpretive principle is thus that “grammar must be understood as the means of description rather than as the object of perspicuous presentation” (Kuusela 2008a, 232).

Kuusela and Baker and Hacker seem to agree upon the need to understand the kind of attitude that provokes mental cramps. Much turns here on the proper interpretation of the Investigations §122:



A main source of our failure to understand is that we don’t have an overview of the use of our words.—Our grammar is deficient in surveyability. A surveyable representation produces precisely that kind of understanding which consists in “seeing connections.”

Hence the importance of finding and inventing intermediate links.

The concept of a surveyable representation is of fundamental significance for us. It characterizes the way we represent things, how we look at matters. (Is this a “Weltanschauung?”)

(PI §122)




It would be misguided to think that Wittgenstein’s goal is to provide complete descriptions of phenomena where completeness is understood as positing structures for an absolute and once-and-for-all explanation. Completeness is to be understood as clarity about particular problems. Clarifications are always problem-relative. This view is forcefully articulated in Baker (2004), in which he opposes what he calls the “Bird’s Eye View” of Übersicht. Übersicht does not amount to the philosophical ideal of a correct conceptual analysis; it is not “a fact-stating discourse” (Baker 2004, 44). Instead, Übersicht is a description of possibilities, constructed for certain specific purposes, which are different depending on context. One may not legitimately project onto an object one’s own preferred way of presentation. Thus, lacking in perspicuity does not mean lacking a global and absolute perspicuity (Baker 2004, 56), for this is not the purpose of an Übersicht.

A final point is in order, which will be decisive for section 3, which follows: Wittgenstein does not make normative claims, which is to say he does not circumscribe the ways in which it is correct to say certain things and not others. Descriptions can be appropriate or inappropriate for some people’s purposes and not for other’s. What is excluded on this account is the assumption that there could be universally conclusive clarifications that could in principle be so constituted as to convince everyone because they would contain within themselves everything essential related to the problem. I conclude this section with Kuusela and Baker that the aim of “surveyable presentations” is not to be understood as implying a positive gain in knowledge or “fact-stating discourse.”




3. Description and Norms in Husserl and Wittgenstein

It has been the burden of the first two sections of this chapter to show how the two thinkers both became gradually aware of what they were striving for in descriptions, just as they were getting clearer on an anti-naturalistic aim of their philosophical descriptions. I now conclude by exploring what I take to be the main fault lines between normative descriptions in Husserlian phenomenology and conceptual clarifications in the later Wittgensteinian sense. I will lay out a general Husserlian account of perceptual normativity and compare it with a Wittgensteinian notion account of how certain non-arbitrary norms are embedded in linguistic practices.


3.1 A Husserlian Account of the Disclosure of Normative Meaning

As Romano notes, the concept of description is “a negative concept, acting as a foil, so to speak, against a conception of philosophy taken to be inadequate” (Romano 2015, 6). An inadequate conception of philosophy that both Husserl and Wittgenstein oppose is one that invokes naturalistic explanations to account for the meaning of philosophical terms. If philosophy is adequately descriptive, one might rightly ask about the kind of justification that can be given for the correctness or incorrectness of a particular description or set of descriptions.

I now lay out a case to mitigate what some have seen in Ideas I as bloated metaphysical claims about essential insight into essential objects. Already in Ideas I, Husserl distinguishes between linguistic Bedeutung and an expanded notion of Sinn, whereby intuitive acts are disclosive of meaning “regardless of whether they are interwoven or not with acts of expressing” (I1, 245). Husserl complements a Kantian transcendental logic with an enlarged sense of a transcendental aesthetic, “a logos of the aesthetic world” (FTL, 292), according to which experience possesses an immanent organization. In Ideas III, Husserl puts the matter quite clearly: “Experience with its demands precedes conceptual thinking with its demands” (I3, 30). According to the later Husserl, concepts are geared teleologically to make explicit what is implicit in perceptual experience.

And yet, it would be naive to think that linguistically formulated thoughts will not penetrate and therefore inform what it is we experience pre-linguistically. For bringing that experience to conceptual articulation enhances the intelligibility of what it is we do experience, precisely by bringing it into public discourse. Furthermore, the later Husserl calls attention to the dynamic by which conceptually articulated thoughts merge into what is perceived.

According to Husserl, we recognize ordered patterns already at the level of pre-conceptual experience and then we are normatively motivated to understand perceptual objects and states of affairs in an explicit way (see Dwyer 2013). What he calls “types” are hybrids between concepts and pre-conceptual discriminations in perception and can thus be seen as Husserl’s attempt to solve Kant’s problematic of the schematism in the Critique of Pure Reason. Through the notion of pre-conceptual types Husserl engages nothing less than the question of conceptual normativity. Meaning and intelligibility must be conceived as spanning the traditional divide between understanding and sensibility, between cognition and perception.

If Hutto is right, norms for the use of concepts are learned “relatively uncritically and without challenge” (Hutto 2003, 194). But what sort of learning is this, and what does it involve? On a Husserlian account, it is equally a “learning” operative in pre-linguistic experience by which our perceptual discriminations get fine-tuned in an appropriate way to the perceptual and social environment. It is a matter of trial and error in both cases of linguistic and pre-linguistic initiation into norms. Romano has put the issue thus:



[T]he normative character of the possession of concepts properly so called (one may succeed or fail in correctly applying a concept to classify something) has its counterpart in the normative character of the perceptual faculties of discrimination: here as well, one can succeed or fail.

(Romano 2015, 580n.12)




For Husserl, the intelligibility of language requires its being internally related to a pre-linguistic, pre-conceptual experience that is both learned and acquired—in a thoroughly intersubjective way. Husserl’s is thus an account of how norms in experience should govern how we articulate the modes of presentation of objects.

Crowell (2015) makes a persuasive case that the use of a Husserlian transcendental method is not only aimed at a critique of dogmatic metaphysics, but also at a thematic disclosure of the normative ways in which we find ourselves oriented to meaning. Crowell distinguishes between first-order inquiries, whether empirical or a priori, and transcendental critique, which asks “how it is possible that such first-order thinking can yield knowledge” and “how it is possible that the ‘ground’ appealed to in some first-order practice of justification—for instance, experience—can serve as a norm for such a practice” (Crowell 2015, 246). What is decisive in a phenomenological argument is that “the transcendental question makes sense only against the background of some specific characterization of the cognitive knower—that is, a more or less explicit philosophical anthropology” (Crowell 2015, 247). In Crowell’s reading, Husserl finds that Kant’s view of the pure cognizing subject, or “his cognitive anthropology,” makes impossible a non-dogmatic account of the normative conditions of cognition. Kant’s implicit cognitive anthropology begins with the postulation of two fundamentally different sources of knowledge, a purely passive sensibility and a purely spontaneous conceptual understanding. Such “pure” category theory cannot but be dogmatic (Crowell 2015, 249) insofar as it involves an anthropological story of non-overlapping cognitive faculties. Subjectivity becomes in the thought of Husserl not “a premise in a transcendental argument to establish the validity of the categories,” but rather “philosophy’s primary datum” (Crowell 2015, 250). And this subjectivity is “an entity whose being is defined by responsiveness to the normative as such” (Crowell 2013, 30).

Let me now contextualize the preceding remarks about the natural attitude that is bracketed because it dwells naively in the world of objects. The bracketing of the natural attitude neutralizes the belief in the reality of the object precisely in order to make explicit the meaning of the object for subjectivity. Meaning is not the property of the object, nor is it a projection of the subject upon the object. How is meaning to be conceived, then, in order not to leave it to a representationalist or causal theory to intervene with a thesis about the mediation between subject and object? Crowell insists that phenomenology identifies meaning “transcendentally” with the object. As Husserl puts it, “In a certain way, exercising some caution in the use of the words, one can also say that all real unities are ‘unities of sense [Sinn]’. […] ‘Reality’ and ‘world’ here are just headings for certain valid unities of sense” (I1, 102).

To understand a thicker anthropology that goes beyond Kant’s account of our purely cognitive nature, consider the dynamic acts involved in perceiving a tree. That there are optimal and less optimal ways of seeing a tree is a truth derived from my perceptual being-in-the-world: there is a back side to the tree or more fine-grained detail that is not now seen but would become visible were I to change my position. As Crowell puts it,



to say that perception of the front ‘entails’ a back side means that the link between modes of givenness is norm-governed… . Were experience not governed in this normative way, subsequent experience could never lead me to revise my previous experience; it would simply replace it. The intentional object, then … is a normatively structured unity of meaning. […] The intentional object is not something subjective; intentional content is not a function of how we represent the world but of how the object presents itself.

(Crowell 2015, 253–4; see also Noë 2004, Kelly 2010, and Doyon and Breyer 2015)




If Crowell is right, and I think he is, Husserlian genetic phenomenology “does not aim to answer the skeptic, however, but to undercut the motives for skepticism through … description of the entailments that make up the logos, so to speak, of experience itself” (Crowell 2015, 254–5). One can conclude, then, that givenness “involves a norm-responsive synthesis of perceptual acts upon which it is founded” (Crowell 2015, 258). As Zahavi has put it, “To consider the world as a phenomenon is … not an abstraction, but rather a thematization of an otherwise anonymously functioning dimension, namely the very dimension of givenness” (Zahavi 2015, 233).

A broadly Husserlian account of experiential norms can be made more intelligible with findings in ecological psychology. Central to ecological psychology is the account of how the environment (Umwelt) affords certain capacities to act and to respond to how things are already structured in the world, such that we are motivated to act appropriately. Central to this interpretation is the notion of an affordance in Gibson (1979). What is directly perceived by the animal is what is afforded or enabled by the environment in terms of possibilities of action. For example, the electrical wire affords to the squirrel the movement across it to the tree branch. The staircase presents itself to the walker as “climb-up-able.” Affordance is Gibson’s neologism to signify directly perceived opportunities for embodied activity. The origins of meaning and normativity are to be found in the perception of these affordances. Such origins constitute the aforementioned “logos of the aesthetic world” upon which any subsequent meaningful conceptual distinctions are built. As Rietveld and Kiverstein put it,



the capacity to make correct perceptual judgments [is] an ability that is fundamental to propositionally articulable forms of knowledge. […] The empirical constraint on our perceptual judgments comes not from an experience inside of someone’s head but the environmental affordances present in our niche.

(Rietveld and Kiverstein 2014, 343–4)




Thus, the conceptual articulation of such norms must be responsive to how we act in the world and not just to how one can allegedly intuit essences in a theoretical vacuum, as it were.4




3.2 Wittgenstein on the Non-Arbitrary

Wittgenstein’s main aim in descriptive method is that of dissolution. He seeks to arrange things in such a way as to provide a context-relative, problem-specific dissolution of how a certain universal account of how the world must be is misleading. Recourse to this form of clarification is at the very least motivated by the awareness of the unphilosophical nature of naturalistic claims to yield either an inadequate ontology or an adequate description of phenomena. This recourse is also motivated by the understanding that the problem that philosophers often overstate reason’s own cognitive competence. Wittgenstein would agree with Kant’s rejection of spurious appeals to the transcendent understood as something (essence, law, being, synthetic a priori knowledge) located outside the realm of possible experience. In other words, Wittgenstein agrees with the anti-noumenal thrust of Kant’s transcendental dialectic. As Kuusela puts it concisely, Wittgenstein is opposed to “the exclusion of the possibility of things being otherwise” (Kuusela 2008a, 104). According to Wittgenstein, philosophers look for a satisfaction of “a longing for the transcendental [supernatural,], for in believing that they can see the ‘limit of human understanding’ they of course believe that they can see beyond it” (BT, 312).

For Wittgenstein, philosophical clarification makes neither empirical claims nor normative claims in the sense of how a particular phenomenon must be understood or how a particular word must be used.5 This point is evident as early as Waismann’s recordings of Wittgenstein’s thinking in the early 1930s (VW, 277–89). During these conversations, Wittgenstein ruled out as a “tyrannical ruling” the philosopher’s fiat to the effect that there are legitimate and deviant uses of words (VW, 279). Only by opposing philosophical “tyranny” can one “leave language as it is” (ibid.), even if this means not needing to eliminate the vagueness that may accompany linguistic use. For example, the perception of many people throwing balls to each other does not license the claim that “every game must be governed by definite rules… . \The truth is that\/We can say only that/people sometimes play games according to fixed rules and sometimes not” (VW, 277). In other words, the randomness of particular games does not allow one to rule out vagueness by setting up a particular use as a paradigm, “for one is then always tempted, if not to alter things, at least to stretch the reality of language to fit this pattern” (VW, 279). There is no (dogmatic) system, only a (descriptive) method (VW, 289). This line of reasoning can shed light on the later Wittgenstein’s critique of the hardness of the dogmatic “must”:



For we can avoid unfairness or vacuity in our assertions only by presenting the model (das Vorbild) as what it is, as an object of comparison—as a sort of yardstick; not as a preconception (Vorurteil) to which reality must correspond. (The dogmatism into which we fall so easily in doing philosophy.)

(PI §131)



Philosophical models are thus useful as providing objects of comparison:



Our clear and simple language-games are not preliminary studies for a future regimentation of language—as it were, first approximations, ignoring friction and air resistance. Rather, the language-games stand there as objects of comparison which, through similarities and dissimilarities, are meant to throw light on features of our language.

(PI §130)




It is important to keep in mind here that Wittgenstein is not a constructivist, if by that term we understand one who constructs concepts in an arbitrary way to arrive at a particular conceptual schema, one that may well differ from another’s conceptual schema. Concepts would mold reality, according to this constructivist theory, such that if I have different concepts from you I somehow speak of a different reality. Indeed, Wittgenstein speaks of “very general facts of nature” about human beings as certain kind of beings or facts about our environment that sometimes underlie non-arbitrary uses of language.



If concept formation can be explained by facts of nature, shouldn’t we be interested, not in grammar, but rather in what is its basis in nature?—We are, indeed, also interested in the correspondence between concepts and very general facts of nature. (Such facts as mostly do not strike us because of their generality.) But our interest is not thereby thrown back on to these possible causes of concept formation; we are not doing natural science; nor yet natural history—since we can also invent fictitious natural history for our purposes.

(PI, PPF, xii, §365; see also §366)




In PI §244, an account is given of first-person pain expressions that would replace the natural non-linguistic expression (cry, moan, etc.). Here the linguistic expression takes the place of something that is certainly already experienced, has a certain clear significance for us, and is even communicated.



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

“So you are saying that the word ‘pain’ really means crying?”—On the contrary: the verbal expression of pain replaces crying, it does not describe it.

(PI §244)




If a sensation can play a role in our (affective) lives such that it can be expressed non-linguistically, then one can draw a parallel to Husserl’s notion of the expression of meaningfulness that straddles the perceptual-conceptual divide. For the role of empirical regularities and uniformities in the environment are not overlooked by either thinker. Language for Wittgenstein, far from being arbitrary in every respect, is understood to be neither causally answerable to experience nor completely autonomous. Medina (2002) points out the respect in which grammar can be understood as both arbitrary and non-arbitrary:



On the one hand, it is not the case that the use of [a particular] term … is radically indeterminate and one can mean by it anything one wants à la Humpty Dumpty. On the other hand, it is not the case either that the term has a fixed range of applications which can be specified sub specie aeternitatis.

(Medina 2002, 175)




Indeed, Wittgenstein points to normal and abnormal cases of the use of a word; in the former case, “we know, are in no doubt, what we have to say in this or that case” (PI §142). However, there are deviations from the norm in which it becomes more doubtful what we are to say. He continues in §142 to say, “And if things were quite different from what they actually are—if there were, for instance, no characteristic expression of pain, of fear, of joy; if rule became exception, and exception rule; or if both became phenomena of roughly equal frequency—our normal language-games would thereby lose their point” (my emphasis). What is rejected by Wittgenstein is any account of normativity that invokes a metaphysical, essentialist, or causal theory of how linguistic use is to be adjudicated. Rather it is the case that we grasp the meaning of normative terms such as “order,” “rule,” and “regularity” by our enculturation into and habituation by shared practices of following rules (cf. PI §208).

When Wittgenstein says “We may not advance any kind of theory. There must not be anything hypothetical in our considerations. We must do away with all explanation, and description alone must take its place” (PI §109), one can note the overall continuity with what was laid out in section 2, namely, his eschewal of causal-explanatory theories. Now we can see that this eschewal is tightly linked to a view according to which norm-responsiveness is embedded within practices of linguistic training and subsequent use such that the use becomes, as it were, second nature (cf. PI §208). It is only when linguistic use is removed from contexts of linguistic practices that one searches for a foundation to explain the essence of normativity, perhaps by invoking some kind of causal intermediary between language and world. The role of agreement or consensus among communities of language users is significant here, just as the role of empirical regularities are, too.




3.3 Conclusion: Description and Norms

It would seem at first glance that Husserl’s concept of Wesensschau as presented in Ideas I underlies a dogmatic account of what is essential to acts of consciousness and their correlates. However, having emphasized the broadly Husserlian notion of the defeasibility of any one particular case of essential seeing through communal verification, I can now suggest that the later Husserl’s genetic phenomenology corrects for the earlier emphasis on the alleged purity and certainty of an individual’s insight into given objects. Merleau-Ponty saw the issue of the intersubjective and open-ended nature of Wesensschau precisely:



It is … clear that Husserl himself never obtained one sole Wesensschau that he did not subsequently take up again and rework… . […] [B]y practicing that eidetic variation Husserl was wrong to reserve [it] primarily for the solitary imagination and vision of the philosopher, whereas it is the support and the very locus of that opinio communis we call science.

(VI, 116)




Although in Ideas I Husserl seeks to describe, by means of a universally valid method, the a priori essence of intuitability and intuitable objects, in practice his later, genetic-phenomenological point about norm-sensitivity can best be understood in general and not universal terms.

For it is the phenomenological “we” (and not the I) who carries out descriptions of the general structures of how we are likely to respond optimally or non-optimally to the disclosure of things in experience. How could a philosopher otherwise arrive at an account of norm-responsiveness if she does not allow experience to run its course and find how perceivers are motivated by it to respond in certain optimal ways?

In the posthumously published Crisis of the European Sciences, we encounter Husserl’s argument against modern philosophy’s forgetfulness of its origins in the truthfulness and the meaningfulness of the subjective-relative life-world. It is this forgetfulness that drives an objectivistic naturalism to reduce all that is sensory and subjective to a mathematized, third-person point of view that all rational subjects can and must share since it aims at “truth in itself,” a universally valid science (in particular, a mathematical physics defined and defended by Galileo and Descartes). Note that Husserl is not criticizing the tremendous achievements of modern science; he is arguing rather that the authentic conception of Greek philosophia motivated this modern science and that modern science must leave room in its conception of the world (its logos of the cosmos) for the meaningfulness of the intentional achievements that constitute the life-world.

How, then, is one to make sense of Wittgenstein’s denial that there are, in Eldridge’s words, “any unconceptualized simple bits of experience” that would prescribe legitimate and illegitimate ways of describing how things stand? (Eldridge 1986, 561). As this denial concerns a Husserlian notion of givenness, one can say that (1) experience does not come in “simple bits” of sensations, but rather in general perceived structures (such as affordances) that are guided by how the open-ended empirical regularities flow in our experience; in other words, perception is not reducible to atomistic sense-data. Furthermore, (2) the argument of how experience always flows into conceptualized articulations of that experience, and vice versa (the Einströmen conception), goes a long way to show how the logos of the Husserlian aesthetic is organized in terms of the mutual embeddedness of both speech and experience.

If Romano is right that advocating description as appropriate philosophical method always presupposes a view of what constitutes inappropriate philosophical method, then one can conclude from this study that both Husserl and Wittgenstein are both opposed to naturalistic conceptions of explanation and the naturalization of norms. Where they differ is of course on the issue of whether the evaluation of language (or linguistic practices more generally) is possible by referring to both experience (empirical regularities) and language games qua objects of comparison.

There is nonetheless a sense in which a broadly Husserlian case might be made that the theme of intersubjectivity could exploit the ways in which linguistic communities are sensitive to empirical regularities. The moves the later Husserl makes in the latter regard can be best understood as entailing the questioning of the normative status, not just of pre-linguistic experience, but also of a plurality of descriptions of how meaning discloses itself in the linguistic realm.6





Notes

1. Here I purposely do not engage Wittgenstein’s distinction between seeing and seeing-as, a point of controversy in the Wittgenstein literature. See on the one hand Mulhall (2015 and 2001), and on the other, Baz (2010).

2. For reasons of space, I cannot here engage the equally problematic debate of what might be presupposed in Husserl’s account of subjectivity.

3. There is of course nothing that prevents Husserl or Wittgenstein from embracing methodological naturalism all the while rejecting ontological naturalism, as these terms are laid out clearly in De Caro and Macarthur (2010).

4. To be sure, Gibson and Rietvield and Kiverstein are engaged not in a Husserlian project per se, but they can be understood as filling in gaps left open by the theoretical project of phenomenology as laid out by Husserl.

5. For reasons of space, I cannot discuss here a significant part of this story, namely, Wittgenstein’s rejection of (Frege’s conception of) logic as a prescriptive discipline. See, for example, Medina’s account (2002, Chapter 6).

6. Many thanks to the editors of the volume for helpful critique of earlier versions of this chapter.
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4
Heidegger and Wittgenstein

The Notion of a Fundamental Question and the Possibility of a Genuinely Philosophical Logic

Oskari Kuusela

This chapter discusses the relation between Heidegger’s and Wittgenstein’s philosophical approaches, with reference to both their early and later works. A number of highly interesting similarities can be found here which, to an extent, distinguish the two philosophers from the Western philosophical tradition following on from Plato, although I do not mean to suggest, by pointing out these similarities, that there would not be important differences. I begin by comparing Heidegger’s and Wittgenstein’s different but related conceptions of philosophy as offering clarificatory reminders, and their emphasis on the differences between philosophy and factual investigations. I will then discuss a third issue at greater length, namely, the conception that some philosophical questions are more fundamental than others in that their solution constitutes the basis for answering other philosophical questions, and how Heidegger and Wittgenstein in different ways bring into question this conception. Finally I argue that the later Wittgenstein’s rejection of the notion of a fundamental question and philosophical foundations is what enables him to develop a genuinely philosophical logic in the sense in which the early Heidegger speaks of such a logic. Rather than assuming metaphysics as its foundation, however, such a genuinely philosophical logic in Wittgenstein’s sense constitutes its own foundation, as I will explain.


1. Philosophy as Reminding and Clarifying

A very important similarity between Heidegger’s and Wittgenstein’s conceptions of philosophy is that for both the task of philosophy consists in the clarification or explication of something that we already know or are familiar with, as opposed to the discovery and establishing of new facts in the manner of natural science. There would, of course, be no need for such clarifications, unless we were prone to misconstrue or misunderstand relevant objects of knowledge or understanding when reflecting back on them and trying to explicate what we know. Accordingly, philosophical clarification in Heidegger’s and Wittgenstein’s sense involves as a crucial component re-conceptualization of the objects of investigation, whereby the ways of thinking that philosophy proposes may differ quite radically from everyday thinking or already-available philosophical accounts of relevant matters. Clarificatory reminders in the sense of Heidegger and Wittgenstein, therefore, need not be immediately recognizable as reminders, and both philosophers are known for challenging established views and spelling out fresh perspectives on long-debated philosophical matters. Rather than promoting common sense, Heidegger’s and Wittgenstein’s philosophical reminders can help us to see the already familiar in new ways.1

More specifically, Heidegger seeks to explicate in Being and Time the pre-theoretical and pre-ontological understanding of (the meaning of) Being that Dasein possesses. Here “Dasein” is Heidegger’s term for beings that have the kind of understanding of being characteristic of humans, and which the early Heidegger employs—so the term is perhaps best understood—with the purpose of abstracting away various contingent and historical features of humans that, at this point of the development of his philosophy, he considers as irrelevant to his inquiry. (I return to this later.) Regardless of this detail of interpretation, however, it is part of the existence of Dasein, that is, the mode of being of this entity, that Dasein possesses an understanding of being. But rather than anything explicitly articulated, Dasein’s pre-ontological understanding of being is exhibited in its everyday existence in the world and its dealings with things encountered in the world (KPM, 227; BT, 12–13, 16; W, 132).

Although the term “Dasein” gradually drops out of Heidegger’s vocabulary, subsequent to his coming to emphasize the historical character of the understanding of being, he continues to regard this attunement to being, exhibited in Dasein’s dealings with the world, as part of the essence of human (WP, 22–4). Accordingly, as Heidegger explains, the understanding of being that humans possess is exhibited in the use of language in that it comes to view each time we say that something is. Language, in Heidegger’s famous phrase, is the “house of being” (W, 362). The point is not, to make a brief comment on a large issue, that what there is depends on language. Rather, language is where understanding of being gets articulated—or disappears from view: “Language is the disclosingly covering up arrival of being itself” (W, 326, cf. 361). While being then is not a creation of humans, and it would be problematic to read Heidegger as an idealist, on his account there is being only insofar as there are humans who are its “shepherds” (BT, 183; W, 336, 342).2

Now, while this human understanding of being is mostly implicit, it can be explicated. As Heidegger explains, although everyday Dasein is not in possession of an explicit ontology, inquiring into being is one of Dasein’s possibilities of being. The possibility of philosophy is also connected with this in that, as the later Heidegger says, philosophy exhibits the human attunement to being (WP, 23–4). It is thus no accident that in Being and Time Dasein’s pre-theoretical understanding of being provides the starting point for Heidegger’s ontology. It is in this way that he hopes to solve the problems of traditional ontology (BT, 11, 15, 41–2; W, 132).

For Heidegger a key confusion that requires philosophical examination is the tendency of philosophers to construe being as an entity or a property of entities. According to him, this confusion—the overlooking of what he calls “the ontological difference” between entities and their being—lies at the bottom of the ontological tradition (although the resources for the solution of the problem can be found in the tradition too). Corresponding to this, a point that Heidegger emphasizes throughout his career is the difference between an ontological investigation of being and an ontical investigation concerning beings—facts, entities, their properties, states, processes, and so on. Rather than concerned with beings or facts about them, ontological investigation properly understood concerns being or the possibilities of being of beings or entities. Such possibilities of being determine entities as what they are (BT, 6, 63–4; W, 133–4, 141; cf. 357).

Similarly to Heidegger’s investigations into Dasein’s pre-ontological understanding of Being, Wittgenstein regards as his task in the Tractatus the clarification of the pre-theoretical understanding of logic (the logical principles which govern thought and language in distinction from their articulations by logicians) which thinkers and language users possess by virtue of being thinkers and language users. Part of being a language user, on this account, is the capacity to distinguish sensible propositions from nonsense, even though linguistic agents may sometimes confuse nonsense with sense, and their linguistic capacity is not infallible (TLP 5.473–5.4733). Wittgenstein thus regards philosophy as a clarificatory discipline that reminds us of logical principles that govern thought and language, or more generally clarifies necessities and possibilities relating to thought and language, or the objects of thought, whereby these necessities and possibilities are regarded as something we already know implicitly, but may misconstrue when reflecting back on our knowledge and trying to spell it out. Importantly, this means that the task of philosophy is not to inform language users about the principles of logic as if they did not already know them—as we can be informed about scientific facts. Neither is it to prescribe on such a basis what linguistic agents can say and how they must infer. As he explains in his Notebooks the key point made later in the Tractatus: “Logic takes care of itself; all we have to do is to look and see how it does it” (MS 101, 39r/NB, 11; cf. 43; cf. TLP 5.473ff.).

Interestingly from the point of view of comparing Wittgenstein and Heidegger, what Wittgenstein identifies as the key confusion in the philosophical tradition is basically the same as Heidegger, namely the tradition’s tendency to treat questions about possibility and necessity, or ontological questions, as if they were questions about facts, or ontical questions. For Wittgenstein a key confusion is the conception of philosophical statements concerning possibility and necessity as statements of fact, whereby relevant kinds of facts are regarded by philosophers to be of a special kind: more general than the facts of natural science or more fundamental in being presupposed by the natural sciences. As he writes in the Tractatus, there is a “[…] confusion, very widespread among philosophers, between internal relations and proper (external) relations” (TLP 4.122), whereby an internal relation or property is one of which it is “unthinkable that its object does not possess it” (TLP 4.123).

Wittgenstein’s point is that, contrary to what philosophers have assumed when making assertions about necessary truths, internal relations and properties (or logical necessity and possibility) are not possible objects of true/false statements or theses. True/false statements or theses cannot correctly express exceptionless necessity, but always leave open the possibility of wondering whether the necessity really holds. Instead, internal relations and properties are to be clarified by expressing relevant concepts or statements clearly in a logical notation designed so as to show perspicuously their logical properties, whereby the exceptionless character of relevant necessities also becomes clear (TLP 4.122). Hence, rather than making true/false theoretical statements about the features of reality or language, the task of philosophy, according to Wittgenstein, is the transformation of expressions from unclear ones to clear ones that render perspicuous logical necessities and possibilities. Instead of constituting a body of theses or doctrines, philosophy is an activity of clarification or logical analysis, which may be characterized as the translation of statements into a logically perspicuous logical language (TLP 3.323–3.325, 4.003, 4.112).

While the notion of such a logical language can be traced back to Leibniz’s idea of a universal language, with Wittgenstein inheriting it through Russell and Frege, the Tractatus’ conception that philosophy and logic offer clarificatory reminders rather than put forward substantial theses constitutes an important departure from the tradition of philosophy and logic. By contrast, both Frege and Russell regard logic as a substantial science whose statements constitute a body of truths, as well as understanding the principles of logic prescriptively, as exemplified by Russell’s theory of types, which Wittgenstein believes his philosophy of logic makes unnecessary (TLP 3.33–3.331; Frege 1979, 128). This rejection of substantial logical truths is crucial also to Wittgenstein’s explanation of the a priori status of logic without having to appeal to notions such as self-evidence of the axioms of logic, a point for which the Tractatus also criticizes Frege and Russell (TLP 5.4731, 6.1271). Furthermore, the conception of logic as offering clarificatory reminders explains the sense in which the Tractatus rejects philosophical theses, and how Wittgenstein avoids the paradox attributed to the Tractatus (arguably wrongly) by the interpretative tradition that reads it as aspiring to draw limits to language on the basis of an ineffable theory or a paradoxically nonsensical doctrine of the essence of language.3 The key to the dissolution of this paradox is that Wittgenstein’s clarifications are only intended to rely on the reader’s ordinary logical capacity the possession of which, Wittgenstein maintains, makes it possible for the reader to recognize (and more generally, evaluate) the correctness of the clarifications of logic that the Tractatus. Thus Wittgenstein only needs to remind the reader of what she already knows, rather than inform her. Moreover, the principles of logic which Wittgenstein seeks to clarify are encoded into the rules of his logical language, rather than expressed by means of theses put forward by the Tractatus, which he regards as the proper way to express them. (MS 105, 12; see Kuusela 2012; for a more detailed discussion see Kuusela forthcoming, Chapters 2 and 3.)

However, despite the preceding highly significant similarities between the early Wittgenstein’s and Heidegger’s approaches, there are also important differences. Crucially, while Wittgenstein’s rejection of the conception of logic as a substantial science may immunize his philosophy of logic to some of Heidegger’s arguments against the tradition of logic and in support of the necessity of grounding philosophy in metaphysics (see MAL, 128–32), it seems clear that the notion of truth assumed in the Tractatus is narrow in a sense critiqued by Heidegger. For just as the tradition of logic, so too the Tractatus regards truth as the truth of propositions or representations, thus appearing to give primacy to presence as a mode of temporality in its account of what it is for something to be (LFW, 11, 24). In the vocabulary of Being and Time, this is to regard being in terms of what Heidegger calls “present-at-hand”, which he argues to be as secondary and dependent on the ontological category of “ready-to-hand” that characterizes Dasein’s understanding of being in its everyday dealings in the world. In other words, rather than relating to things in the world as objects of attribution or predication—taking the world as an object of theoretical gaze, so to speak—a more fundamental mode of understanding being comes to view in Dasein’s engagement with things in the world it inhabits, such as hammers and nails or other equipment, where Dasein’s understanding of their being is not reducible to the attribution/predication of properties such as hammerhood or nailability to/of these objects. Instead, the possibility of the latter kind of present-at-hand attributions, according to Heidegger, rests on the more primary disclosure of being in the sense of ready-to-hand. From this point of view, the world constitutes a network of significance, such as exemplified by the way in which a hammer is connected with nails, attaching things and the activity of building, whereby hammers and nails attain a definite identity and become comprehensible as what they are through their interconnections and links. Ultimately, Heidegger maintains, this network of significance points to Dasein and its existence in the temporal mode of care which is characterized by a directedness towards the future and a concern for Dasein’s own existence and its continuation (BT, 63ff., 211ff., 350ff.; LFW, 143–4, 150, 159–60, 192–4).

Now, if Heidegger is right that Dasein’s understanding of being in the sense of ready-to-hand is more fundamental than present-at-hand, then being and truth cannot be understood in terms of the temporal mode of presence, unlike the philosophical tradition and the Tractatus assume, in focusing on propositional truth. Accordingly, Heidegger argues, as long as logic remains committed to this narrow, secondary notion of truth, it cannot be regarded as fundamental to philosophy or even properly philosophical. Rather, logic must give way to more original and radical questioning of the meaning of being in metaphysics which does not assume the primacy of the temporal mode of presence. If so, it appears that logic cannot constitute a foundation for philosophy in the Tractatus’ sense, and Wittgenstein’s logical philosophy seems seriously hit by Heidegger’s critique (LFW, 198–200; MAL, 128–33). As for a genuinely philosophical logic, Heidegger characterizes its possibility as follows:



[…] understanding the project of logic and questioning it more radically requires that we go back to this naïve beginning of logic [which assumes the primacy of theoretical truth] and shake it to its roots. In other words, it is far from settled which kind of “true”—the theoretical or the practical—is original and authentic. Instead the question about the originally and authentically “true”—, i.e. the question of the primary being of truth—is logic’s basic concern, but only when logic has the will to be a searching, scientific logic—a philosophical [philosophierende] logic.

(LFW, 11–12)




But is it correct that logic cannot be regarded as fundamental to philosophy and genuinely philosophical unless it is founded on metaphysics or, alternatively, that logic must itself become a “metaphysics of truth”? (Heidegger MAL, 130–1). This question can be addressed by examining Wittgenstein’s later rejection of philosophical foundations and the hierarchical organization of philosophy which the notion of foundation implies.




2. The Notion of a Fundamental Question and the Historicity of Philosophy

A further similarity between the early Wittgenstein and Heidegger is that both approach the task of philosophy by seeking to address what they perceive as the fundamental question, that is, a question that seems the key to the answering any other philosophical questions. Unlike the previous similarities, however, this similarity does not so much distinguish the two from the tradition as connect them with it, even though neither Heidegger nor the early Wittgenstein understands philosophical foundations as a foundation for a philosophical system, as I will shortly explain.

Heidegger characterizes the task of philosophy in Aristotelian terms. Its task is to address the question of what being is as such, or what being is qua being. The thought is that by understanding the nature of being, we grasp something very fundamental, because whatever there is, it is. In Heidegger’s early philosophy the question of being takes a particular—Kantian—form, with the question of being approached through the analysis of Dasein’s pre-ontological understanding of being. Consequently, the analysis of Dasein becomes the central task of philosophy for the early Heidegger. This is captured in his characterisation of Dasein-analytic as fundamental ontology which provides the basis for both the destruction of the ontological tradition and the ontology grounded on the concept of time that Heidegger seeks to develop in its place. Further, although the later Heidegger gives up on the project of fundamental ontology, placing more emphasis on the historical character of the human understanding of being and on the role of language in the disclosure of being, he continues to hold on to the view that the question of being constitutes the central question of philosophy (BT, 12–13, 16; W, 22). As he explains in Contributions to Philosophy, his later main work, the question of being (or the truth of beyng, as he now spells his key term) is and remains his only question (BP, 10). “The question of ‘the meaning of beyng’ is the question of all questions” (BP, 11).

Although, Heidegger may not be entirely clear in Being and Time about the sense in which fundamental ontology is or is not a foundation on which a philosophical system of ontology would be built (or about the sense in which his Dasein-analysis is only preliminary), he is explicit later that fundamental ontology is not foundational in that sense. “What is fundamental in fundamental ontology is incompatible with any building on it.” “[…] the word ‘foundation’ contradicts the preliminary character of the analytic [of Dasein’s understanding of being]” (SD, 34). More precisely, Heidegger’s early account of the different modes of being and their temporal ground, based on the analysis of Dasein’s understanding of being, cannot constitute a foundation for a philosophical/metaphysical system in a traditional sense in that here the very idea of the temporality or event-like character of being seems to imply the exclusion of the possibility of a definitive systematic account of being. Accordingly, Heidegger characterizes the grounding of metaphysics in his early sense as, not constituting the grounding for a completed building but a projection of a design that outlines and limits its own possibility, thus determining its essence (KPM, 1–2, 230ff.). This, it seems, may be understood as a comment on the (im)possibility of philosophical systems in the traditional sense, arising from Heidegger’s account of the temporal ground of being that he takes the tradition to have ignored. Interpreted in this way, however, the comment may still be understood as contributing to the project of traditional ontologies, i.e. establishing their limits, while the later Heidegger moves beyond this aspiration too, with his recognition of the historicity of being, including the historical character of the philosophical project of establishing an ontology, and setting its limits. From such a perspective Heidegger could hardly regard his own considerations as offering a non-historical perspective on the ontological project.4

The early Wittgenstein’s conception of philosophical foundations comes to view in his assertion in the Preface to the Tractatus that he has solved all philosophical problems “in essentials”. Given that the Tractatus does not actually discuss every philosophical problem, this is best understood as an assertion concerning philosophical method. Wittgenstein’s claim is that he has established a method applicable to any philosophical problem whatsoever, by means of which every possible philosophical problem can be resolved. This is the sense in which the early Wittgenstein aims to lay down the groundwork for future philosophy. His view can be further elucidated as follows.

Wittgenstein’s goal of establishing the correct method of philosophy involves him in questions about the essence of language or propositions. For, in order for his method of logical analysis to enable us to resolve philosophical problems arising from logical or linguistic unclarities, it seems that this method must be underpinned by a correct account of language. Only if the view of language which the method of analysis involves can accommodate all possible forms of sensible language use can its applicability be guaranteed in all instances of philosophical clarification. In this way the question of the essence of language then becomes the fundamental problem of philosophy for Wittgenstein. Accordingly, the Tractatus can be understood as an attempt to dissolve all problems of philosophy by solving what Wittgenstein perceives as the fundamental problem concerning the essence of language. As he remarks in his pre-Tractatus notebooks: “My whole task consists in explaining/clarifying [erklären] the nature of the proposition” (MS 102, 63r–64r/NB, 39). This pertains directly to the essence of language in that, given that Wittgenstein conceives language as the totality of propositions, the question about the nature of the proposition is simply a more specific formulation of the question about the essence of language (see TLP 4.001, 4.5).

In an intriguing parallel with Heidegger that confirms the applicability of Heidegger’s critique to Wittgenstein’s early thought, Wittgenstein explains that by clarifying the essence of proposition he is also clarifying the essence of all being or of the world. He continues the previous quote: “That is to say, in giving the nature of all facts, whose picture the proposition is. [New paragraph] In giving the nature of all being. [New paragraph] (And here being does not mean existing—in that case it would be nonsensical)” (MS 102, 63r–64r/NB, 39, cf. 79). Similarly, the Tractatus explains: “To give the essence of the proposition means to give the essence of all description, and thus the essence of the world” (TLP 5.4711). This can be interpreted as follows. Insofar as Wittgenstein’s clarification of the nature of propositions and their general form as representations of facts is successful, it reveals at the same time the nature of the world too, insofar as the world constitutes a possible object of representation or thought.5 This then clarifies the nature of being or what it is for something to be, assuming that anything there is constitutes a possible object of thought. One might describe the early Wittgenstein’s account of being thus: to be is to be a possible state of affairs or a constituent of a state of affairs.

Nevertheless, similarly to Heidegger’s Dasein-analytic, the Tractatus’ account of the essence of language and the world does not constitute a foundation for a philosophical system. Rather, it merely provides a methodological framework for philosophy as an activity of clarification which Wittgenstein explicitly contrasts with philosophy as a doctrine in the sense of a set of true philosophical propositions. “Philosophy is not a doctrine but an activity. […] Philosophy does not result in philosophical propositions but in propositions becoming clear” (TLP 4.112). The more precise sense in which the Tractatus seeks to lay down a methodological framework for philosophy can be now explained.

In accordance with the Tractarian account of the essence of proposition as true/false representations, Wittgenstein maintains that all complex propositions are analysable into truth-functions of elementary propositions which in turn are concatenations of logically simple, undefinable names (TLP 4.21–4.22). This account of language is then intended to constitute a general framework for logical analysis in that Wittgenstein assumes such analyses of complex expressions into simple ones to be able to solve every possible philosophical problem. Given that this analytical framework is meant to be introduced merely by means of reminders concerning our pre-theoretical logical capacity, Wittgenstein’s strategy of laying down the groundwork for philosophy as logical analysis seems thus far consistent with his rejection of philosophical doctrines and with his account of logic as offering clarificatory reminders.

Moreover, as Wittgenstein explains, beyond the specification of the general propositional form, there are no philosophically or logically privileged propositions, principles or concepts—a philosophical system in this sense—that could be posited. “[…] Since we cannot give the number of names with different meanings, we cannot give the composition of elementary proposition” (TLP 5.55). “It would be entirely arbitrary to give any specific form” (TLP 5.554). Only the general form of propositions can therefore be specified in advance of the examination of particular instances of language use, and the determination of any specific logical forms is left to the application of logic, i.e. logical analysis within Wittgenstein’s framework: “The application of logic decides what elementary propositions there are. [New paragraph] What lies in its application, logic cannot anticipate” (TLP 5.557). For Wittgenstein there is therefore no philosophical doctrine that the Tractatus could aim to establish, beyond establishing the groundwork for logical analysis, which however is not meant to constitute a doctrine.

As to whether the application of logic or logical analysis would result in a philosophical doctrine, evidently such doctrines would be inconsistent with Wittgenstein’s view that philosophy does not result in philosophical propositions but propositions becoming clear. More specifically, as the Tractatus’ view can be explained, logical analysis proceeds in a piecemeal way. Philosophy, as the early Wittgenstein conceives it, clarifies the uses of language made by linguistic agents, for example metaphysical philosophers, in particular historical contexts, whereby the aim is to lay out clearly what, if anything, is said when signs are used in whatever ways they may be used (TLP 6.53). Clearly, however, such clarifications, due to their unsystematic character, cannot result in a philosophical doctrine. Accordingly, while Russell speaks of the application of logic or philosophical logic in his sense as leading to inventory or a “zoology” of logical forms (Russell 2010, 47)—a doctrine of sorts—this goal does not seem consistent with the Tractatus’ view. Indeed, it is not only in tension with Wittgenstein’s stated aims and how he describes the activity of clarification, but it does not seem consistent with his holistic, as opposed to Russell’s atomistic, account of logical simples either (TLP 3.26–3.261, 3.3). Although a Russellian zoology might seem possible when logical forms are considered atomistically as something separately and individually determinable, this no longer appears possible if one assumes with Wittgenstein that a name only has determinate meaning and logical form in the context of a proposition—unless perhaps the number of possible elementary propositions is assumed to be limited in some specific way. But any such limitations would seem equally arbitrary as specifying the logical forms of elementary propositions in advance.

Differences between Heidegger and Wittgenstein ought not to be left out of sight, however. Undeniably, the early Wittgenstein approaches the task of clarifying the essence of language ahistorically, as a matter of elucidating the nature of language or thought as such, whereby language and thought are treated as abstract timeless entities. Indeed, as Wittgenstein explains, thought and language, in the sense in which his early philosophy is interested in them, have nothing in particular to do with humans (MS 108, 217/TS 210, 50). Rather, the Tractatus’ account of language/thought is meant to hold universally of anything that counts as thought or language, and not be limited to human thought or languages, not to speak of particular natural languages. Just this—Wittgenstein’s abstracting away anything contingent so that its account holds of every possible language—is meant to explain the sense in which the Tractatus’ account is not merely psychological or anthropological, and why we are entitled to assume his method of analysis to be universally applicable (TLP 3.34, 4.5; see Kuusela 2013 for discussion).

Thus, while logical analysis within Wittgenstein’s analytical framework serves the dissolution of confusions that are recognized as historical, the framework itself assumes an ahistorical conception of thought and language. Heidegger may have regarded things differently already in Being and Time, even though this is not entirely clear. Perhaps he still considers his account of how being is grounded on temporality in ahistorical terms, which leads us back to the question why Heidegger uses the term “Dasein” rather than “human” in Being and Time, and whether this is in order to abstract away from the contingent and historical features of human understanding of being, which then leaves us with something formal without any contingent content. If so, there would be a significant similarity in this regard too between Being and Time and the Tractatus’ ahistorical treatment of the essence of language. Whatever may be the correct account of the development of Heidegger’s thought, however, the later Heidegger certainly emphasizes the historicity of Dasein’s and humans’ understanding of being.

A very important point where the later Wittgenstein then revises his early account is the assumption about the ahistoricity of logic and that logic speaks of language and thought in the kind of abstract sense assumed in the Tractatus. As he explains in the Philosophical Investigations: “The philosophy of logic speaks of sentences and words in exactly the sense in which we speak of them in ordinary life […]. [New paragraph] We are talking about the spatial and temporal phenomenon of language, not about some non-spatial, non-temporal phantasm” (PI §108). This does not mean that Wittgenstein would now regard the statements of logic as historical in the sense of empirical statements, even though he recognizes the empirical character of the multiplicity of forms of language which logic targets for clarification. As far as he is concerned, the collapse of logic into psychology or anthropology, which the empirical character of logical statements implies, would mean the end of the discipline of logic (PI §108; MS 164, 149–50/RFM VI §49). Accordingly, this would undo the distinction between ontological and ontical questions and between logical and factual questions that the early Heidegger and Wittgenstein emphasize (see section 1).

However, it does not follow from the historical and temporal character of language that the statements of logic or grammatical statements must be regarded as historical empirical statements. Rather grammatical statements in Wittgenstein’s later sense concern “the possibilities of phenomena” (PI §90). More specifically, unlike empirical or factual statements that involve a reference to a place and time (or places and times more generally), logical or grammatical statements in the later Wittgenstein’s sense are non-temporal (MS 113, 29v/Ts213, 246r; RFM I §§102–5). This means that they do not involve a reference to places or times and that they are, as a consequence, universal or exceptionless, unlike empirical statements. Here the possibility of exceptions to logical or grammatical clarificatory statements is then explained in terms of their use as instruments of clarification in response to specific actual philosophical problems. Grammatical statements are not employed to make abstract claims about essences or non-empirical necessities and possibilities, but to clarify particular unclarities and problems relating to necessity and possibility. (See Kuusela 2013 and forthcoming, Chapter 4, for discussion.)

Thus, although Wittgensteinian grammatical statements are non-temporal, the phenomena or reality of which they speak are temporal. Here the later Wittgenstein makes an important break with the tradition of philosophy which has postulated various ideal, non-temporal objects and structures as the target of their theories, including Platonic forms, Kantian transcendental structures, Russellian or Tractarian logical forms and so on.6 As Wittgenstein maintains, however, the peculiar universal character of philosophical statements is not to be explained by their being about peculiar non-temporal objects, but by their non-temporal use. Accordingly, there is no non-temporal metaphysical reality for Wittgenstein, only empirical reality.

Similarly, in Wittgenstein’s view, philosophical questions are historical in that they arise in particular historical situations and relate to the concepts of actual, historically existing languages in terms of which the questions are formulated. Consequently, not only may philosophical questions be formulated differently with very different emphases in different times, but new questions may arise and others get eclipsed and forgotten (AWL, 98). Again, however, Wittgenstein does not interpret the historicity of articulations of being or of philosophical problems in the preceding sense as implying the empirical-historical character of philosophical statements. Instead, philosophical statements can be described as historical in the sense of being historically indexed or qualified. They bear an implicit historical qualification, because they are responses to historically articulated questions and problems and in this sense historically contextualized. The later Wittgenstein thus can agree with the later Heidegger about the historicity of human understanding of being and philosophy (cf. TS, 213, 424).

Notably, the preceding makes it possible to reconceive the Tractatus’ account of logic, too. The early Wittgenstein’s act of spelling out this framework constitutes a historical occurrence in the sense that it is a response to particular philosophical problems articulated in a certain historical context. In particular, it constitutes a response to metaphysical philosophy which puts forward true/false theses about necessities and possibilities, but in so doing, according to Wittgenstein, fails to observe the distinction between internal and external relations (see section 1). While it does not follow from the preceding that the Tractatus’ account of the essence of language constitutes an empirical statement about language, this readjustment contextualizes it historically in the sense just explained. Now its account of logic can be seen as an expression of certain historical philosophical concerns, while the early Wittgenstein already recognized as historical character of clarifications within his framework of analysis. Accordingly, rather than rejecting it, the later Wittgenstein acknowledges the Tractatus’ method as a possible method of clarification suitable for particular purposes, albeit not the method of philosophy.

But let us now turn to the later Wittgenstein’s rejection of foundations. As I will explain subsequently in the concluding section 4, this enables Wittgenstein to develop a logic that can be regarded as genuinely philosophical in Heidegger’s sense of openness to being, without commitment to any of specific modes being such as propositional truth and predication involve.




3. The Later Wittgenstein’s Rejection of Philosophical Hierarchies

As explained, on the Tractarian account philosophy assumes a hierarchical organization. There is a fundamental question about philosophical method and language whose answer is meant to constitute the basis for solving all other problems relating to particular philosophical issues. Thus, if the Tractatus’ account of logic and logical analysis is correct, a general methodological framework is in place for solving all particular philosophical problems. All that remains is working out the details. In this sense there is a strong programmatic element in Wittgenstein’s early philosophy.

The later Wittgenstein problematizes this hierarchical organization of philosophy which he comes to see as constituting a weak spot for philosophy. Ultimately, this hierarchical organization is what prevents philosophy from reaching its goal, which Wittgenstein characterizes as thoughts being at peace.7 He writes:



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

(PI §133)




This remark and Wittgenstein’s point about what is problematic in the hierarchical organization of philosophy require elucidation. As Wittgenstein comes to realize, the Tractatus’ approach to philosophy is exposed and vulnerable to particular kinds of criticisms and attacks, its Achilles heel. That is, given the way that the Tractatus’ approach makes the solutions to any particular philosophical problems dependent on the solution to the fundamental problem, all solutions to particular problems can be brought into question if the solution to the fundamental problem turns out to be problematic. In other words, should the Tractatus’ method of analysis become problematic for us—for example, as involving a simplistic conception of language, as Wittgenstein comes to believe—all particular results achieved by its means are thereby problematized too, at least potentially. Due to its hierarchical structure, philosophy is in danger of becoming “tormented by questions which bring itself in question”. (See Kuusela 2008, Chapter 1.5, for discussion.)

The later Wittgenstein seeks to resolve this problem by reconceiving philosophy so that solutions to particular philosophical problems no longer depend on a solution to a fundamental problem or question. Philosophy on this account, by contrast to Heidegger’s view of its focus on the question of being as “the question of all questions”, is then genuinely concerned with questions or problems in the plural, rather than with a single fundamental problem. As Wittgenstein says: “Problems are solved (difficulties eliminated), not a single problem.”8 But how is this to be understood?

For the later Wittgenstein philosophy has no foundation in that he rejects the need for an abstract general justification of philosophical method and, indeed, the possibility of such justifications. One important point is that such an abstract justification is only possible, if we assume it possible to determine the nature and limits of the class of possible philosophical problems in advance, before encountering them. Only in this case does it seem possible to claim to know that a particular method can be used to solve every possible philosophical problem. But from Wittgenstein’s later point of view, we cannot take it for granted that philosophical problems can be limited in this way. This would mean assuming that the concept of a philosophical problem possesses what may be called a “simple conceptual unity”, i.e. that there is something common to every possible philosophical problem with reference to which an overarching determination of such problems can be given, without running the risk of there being different kinds or types of problems that the determination does not capture. But since it is not part of the essence of concepts or the concept of concept that they should possess such a simple unity, the justification of this assumption of simple unity or common essence remains problematic. (Cf. PI §65ff. where Wittgenstein outlines an alternative account of conceptual unity in terms of criss-crossing similarities, the so-called family resemblance. However, there is no reason to think that simple conceptual unity and family-resemblance would be the only possible modes of conceptual unity.)

Although the Tractatus’ reminders regarding the logical principles governing thought and language were not intended as a theory but only as clarifications of what we already know, its reminders take on the role of a foundational thesis when combined with Wittgenstein’s claim that the Tractatus’ method of analysis enables us to solve every possible philosophical problem. This assumes the simple unity of the concept of philosophical problem—or inherits it from Wittgenstein’s account that every possible proposition shares a common form which constitutes their common essence, and that every sensible proposition can therefore be analyzed as Wittgenstein proposes. Furthermore, the claim that the Tractatus’ method can solve every possible problem is problematic from Wittgenstein’s later point of view due to its programmatic character, which means supporting it by an argument at an abstract level, as opposed to demonstrating by means of examples that philosophical problems can actually be solved by using the method.

By contrast, according to the later Wittgenstein, philosophical methods and associated clarifications can only be justified with reference to their clarificatory success, that is, their actual capacity to resolve particular philosophical problems or to contribute to their resolution. As he notes, in order for a clarification to count as a clarification it must actually clarify (MS 123, 18r). Thus, for example, Wittgenstein’s account of meaning as use can be regarded as justified to the extent that it can help us to deal with problems relating to meaning (cf. PI §43). Its capacity to do so is exemplified by how the account can release one from problems relating to referentialist accounts of meaning, according to which the meaningfulness of a sign depends on an expression’s referring to an object. In the case of mathematics, for instance, this leads to the postulation of abstract objects as reference of relevant expression which, in turn, gives rise to well-known epistemological and ontological problems relating to such objects. Insofar as Wittgenstein’s alternative account of meaning can release us from such problems, without giving rise to equally serious or numerous problems, it can be regarded as justified. (For the justification and criteria of correctness of philosophical clarifications, see Kuusela forthcoming, Chapters 2.3, 3.7, 6.1 and 6.5.)

Here it is important, however, that clarificatory success can only be determined with reference to particular problems. (These are problems that arise for or are raised by individuals in historical circumstances, although might be shared by more than one person in more or less the same form.) Clarificatory success cannot be established abstractly (theoretically or hypothetically), as if offering solutions without actually spelling them out. This is why there cannot be an abstract justification for philosophical method in the sense of the Tractatus. In this connection it is also very important that, while an account such as that of meaning as determined by the rules of language (which constitutes a more specific variant of the conception of meaning as use) might qualify as justified in the case of certain tasks of clarification, this does not show its justification in other cases of clarifying the concept of meaning. For example, given how the account of meaning as determined by linguistic rules renders the sound of words irrelevant to their meaning, this account of meaning would not be suited for discussing meaning in the case of poetry, insofar as the sound of words is here relevant to meaning. Clarifications in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy are problem-relative in this sense, and the generality of a clarification may be considered as a function of its successful applications. (See PI §§527–32. For the completeness of clarifications, see Kuusela 2008, 67ff., and for the generality of clarificatory statements, 120ff.)

The reason why the Investigations seeks to introduce a method by demonstrating it by examples (PI §133) is then, arguably, Wittgenstein’s realization of the impossibility of an abstract justification for a philosophical method. In contrast with the Tractatus, his later way of introducing his method does not conclusively fix the nature of philosophical problems or of philosophical clarifications, or constitute a thesis about their nature. Rather, a characterization in terms of examples is open-ended, leaving open in principle the possibility of different ways of developing the series of examples. (Relatedly, the generality of examples—which do not only represent themselves—is open ended rather than fixed.) Accordingly, it is important that §133 presents demonstration by examples as an alternative to justifying a philosophical approach by means of a foundational thesis, or by means of a solution to a single problem. This is indicated by the word “Instead” which contrasts demonstration by examples with occupation with a single fundamental problem (cf. note 8).

None of the preceding means, of course, that the nature of philosophical clarificatory statements as grammatical or logical statements could not be clarified. For instance, the sense in which grammatical statements constitute statements about necessity or possibility, or how they can be used to clarify issues relating to necessity, possibility and the notion of essence, can be explained. (See PI §§370–3; for discussion, see Kuusela 2008, 192ff.) But such clarifications do not constitute the foundation for philosophy. Rather they constitute clarifications of particular philosophical notions and issues. Philosophical problems, as Wittgenstein observes, are connected in the sense that it is typically not possible to solve one problem without having to deal with many that relate to connected concepts and issues (MS 116, 216–18). But this connectedness does not imply a need for a foundation.

The sense in which Wittgenstein’s later philosophy does not assume a foundational thesis can now be explained by contrasting it with the Tractatus. As noted, in effect, without Wittgenstein realizing it, the Tractatus’ method of analysis hid within itself a foundational thesis, that is, substantial doctrine of the essence of language disguised as a merely methodological idea about logical analysis. In this way metaphysics disguised itself as methodology in the Tractatus, and the later Wittgenstein understands it as his task to chase it out from this last hiding place.

By contrast, then, Wittgenstein’s later method of description of the uses of language by means of, for example, grammatical rules does not presuppose as its foundation a thesis about language use as rule-governed. This method does, of course, assume that uses of language can be described by means of rules, and that language can be compared with games according to rules (PI §§54, 81–3). But the grammatical rule of language use as rule-governed is not, so to speak, a super-rule that upholds the method describing language in terms of rules. Wittgenstein explicitly rejects the idea that the method of describing language use by means of rules would require him to provide an underlying foundational definition of the notion of a rule, and thus commit him to a “metaphilosophy” regarding the notion of a rule or the rule-governedness of language that supports the rest of philosophy. He speaks of this as something that could be presented as a “leading principle” of his philosophy:



If a man […] sets out (tabulates) rules according to which certain words are used, he hasn’t committed himself to giving an explanation (definition) of the words “rule”, “proposition”, “word”, etc. I’m allowed to use the word “rule” without first tabulating the rules for the use of the word. And those rules are not super-rules. Philosophy is concerned with calculi in the same sense as it is concerned with thoughts, sentences and languages. But if it was really concerned with the concept of calculus, and thus with the concept of the calculus of all calculi, there would be such a thing as metaphilosophy. (But there is not. We might so present all that we have to say that this would appear as a leading principle.)

(MS 114, 104/PG, 115–16; cf. PI §121)




Wittgenstein makes similar points also elsewhere, rejecting the idea that the concept of meaning would have “more general importance than chairs etc.” or that the questions concerning meaning would be “the central questions of philosophy”, contrary to what his conception of philosophical as conceptual clarification or as the clarification of language use might seem to suggest (AWL, 31; see Kuusela 2008, 216ff. for discussion). Rather, all philosophical questions and concepts are on the same plane. While any notion can be clarified, the later Wittgenstein does not consider the role of such clarifications in a hierarchical way. There is not a single fundamental problem for philosophy but it addresses many particular questions. As Wittgenstein also explains in a remark evidently connected with Investigations §133 and also §121 where he rejects the notion of a metaphilosophy:



Thoughts are to be arranged in such a way that the investigation can be interrupted at any point without the sequel being able to put into question what was said up to that point. Here we come again to the thought that spelling the word “spelling” is not higher order spelling.

(MS, 163, 40v–40r)




Like questions relating to the spelling of the word “spelling” do not play a special fundamental role in orthography, but the question of the spelling of this word is like any other, similarly it is not the case in philosophy that certain notions constitute its foundation, with determinations of relevant notions making up a metaphilosophy that provides the framework for the rest of philosophy.

Correspondingly, clarifications of language in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy are no longer tied to any single overarching conception of language assumed as a framework or foundation for the description of language use. Rather the later Wittgenstein makes use of several different conceptions of language associated with his methods of clarification: The two most prominent conceptions are: 1) the conception of language use as a rule-governed activity, including the variant of language as a calculus according to simple and exact rules, connected with the method of clarification by means of grammatical rules; 2) language as embedded in non-linguistic activities, for example, as an extension of natural pre-linguistic behaviour (such as pain behaviour). This method is connected with quasi-anthropological variants of the method of language-games that approach questions of clarification from the point of view of how language is rooted in natural historical facts about humans and their environment, as opposed to focusing on language use as something conventional and rule-based.9

Hence, Wittgenstein’s later philosophy involves no commitment to a thesis about language in the manner of the Tractatus, and there is no foundational thesis that constitutes the basis of his philosophy. This enables Wittgenstein to avoid the problem with his early philosophy of a metaphysical thesis disguising itself as methodology. Accordingly, Wittgenstein’s later philosophy does not suffer from the problem of the vulnerability to attacks to foundations. Because solutions to particular problems no longer rest on a solution to one fundamental problem, they cannot be undermined by problems with such a solution either. Instead, philosophical clarifications, for example, by means of grammatical rules or language-games are justified insofar as they manage to clarify whatever they are meant to clarify. Consequently, philosophy is relieved from the disquietude whose source is questions that bring philosophy itself into question. This is how Wittgenstein’s shift from addressing the fundamental problem to particular problems makes possible finding peace and a calm progress by eliminating the idea of a fundamental problem and its solution as the basis of philosophy.

This transformation, the turn to addressing particular problems instead of the fundamental problem, is plausibly interpreted as what Wittgenstein refers to by “the real discovery” in §133 that makes one capable of stopping doing philosophy when one wants to. Now it is possible to stop philosophizing precisely because there is no foundational thesis which one must defend indefinitely due to the worry that if it collapses, every particular result based on it collapses too. Consequently, particular problems can be dealt with, and then one can stop to rest.




4. The Possibility of a Genuinely Philosophical Logic and the Question of Being

Very importantly for the comparison between Wittgenstein and Heidegger, this change in Wittgenstein’s conception of philosophy seems to make possible a genuinely philosophical logic in Heidegger’s sense which does not involve a commitment to understanding being from the point of view of any specific modes of being and temporality, such as presence-at-hand. That is, although Wittgenstein’s early philosophy was not committed to conceiving thought and language, or being, in terms of subjects and predicates like Aristotelian logic, it was committed to conceiving them in terms of Fregean function-argument structures. And while the expressive capacity of this logic is far greater than that of Aristotelian logic in that it is able to handle relations and includes a theory of quantification, this does nothing to release it from its assumption from a metaphysics of presence (cf. end of section 1).

By contrast, a logical or grammatical investigation in the later Wittgenstein’s sense involves no commitment to any specific modes or forms of language use. Accordingly, in his later philosophy Wittgenstein discusses uses of language that do not assume the function-argument structure, such as expressive or manifestative uses of sensation-expressions, which differ crucially from predication. This is exemplified by his account of first person pain expressions as a replacement and extension of natural pain-behaviour, such as crying and moaning (PI §244), whereby it is important that this use of words is not a matter of attribution of a state of pain to a self (or of predicating pain of the self), and not a matter of describing or representing anything. This is a genuinely different mode of language use that does not assume a metaphysics of presence. Notably, however, contrary to Heidegger’s early account, such manifestative uses, or the mode of being of sensations as something manifested, do not seem explainable in terms of ready-to-hand either, or as conforming to an “as-structure” of treating something as something, which the early Heidegger argues to be more fundamental than and presupposed by synthesis through predication (LFW, 144). Wittgenstein thus moves beyond the idea of any specific modes of being as fundamental, a view to which the early Heidegger still subscribes to the extent that he regards ready-to-hand as fundamental to Dasein’s understanding of being.

There is no evident sense, however, in which a Wittgensteinian genuinely philosophical logic would need to be based on metaphysics in Heidegger’s sense of a more original questioning of the nature of being, unless any philosophy that does not privilege specific ontological categories or modes of temporality qualifies as Heideggerian metaphysics. Perhaps this is what Heidegger means, but it seems to make the notion of Heideggerian metaphysics very expansive. Rather than based on anything, a Wittgensteinian logical or grammatical investigation constitutes its own foundation, whereby clarifications justify themselves by the clarificatory work they can do. As I have argued, the possibility of this depends on Wittgenstein’s rejection of foundations and the hierarchical organization of philosophy. Wittgenstein therefore seems to have found a different way to release himself from the metaphysical and ontological tradition than what Heidegger recommends.

As regards Heidegger, despite developments in his thought subsequent to Being and Time, he seems to remain committed in his later thought, too, to the notion that there is a single fundamental question which it is the task of philosophy to address, namely, the question of being as the “question of all questions” (see section 2). In a sense there therefore seems to be only one properly philosophical topic for Heidegger: Dasein’s or the humans’ understanding of being or the question of the truth of being (or Ereignis), that is, how being is disclosed to Dasein or disclosed in language. In this sense Heidegger seems to remain inside the sphere of influence of Aristotle, and his question of being qua being.10 From this point of view Heidegger’s later emphasis on the historicity of understanding of being appears to be the most significant development in his philosophy.

An important difference between Heidegger and the later Wittgenstein then is that Wittgenstein is not focused in the same way on a single highly abstract and general question, such as the question of being. By contrast, his philosophical interests are more diversified and, in a certain sense, more concrete. The focus of his work is on different particular problems—for example, relating to the nature of logic, meaning, understanding, language, foundations of mathematics, states of consciousness, and so on, as he lists in the Preface to the Investigations—rather than a single underlying problem in the sense in which his early philosophy was concerned with such a problem. In particular, subsequent to the Tractatus Wittgenstein is sceptical about how abstract methodological considerations can contribute to actual tasks of clarification. Rather than seeking to justify a philosophical method, so to speak, from a distance in relation to actual philosophical problems, philosophical statements are justified in a more direct way, on the basis of their capacity to clarify.

As explained, this direction of the development of Wittgenstein’s thought is informed by Wittgenstein’s rejection of philosophical foundations and the notion of a fundamental philosophical question or problem. By contrast, it seems plausible that it is the assumption of such a fundamental question that leads Heidegger into a different, more abstract direction in his philosophizing. Thus, while Heidegger never develops a genuinely philosophical logic, but only discusses its possibility (see LFW), for Wittgenstein the key to such a logic is giving up on the hierarchical structuring of philosophy. This leads him away from focusing on an abstract problem qua abstract problem, and to developing a variety of methods that enable one to study different modes of being or truth more closely than seems possible when addressing the issue of the disclosure of being at an abstract level. Although the tasks of discussing the disclosure of being at abstract and more concrete levels do not seem to exclude one another in principle, but might be seen as complementary, Heidegger’s and Wittgenstein’s directions of travel from their early philosophies onwards seem rather different.11



Notes

1. In this sense Heidegger, for example, presents his conception of truth as disclosure (see below) as something more fundamental that underlies the common sense and philosophical conceptions of truth as correspondence and which the latter assume. That which is assumed in this sense is something tacitly known or understood. Cf. also Heidegger’s notion of destruction of the tradition of ontology in Being and Time, 19ff. In referring to Heidegger’s works I use the German pagination also provided in many English translations.

2. For discussion of the problem of idealism in connection with the early Heidegger, see McManus (2017).

3. The paradox is that, if the Tractatus contains a theory of language, it cannot be nonsense, contrary to Wittgenstein’s acknowledgement of it as such (TLP 6.54). But if it is nonsense, it cannot contain a theory. Consequently, a different explanation is required for how Wittgenstein hopes to contribute to philosophy. He cannot have wished to do so by means of an obviously paradoxical “theory”.

4. I am indebted to Jussi Backman for this account of Heidegger’s development.

5. Questions about idealism arise in this connection too, but for reasons of space I cannot discuss them or their resolution in Wittgenstein’s early philosophy. However, it seems that moves similar to those that McManus (2017) suggests would resolve the problem of idealism for the early Heidegger are available to Wittgenstein too.

6. A variant of the question raised earlier about the role of the notion of Dasein in early Heidegger—whether it is intended as a device of abstraction from historical contingencies—is, whether the ontological or existential structures in Being and Time should be added on this list.

7. “Thoughts at peace. That is the goal that someone who philosophizes longs for” (CV, 50).

8. It is worth noting that in the so-called Big Typescript (TS 213) the remark PI §133 begins a new subchapter entitled “The methods of philosophy. Possibility of calm progress” (TS 213, 431). Here the possibility of calm progress and what Wittgenstein means by the “real discovery”, i.e. finding peace and being able to stop when one wants to, is explicitly explained with reference to the movement from a single problem to problems. As Wittgenstein says, clarifying the first three sentences that subsequently form the beginning of PI §133: “But more correctly one would say: Problems are solved (disquietudes//dif ficulties eliminated), not a single problem” (TS 213, 431). In the Investigations this explanatory role indicated by “But more correctly …” is no longer readily discernible.

9. These two conceptions of language correspond to the senses in which language is, according to Wittgenstein, both arbitrary and non-arbitrary, as explained in PI §492. For the method of language-games, see Kuusela (2014) and Kuusela (forthcoming, Chapter 5).

10. But see Sheehan (2015).

11. I would like to thank Jussi Backman, Thomas Greaves, Denis McManus, David Nowell Smith and Mihai Ometiță for their comments on earlier drafts of this chapter, and David Cerbone for comments on the final draft.
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5
Phenomenology, Language, and the Limitations of the Wittgensteinian Grammatical Investigation

Avner Baz

In his preface to the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty responds to the at-the-time widespread notion that the still relatively young phenomenological movement in philosophy is plagued by confusion about its own nature and aims, as is evidenced by the fact that the Husserlian search for a priori phenomenological essences is contradicted, so to speak, both in spirit and in practice, by Heidegger’s phenomenological existentialism that takes as hopelessly misguided any attempt to understand the human subject apart from her ‘being-in-the-world’—that is, apart from her finding herself always already situated and responding to her situation prior to any reflection, unable to ever extricate herself—not even in thought, so not even when she philosophizes—from her ties to the world. This widespread notion of a fundamental rift within the phenomenological movement, Merleau-Ponty proposes, rests on a misunderstanding of the nature and aim of the Husserlian phenomenological investigation and search for essences. ‘[W]e cannot subject our perception of the world to philosophical scrutiny’, he writes,



without ceasing to be identified with that act of positing the world, with that interest in it which delimits us, without drawing back from our commitment which is itself thus made to appear as a spectacle, without passing from the fact of our existence to its nature, from the Dasein to the Wesen.

(PP, xiv)




This, however, does not mean that the Husserlian search for Wesen aims at releasing us, philosophically, from our Dasein, Merleau-Ponty continues. Rather, it is meant to enable us to ‘become acquainted with and to prevail over [Dasein’s] facticity’ (PP, xv).

A little later, Merleau-Ponty says this: ‘It is the office of language to cause essences to exist in a state of separation which is in fact merely apparent, since through language they still rest upon the ante-predicative life of consciousness’ (PP, xv). This passage expresses two ideas that suggest deep affinity between Merleau-Ponty and the later Wittgenstein. The first is the idea that it is of the very nature of language to create or give rise to the idea of essences, or meanings, that are separable from their particular instances or manifestations, and separable, too, from the particular uses we make of the words that ‘express’ them.1 The second is the idea that this separability is merely apparent, since it is precisely through language that those essences are in fact tied to the ante-predicative life of consciousness—that is, to our pre-reflective being-in-the-world. The later Wittgenstein would agree, I think, that the essential repeatability of a word, ‘x’, may naturally give rise, especially when we seek to explain theoretically our acquisition and use of words, to the idea that there must be something—call it the meaning (or concept) of ‘x’, or the essence of Xhood—which is common to all of the things we (correctly) call ‘x’, makes them all cases of X, and is separable, in principle, from our particular uses of ‘x’. Wittgenstein would also agree that the separable meanings or essences thus envisioned are illusory, because—as his remarks on rule following make clear—the meaning of ‘x’ may not sensibly be taken to be separable from the use(s) ordinarily and normally made of ‘x’, by particular people under particular circumstances.

Moreover, given what he says in the preceding passages, it would seem that Merleau-Ponty should have no objection to the fundamental Wittgensteinian insight that many traditional philosophical difficulties arise when we assume, or imagine, that our words have meanings separable from their concrete uses by particular human beings in particular humanly significant situations, and that those meanings, by themselves, may ensure the sense of what we say by means of those words—regardless of whether, or how, we (may reasonably be found to) actually use or mean those words. Nor, it would seem, should Merleau-Ponty have any objection to the Wittgensteinian idea that an important step in dissolving philosophical difficulties thus generated is to remind ourselves of the ordinary and normal uses of the philosophically troublesome words, and thereby to ‘lead those words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use’ (PI §116).

Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein may thus be seen as walking a considerable distance together, philosophically: both would agree that language is, at once, the source of certain types of philosophical difficulties and the means by which those difficulties may be overcome—that at the same time that language encourages us to look for separable essences, it can re-direct us to our existence in the world in which we first and foremost find ourselves and others, and in which meaning originally appears. In section 1, I will further explore the deep affinity between Wittgenstein’s understanding of language and Merleau-Ponty’s.

But I have been quoting Merleau-Ponty selectively. Interspersed among the passages I have quoted are other passages that seem to suggest a deep disagreement between him and Wittgenstein. In those passages, Merleau-Ponty writes critically not directly about Wittgenstein, certainly not about the later Wittgenstein—who was, at the time the Phenomenology was written, still in the process of coming into his own, and unknown to Merleau-Ponty—but about the Vienna Circle. It does not matter for my purposes how much Merleau-Ponty actually knew about the Vienna Circle and the evolving thinking of its members, nor whether he is doing justice in these passages to that thinking. What matters for my purposes is that some of what he says in those passages appears to put him in direct opposition to the later Wittgenstein, and to undermine the previously described appearance of a far-reaching agreement between the two of them.

The Vienna Circle’s logical positivism, Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘is the anti-thesis of Husserl’s thought’, because ‘[whatever] the subtle changes of meaning which have ultimately brought us, as a linguistic acquisition, the word and concept of consciousness, we enjoy direct access to what it designates’ (PP, xv, my emphasis). ‘Seeking the essence of consciousness’, he says a few lines later,



will therefore not consist in developing the Wortbedeutung of consciousness and escaping from existence into the universe of things said; it will consist in rediscovering my actual presence to myself, the fact of my consciousness which is in the last resort what the word and the concept of consciousness mean’.

(PP, xv)





Now, it is true that the later Wittgenstein does not think of the meanings of words in the way that members of the Vienna Circle such as Schlick and Carnap did. But still, Merleau-Ponty here contends, in effect, that the essence of consciousness (perception, perceptual experience, seeing, touching, moving …) is not going to be found by way of investigating or clarifying the meaning of the word(s)—not even, I suppose, if we think of the meaning of a word as best revealed in its ordinary and normal use. And the idea that we could investigate consciousness (perception, experience …) directly, so to speak—that is, not by way of investigating our use of the word(s)—and thereby become clearer about what the word(s) or concept(s) in the last resort mean(s), appears to rely on the sort of representational-referential (‘Augustinian’) picture of language that the Investigations presents as lying at the root of any number of traditional philosophical difficulties.

This seemingly stark disagreement between Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein is then reinforced, of course, by the fact that Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological investigation as presented in the Phenomenology of Perception, while arguably no less descriptive and therapeutic, takes a very different form from Wittgenstein’s grammatical investigations as presented in the Investigations. There are many more appeals in the Phenomenology to empirical findings concerning both normal and abnormal behavior and perception than to ‘the kind of statement that we make about phenomena’ (PI §90) (though appeals of the latter sort are not entirely missing); and while Wittgenstein too suggests that a commitment to objectivist thinking as epitomized by science lies at the roots of many of our philosophical difficulties (cf. PI §308), Merleau-Ponty’s confrontation of that form of thinking—his attempt to show that it is fundamentally incapable of answering its own questions when it comes to human perception and behavior (PP, 72)—is far more direct and systematic. Indeed, whereas it is important to Wittgenstein to emphasize that his own teaching is not that of a theory, Merleau-Ponty has no problem presenting himself as offering a theory of perception (cf. PP, 203).

My aim is to offer an understanding of this seemingly fundamental disagreement between Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein. I will propose that what we have here is not so much a fundamental disagreement as a fundamental difference in the sort of philosophical difficulty to which each of these two philosophers is primarily responding. The difficulties to which Wittgenstein primarily responds arise when ‘language goes on holiday’ (PI §38)—they stem, as I said, from the idea that our words have meanings separable from their uses, and that those meanings may by themselves ensure the sense of what we say by means of those words when we do philosophy, and sustain genuine philosophical difficulties. In the face of difficulties thus generated, the best response may well be therapy by way of the deliberate assembling of grammatical reminders.

In Merleau-Ponty’s case, on the other hand, the fundamental difficulty is that of uncovering and clarifying our pre-reflective experience—that is, our experience before we reflect on it in the attempt to understand it theoretically, or explain it empirically—and the world as perceived prior to being thought, or thought (or talked!) about. And the difficulty is hard to overcome because these experience and world tend to disappear, or get distorted, under reflection, and in particular under the sort of reflection that takes its bearing from what we take ourselves to know objectively about the world and about ourselves. Wittgensteinian grammatical reminders could aid us in overcoming this difficulty by bringing out the expressive dimension of our use of words, especially in those moments when we seek to give voice to our experiences, and by distinguishing those uses of language from those uses that primarily aim at conveying information (cf. RPP I §899). But those reminders, I will propose, will only take us so far in bringing out and elucidating our pre-reflective experience; and they might actually lead us astray. Here the basic method, or methods, will need to be different. And this, I will finally propose, is what Wittgenstein himself was coming to realize when, in his final years, he was trying to become clearer about what he calls ‘aspect perception’.


1. Merleau-Ponty’s and Wittgenstein’s Vision of Language

Early on in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, words are compared to tools (Werkzeuge, work-things—things to do work with) (PI §§11, 14; see also Austin 1979, 181). This comparison, which serves a particular purpose or set of purposes in Wittgenstein’s text, must not be taken to imply an instrumentalist view of language—a view that takes language, or its use, to be everywhere a means to the attainment of ends that are there prior to, and independently from, their attainment. There are deep reasons, in both Wittgenstein’s work and Merleau-Ponty’s, for resisting an overly instrumentalist view of language. Words are instruments of expression, and as such may be world creating, world expanding, and world transforming instruments, not merely instruments for getting by in a world that’s already fully and finally formed.2

The comparison of words to instruments is nonetheless useful. Wittgenstein initially proposes it in order to shake the hold of what may be described as a flattened view of language, which leads us to overlook complexities in the functioning of our words, and to ignore potentially significant differences among the ways different words function, or even among the ways in which one and the same word may function in different contexts (see PI §182). According to the flattened view, or picture, our words—including philosophically troublesome words such as ‘know(ledge)’, ‘mean(ing)’, ‘understand(ing)’, ‘see(ing)’, and so on—name (refer to) objects (PI §1), and this is supposed to make them suitable for the one function that is taken to be fundamental to language: namely, communicating information, or ‘conveying thoughts’ (PI §304). The power of words to refer to independently existing worldly objects, and the existence and identity of the objects themselves, are taken not to depend on whether and how we use the words, on our meaning them in one way or another in a context suitable for thus meaning them. This way of thinking about language, the Investigations is meant to get us to see, is at once deeply problematic by itself and the source of any number of traditional philosophical difficulties.

The comparison of words to instruments opens up a new way of thinking about the meanings of words, and how those meanings relate to what may be done with the words. The meaning or significance of an instrument in use is a matter of what (work) is being done with it, or how it contributes to the work being done; the meaning or significance of an instrument apart from some particular use is a matter of what may be done with it—the work, or works, for which it is fit. (I am not saying that what could be done with an instrument, and hence what may be called its meaning, is determinate and knowable in advance; as we’ll see, questioning that idea of word-meaning is an important point of affinity between Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty.) In either case, the meaning of an instrument is not some object, or idea, or some set of objects or ideas, that is theoretically separable from the use of the instrument and for which the instrument stands. What we have here, as Merleau-Ponty puts it, is a new meaning of ‘meaning’ (PP, 146); for—in contrast with how meaning is thought of in various ‘intellectualist’ (Platonist, rationalist) accounts—the meaning is here inseparable from its vehicle.

In his discussion of language, as elsewhere in the Phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty positions his account by contrasting it with empiricist-mechanical theories, on the one hand, and rationalist or ‘intellectualist’ theories, on the other hand. In the case of language, he argues, both kinds of theories in effect ignore the speaking subject—the person who, finding herself in some particular situation or other, may find herself moved, motivated, to speak (or think).3 On both traditional ways of thinking about language, what is available at any moment for an individual to say or think has nothing essentially to do with her—her history, her cares and commitments, her style of thinking and relating to things, how she sees the situation, and so on; and what an individual actually says or thinks on some occasion is taken not to depend on what moved her, or may reasonably be found to have moved her, to say or think it.

This is very clear in the case of empiricist-mechanical theories of language, on whose understanding of language there is, in effect, ‘no speaker’ but rather only ‘a flow of words set in motion independently of any intention to speak’ (PP, 175). On that understanding, ‘[S]peech is not an action and does not show up the internal possibilities of the subject: man can speak as the electric lamp can become incandescent …’ (PP, 175).

On the intellectualist picture, language is expressive of thoughts—understood in terms of the ‘categorization’ of worldly items; and individual words are expressive of concepts—thought of as defining or constituting categories. Neither the thoughts nor the concepts are taken to depend on their linguistic expression for their identity as the particular thoughts, or concepts, they are. This means that on this understanding too speech itself—the act of positioning oneself significantly by means of words, in a world shared with others—is not essential to linguistic meaning, or to the ‘content’ of what’s said. Nor is whatever moves an individual to position herself in one way or another by means of words taken to be essential to the determination of what she says.

This means that on both ways of thinking about language, the uttered word itself ‘has no meaning’, or significance (PP, 176):



In the first case [that of empiricist conceptions of language] this is obvious since the word is not summoned up through the medium of any concept, and since the given stimuli or ‘states of mind’ call it up in accordance with the laws of neurological mechanics or those of association… . It is just the same when we duplicate denomination with a categorial operation [as the intellectualist would have it]. The word is still bereft of any effectiveness of its own, this time because it is only the external sign of an internal recognition, which could take place without it, and to which it makes no contribution… . In the first case, we are on this side of the word as meaningful; in the second we are beyond it. In the first there is nobody to speak; in the second there is certainly a subject, but a thinking one, not a speaking one… . Thus we refute both intellectualism and empiricism by simply saying that the word has a meaning.

(PP, 176–7)




For Merleau-Ponty, the word itself has meaning; but only as an instrument or vehicle of human expression. The spoken word is a gesture, he says, and ‘contains its meaning’ in just the way that a non-linguistic gesture does (PP, 183). We learn the meaning of a word in much the same way that we learn the use, and significance, of a tool, he says: not by coming to see, or form, a mental representation that is theoretically separable from it and for which it stands, but rather ‘by seeing it used in the context of a certain situation’ (PP, 403).4

One significant difference between words and the sorts of ‘work-things’ typically found in a toolbox is that what makes such a ‘work-thing’—a hammer, say—fit for certain uses, but not others, are its physical properties; whereas what makes a word suitable for certain uses but not others—call it ‘its meaning’—is its history, or in other words ‘former acts of expression’ (PP, 186). ‘Strictly speaking’, Merleau-Ponty writes, here contrasting his view with that of the intellectualist, ‘there are no conventional signs, standing as the simple notation of a thought pure and clear in itself; there are only words into which the history of the whole language is compressed …’ (PP, 188).5 ‘It is because it has been used in various contexts that the word gradually accumulates a significance which it is impossible to establish absolutely’, he writes (PP, 388).

Thus, the basic unit of sense or intelligibility, for Merleau-Ponty as for Wittgenstein, is not the isolated word or combination of words, but the speech-act as performed by an individual human being within some particular context—‘the total speech act in the total speech situation’, as Austin puts it (Austin 1979, 148). Going against the grain of how language is thought of in mainstream analytic philosophy,6 as well as in linguistics,7 Merleau-Ponty writes:



In order that I may understand the words of another person, it is clear that his vocabulary and syntax must be ‘already known’ to me. But that does not mean that words do their work by arousing in me ‘representations’ associated with them, and which in aggregate eventually reproduce in me the original ‘representation’ of the speaker. What I communicate with primarily is not ‘representations’ or thought, but a speaking subject, with a certain style of being and with the ‘world’ at which he directs his aim.

(PP, 183)8



The primacy of the particular, historically situated speech-act means that languages, in the sense of ‘constituted systems of vocabulary and syntax, empirically existing “means of expression”’, are best thought of as ‘the repository and residue of acts of speech …’ (PP, 196–7). And this suggests that what contemporary theorists of semantics theorize about, while not unreal, is an abstraction that has a derivative existence and does not play the foundational role those theorists have tended to assume for it.

In contemporary mainstream analytic philosophy and linguistics the sense of a word—that is, the contribution it makes to the overall sense of an utterance (which in turn is mostly thought of in terms of ‘truth-conditions’)—is taken to be, with few supposedly well-known exceptions (‘indexicals’, ‘demonstratives’, and ‘ambiguous’ words), essentially fixed and unchanging; and the tendency is to relegate whatever creativity language affords to the level of the combination of words.9 For Merleau-Ponty, by contrast, the history of a word makes it fit for certain uses, but does not foreclose more or less creative uses: though language tends to ‘sediment’ (PP, 190), and may sometimes become dead, there is always the possibility of ‘authentic’, or ‘first-hand’, or ‘originating’ speech (see PP, 178–9, 197, and 389)—in which the individual draws upon existing linguistic resources to say, or think, something new and, in doing so, contributes to the evolution of the meanings of those resources.

This basic thought is echoed in Wittgenstein’s saying that our use of words ‘is not everywhere circumscribed by rules’ (PI §68); but this way of putting the point is arguably too weak. For the upshot of Wittgenstein’s remarks on rule following is that we do not really know what it could mean, hence what it would be, for our use of words to be everywhere circumscribed by rules—in such a way that no room would be left for more or less creative and yet mutually intelligible expansions of that use, and sense and nonsense, hence truth and falsity, would not ultimately depend on our sense of what makes (what) sense and under what conditions (see PI §§241–2). As Stanley Cavell has argued (Cavell 1979), an individual lacking in the capacity to project words more or less creatively into new contexts, would never become a competent speaker of (anything recognizable as) a natural language.

I said earlier that the semanticist’s proposed rules are, at best, abstractions—more or less useful generalizations that do not have the foundational status the theorist tends to attribute to them. And now we can add that the semanticist’s abstractions are bound to miss, and cover up, the open-endedness, or indeterminacy, of linguistic (or any other kind of) meaning, and the creativity that is necessarily involved in the acquisition and use of a natural language. ‘Taking language as a fait accompli—as the residue of past acts of signification and the record of already acquired meanings’, Merleau-Ponty wrote later in his career, ‘the scientist inevitably misses the peculiar clarity of speaking, the fecundity of expression’ (S, 85). It is therefore no wonder that counter-examples may be found for virtually any semantic ‘rule’ offered by the theorist (see Horwich 2012, 4).

The plasticity of language means that understanding the (more or less) ‘authentic’ (creative, non-merely-habituated) speech of another is not a matter of simply putting together the already-fixed meanings of her words, but rather is a matter of coming to see her point—of being able to follow, and follow upon, her act of articulating and taking up a position in an inter-personal world, orienting herself by means of words (see PP, 193).10 As long as we are unable to see the other’s point—that is, the overall sense of her utterance—we will not know what each of her words means. This is a truism, really, for all it says is that we cannot know what contribution each of a person’s words makes to the overall sense of her utterance, as long as we are unable to see that overall sense:



In understanding others, the problem is always indeterminate, because only the solution will bring the data retrospectively to light as convergent… . Here the meaning of words must be finally induced by the words themselves, or more exactly, their conceptual meaning must be formed by a kind of deduction from a gestural meaning, which is immanent in speech.

(PP, 179)






Speech is … that paradoxical operation through which, by using words of a given sense, and already available meanings, we try to follow up an intention which necessarily outstrips, modifies, and itself, in the last analysis, stabilizes the meanings of the words which translate it.

(PP, 389)




For this reason, Merleau-Ponty suggests, we get ourselves into endless trouble when we try to analyze an utterance on the assumption that its sense—what is said in it, how it is to be understood—is essentially a function of the already-determinate meanings of the words, and is therefore separable from the act of expression:



Expression is everywhere creative, and what is expressed is always inseparable from it … The act of speech is clear only for the person who is actually speaking or listening; it becomes obscure as soon as we try to bring explicitly to light those reasons which have led us to understand thus and not otherwise … I may say that ‘I have been waiting for a long time’… and I think I know what I am saying. Yet if I question myself about time … there is nothing clear in my mind. This is because I have tried to speak about speech, to re-enact the act of expression which gives significance to the words, to extend the brief hold on my experience which they ensure for me.

(PP, 391)



What Merleau-Ponty says in the preceding passage about ‘time’, is strikingly echoed in Wittgenstein’s saying, following Augustine, that time is the sort of phenomenon ‘we know when no one asks us, but no longer know when we are supposed to give an account of it’ (PI §89). The way to clarity, according to Wittgenstein, requires reminding ourselves of contexts in which the word ‘time’ is used significantly (see PI §90).

The idea that words only have a determinate sense when contributing to a significant utterance (under suitable conditions) plays an important role in Wittgenstein’s diagnosis of traditional philosophical difficulties. At the root of those difficulties, Wittgenstein suggests, is the assumption that the meanings of our words alone suffice for endowing our utterance with clear sense—clear enough for generating precisely those traditional philosophical difficulties, for example. Wittgenstein questions this assumption:



You say to me: ‘You understand this expression, don’t you? Well then—I’m using it in the sense you are familiar with.’—As if the sense were an atmosphere accompanying the word, which it carried with it into every kind of application.

If, for example, someone says that the sentence ‘This is here’ (saying which he points to an object in front of him) makes sense to him, then he should ask himself in what special circumstances this sentence is actually used. There it does make sense.

(PI §117)




When engaged in the sort of ‘philosophizing’ that is the main target of Wittgenstein’s critique, we imagine that the meanings of our words alone ensure the sense or intelligibility of what we are saying or thinking. We imagine that there is something our words mean, all by themselves, and that in uttering them we could simply mean or commit ourselves to it.11 Both Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty are arguing, in effect, that the relation actually goes in the opposite direction: what our words (may reasonably be found to) mean, on some occasion, is a matter of what we (may reasonably be found to) mean by them on that occasion. And meaning this or that with one’s words in one way or another has its conditions: how we could (reasonably be found to) mean our words on some particular occasion, given our and their history, is not up to us to choose or decide.12 And the basic problem with so much philosophizing, both traditional and contemporary, is that the philosopher either takes his words to mean something clear even apart from his meaning something clear by means of them, or else takes himself to be able to mean his words in some determinate way, even though the conditions for thus meaning his words are missing in his particular context and cannot be created by a sheer act of will, or by concentrating one’s mind in some special way.




2. Wittgensteinian Grammar and Phenomenology

So far, so good. But suppose we want to understand—and moreover understand in their interrelatedness—phenomena such as the following: the way in which our bodies are perceived by us, or present to us, when geared toward some particular task, or when we gesture or dance creatively, or when we are at rest; the way, or ways, in which our past, and the past of our culture, are present in our present—the way in which we are related to, and draw upon, the history of a word in putting it to use, for example, or the way in which a childhood trauma, or some collective trauma, may still be affecting how we look at and respond to things without our being aware of that; the way in which others are present in our world—the way in which as soon as our gaze falls upon the body of another ‘the objects surrounding it immediately take on a fresh layer of significance’ (PP, 353), for example, or the way in which, in encountering another, we are already communicating our response to the encounter to her, and cannot avoid communicating to her some such response; the way or ways in which people may deceive themselves—know and at the same time not know that they have lost a limb (as in cases of a phantom limb), for example, or a friend (PP, 80ff.); our ability to create reflective distance between ourselves and some given situation—which is itself dependent upon our ability to relegate much of our engagement with the world to habitual responses (cf. PP, 87)—and our inability to avoid placing ourselves, thereby, in yet another (related) situation whose meaning is never fully within our grasp or control (cf. PP, 357ff.); the way in which the meaning, not only of an utterance, but of anything we might do next, is shaped and constrained by our situation and history, as well as by our language and culture, but at the same time is left indeterminate by them… . These are some of the phenomena that the Phenomenology of Perception seeks to elucidate. I’ve given this fairly long list because I am about to suggest that a Wittgensteinian grammatical investigation can only take us so far when it comes to elucidating such phenomena; and I wanted to make clear why, if I’m right about this, we may want to go further than it can take us.

Since what we wish to understand are, ultimately, phenomena of meaning—or, more precisely, meaningful phenomena in their meaningfulness—and the way, or ways, in which those phenomena relate to each other in our experience, I take it to be clear that the understanding we are looking for may not be arrived at from the objectivist, third personal perspective of empirical science. The phenomena we wish to understand may only be understood and elucidated from the perspective of someone who has the capacity to perceive and respond to meaning, and by her exercising of that very capacity.

This, I have argued elsewhere (Baz 2012), is also true of Wittgenstein’s grammatical investigations and the practice of ordinary language philosophy: the question what utterance makes (what) sense, and under what conditions, is not a question that empirical science could answer for us. The Wittgensteinian or ordinary language philosopher’s invitation to consider ‘what we should say when’, or ‘[how the philosophically troublesome word] is actually used in the language-game which is its original home’ (PI, 116), is an invitation to project ourselves imaginatively, in our capacity as competent speakers, into situations of speech—situations in which the philosophically troublesome words would actually be used—and thereby to find what makes (what) sense to us, and under what conditions.

So far, still so good. The limitations of the Wittgensteinian grammatical investigation stem from what Merleau-Ponty, following Husserl, refers to as our ‘natural attitude’. The natural attitude, according to Husserl, is that of being ‘immersed naively in the world’ and ‘accept[ing] the experienced as such’ (PL, 14, my emphasis)—focusing on ‘objects, values, goals’, rather than ‘on the experiencing of [one’s] life’ (PL, 15, my emphasis; see also Husserl 1970, 119 and 144). Husserl’s ‘bracketing’, or epoché, is meant to counteract our tendency to focus on objects (broadly understood) and overlook our experiencing of them—to overlook, that is, how those objects actually present themselves to us, and how we relate to them, before we begin to reflect on and theorize about perception. This is the idea that Merleau-Ponty emphasizes, in the passage from the preface mentioned earlier, in which he talks about how ‘our existence is too tightly held in the world to be able to know itself as such at the moment of its involvement’ (PP, xv). He comes back to that idea early in the first chapter of the Phenomenology, when he says that ‘we are caught up in the world and … do not succeed in extricating ourselves from it’ (PP, 5). This natural involvement with the world, which Merleau-Ponty later refers to as our ‘obsession with being’ (PP, 70), culminates in the constitution of an objective world, which (failing to heed Kant’s warnings!) we tend to think of as ‘a world in itself’ (PP, 41)—fully and finally determinate, and wholly independent from our experience of it (cf. PP, 47).

‘The natural attitude …’ Merleau-Ponty writes, ‘[throws] me into the world of things, [and thereby] gives me the assurance of apprehending a “real” beyond appearance, the “true” beyond illusion’ (PP, 39). ‘Real’ and ‘true’ are in quotation marks in this last passage, precisely in order to alert us to the tendency to understand these terms in their objectivist sense. From the phenomenological perspective, the phenomenal world, the world ‘I live through’ (PP, xvii), is more real than the objective world, the world I ‘think’, since we construct the latter on the basis of the former; and the truth of objective judgments presupposes ‘the experience of truth’ (PP, xvi)—that is, the experience of coming to see something aright (cf. PP, 302ff.).

The main obstacle to understanding perception, and hence behavior, Merleau-Ponty argues, is the tendency to take the objective world as the starting point of our theorizing about perception. In trying to reconstruct perception on the basis of what we take ourselves to already know objectively, we commit what Merleau-Ponty, following Köhler, calls ‘the experience error’: ‘we make perception out of things perceived… . And since perceived things themselves are obviously accessible only through perception, we end up understanding neither’ (PP, 5). ‘Our perception’, he similarly says later on, ‘ends in objects, and the object once constituted, appears as the reason for all the experience of it which we have had or could have’ (PP, 67). The task of the Phenomenology would accordingly be



to rediscover phenomena, the layer of living experience through which other people and things are first given to us, the system of ‘self-others-things’ as it comes into being; to reawaken perception and foil its trick of allowing us to forget it as a fact and as perception in the interest of the object which it presents to us and of the rational tradition to which it gives rise.

(PP, 57)





Now, if it is of the essence of normal perception to overlook itself in the interest of the object which it presents us, then it is only to be expected that our ordinary and normal use of words would participate in, and reflect, that overlooking of our pre-reflective experience. Consider the extent to which our ordinary and normal talk focuses on objects and their objective constellations—who said or did what to whom, and when; who saw what (object or fact); what has been decided; what’s the plan for the evening; at what time the meeting takes place; how much money we’ve got left; who won the game …—rather than on our experiencing of them before we think, or talk, about them. And consider also the extent to which, in our deliberate initiation of our children into language we focus on teaching them what things are called and how to describe their objective constellations.

The tendency to focus on objects and overlook our experiencing of them, I’m proposing, manifests itself in our use of words, including the words that might seem to refer to the sorts of phenomena Merleau-Ponty is interested in. Thus, for example, ‘meeting (or encountering) another’ is not ordinarily or normally used in the context of describing the perceptual experience of meeting (or encountering) another; ‘losing a friend’ is not ordinarily or normally used in the context of describing the perceptual experience of losing, or having lost, a friend; ‘home’, or ‘being at home’, is not ordinarily or normally used in the context of describing the perceptual experience of being at home, or of coming home; and so on. Any of those words or expressions could of course be used in an attempt to describe or elucidate the phenomenology of such experiences; but that, I’m proposing, would not be its primary use. Nor would the role it might play in some such phenomenological attempt be key to the elucidation of the experience.

For this reason, elucidating the grammar of ‘meeting another’, ‘losing a friend’, ‘(being at) home’, and so on—as that grammar reveals itself in our ordinary and normal use of those words, or in our sense of when they would make (what) sense and under what conditions—is not likely to bring those experiences more clearly into view. On something like the contrary, focusing on the Wittgensteinian grammar of such expressions might encourage us, as I will propose in the next section, to take the objectivist perspective as primary and commit the ‘experience error’.

To be sure, if Merleau-Ponty is right, then to project oneself imaginatively into situations of significant speech is to project oneself imaginatively into the phenomenal world—the world in which words may be elicited from us or found to be called for, and against the background of which they acquire their particular sense(s). Leading words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use (PI, 116) is a form of (doing) phenomenology. I do not deny this. Nor am I saying that all, or even most of our ordinary and normal discourse is in the business of representing objects and facts. On the contrary, in the previous section I have proposed—following Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty and going against the grain of how language is commonly thought about in contemporary analytic philosophy—that our words are instruments for doing many different kinds of things, only some of which may aptly be thought of as ‘representing’ or ‘describing’ the world truly or falsely. My point is just that we do not primarily, or commonly, use language in order to describe, or talk about, the perceptual phenomena that Merleau-Ponty seeks to elucidate, and which according to him constitute ‘the core of primary meaning round which the acts of naming and expression take shape’ (PP, xv). And this means that reminding ourselves of the kinds of statements we make about those phenomena will not take us far, and that they are bound to remain, precisely, in the background of the Wittgensteinian grammatical investigation. The difficulty is to make them come to the fore, without distorting them. This is the difficulty of phenomenology, as Merleau-Ponty understands and practices it.

The Phenomenology of Perception employs several methods that aim at enabling us to overcome that difficulty. Chief among those methods is the careful description of perceptual and behavioral phenomena, normal and abnormal, and the attempt to show that those phenomena defy objectivist-scientific understanding, as well as different forms of intellectualist or rationalist understanding. They become comprehensible only when we look at them from the phenomenological perspective.

On the phenomenological understanding, the ‘phenomenal world’—that is, the world as perceived and responded to prior to being thought about—is to be distinguished from the objective world (which we construct together on the basis, and against the background, of the phenomenal world); and the human subject may be identified with the phenomenal human body—the lived or living body, as Husserl refers to it (cf. Husserl 1970, 107)—which is again to be distinguished from the human body as paradigmatically thought about and understood by science. The phenomenal body, be it our own or another person’s, is a power of engagement and communication with the phenomenal world: it is geared toward that world, takes hold of it in various ways, and responds to its solicitations. The phenomenal body and the phenomenal world are internally related to each other, in the sense that neither can be understood apart from its relation to the other: the latter is perceived as a field of actual and potential engagement by the former; the former is perceived as a power of actual and potential engagement with the latter (cf. PP, 132 and 441). As I have already noted, the phenomenological understanding of perception and behavior is an understanding from within: ‘I cannot gain a removed knowledge’ of the internal relation between the phenomenal body and the phenomenal world, Merleau-Ponty writes (PP, 75); I can only understand the living body by ‘enacting it myself, and insofar as I am a body which rises toward the world’ (PP, 75).

As can be seen in this last quotation, in attempting to get us to recognize the phenomenological perspective, and recognize its truth, Merleau-Ponty is not relying on the ordinary and normal use, hence sense(s), of words such as ‘see’, ‘hear’, ‘body’, ‘world’, and so on. On something like the contrary, he relies heavily on figurative, creative language, as when he talks here of the body as ‘rising toward the world’, or talks elsewhere of the hand when used for touching something as ‘shoot[ing] through like a rocket to reveal the external object …’ (PP, 92), or of our phenomenal body, when we lean with our hands against a desk, as trailing behind our hands ‘like the tail of a comet’ (PP, 100). And when he does employ terms such as ‘body’, ‘physical world’, ‘causalities’, and so on, that may naturally be understood in their ordinary and normal—that is, objectivist—sense, he typically, or at least initially, puts them in quotation marks, in order to signal that he is inviting us to understand each one of them in a new, phenomenological sense (cf. PP, 83 and 115). So he is using those words, and invites us to understand them, in what Wittgenstein would call a ‘secondary meaning’ (PI, PPF §216), which means, precisely, that, though he is putting them to good use (not letting them ‘idle’ or ‘go on holiday’), he is leading them, not back to, but rather, in a sense, away from, the language-game which is their original home.




3. The Limitations of the Wittgensteinian Grammatical Investigation: The Case of Aspect Perception

One type of experience that brings out in a rather dramatic way the difference between the objective world and the world as perceived, and brings out the active role we play in bringing about the unity and sense of the latter, is the dawning, or lighting up, of what Wittgenstein calls ‘aspects’. (That we play an active role in bringing about the unity and sense of the former, is arguably Kant’s most important insight.) Merleau-Ponty appeals to that type of experience several times in the Phenomenology. Early on, he gives the example of the Necker cube in support of his claim that ‘ordinary experience draws a clear distinction between sense experience and judgment’ (PP, 34). In the case of the Necker cube, he says, ‘even if I know that it can be seen in two ways, the figure in fact refuses to change its structure and my knowledge must await its intuitive realization’ (PP, 34); and this, he says, shows that ‘judgment is not perception’ (PP, 34). The Gestalt psychologists appealed to phenomena of aspect-switch as a way of challenging the tendency to seek to understand perception on the basis of the world we know, or think we know, objectively, and more specifically in order to refute the ‘constancy hypothesis’—the hypothesis, namely, that there is a one-to-one correlation between the objects we perceive, as known and understood objectively, and our perceptual experience of them (cf. Köhler 1947, 55 and 70).

In what became section xi of part II of the Investigations (PPF), Wittgenstein introduces the topic of aspect perception by distinguishing between two uses, hence senses, of the word ‘see’ (PI, PPF §111). So he identifies the subject matter of his investigation grammatically; and in many of his remarks on aspects he seeks to further elucidate grammatically ‘the concept [of noticing an aspect] and its place among the concepts of experience’ (PI, PPF §115). As I have argued elsewhere (Baz 2009), in order to attain clarity about the grammar of ‘seeing’ a Wittgensteinian aspect—or for that matter any other concept of experience—we need to do more than just remind ourselves of particular isolated forms of words that may be used to describe or otherwise give voice to our experience. We need also to remind ourselves of ‘the occasion and purpose’ of these phrases (PI, PPF §311). ‘It is necessary to get down to the application (Anwendung)’ (PI, PPF §165), to ask oneself ‘What does anyone tell me by saying “Now I see it as …”? What consequences has this piece of communication? What can I do with it?’ (PI, PPF §176, translation amended; see also RPP I §339). A striking feature of virtually all of the readings of Wittgenstein’s remarks on aspects with which I am familiar, is that they fail to heed this Wittgensteinian call altogether.13 The use of the relevant terms—where that importantly includes the philosopher’s use of them—tends to be neglected in favor of theoretical commitments and ambitions.14

By his own testimony, however, Wittgenstein continued to find the phenomena of aspect perception extremely perplexing until the very end of his life.15 I want to suggest that Wittgenstein’s difficulties with aspects stem, at least in part, from the inherent limitations of his grammatical inquiry: it is suitable for elucidating the concept of ‘aspect (dawning)’ and its place among our concepts of experience, but less suitable for elucidating the experience of aspect dawning and its relation to other features and dimensions of our perceptual experience.

In fact, an important tenet of Wittgenstein’s grammatical investigation is that it is meant, among other things, to turn our attention away from our experiences. And in his remarks on aspects, Wittgenstein again and again calls upon his reader (or himself) to ‘forget, forget that you have these experiences yourself’ (RPP II §531), to think about aspect perception from a third person perspective (PI, PPF §§241 and 204), and not to try to ‘analyze your own inner experience’ (PI, PPF §188). This, I have argued elsewhere (Baz 2011), is an effective and well-motivated approach when it comes to the sort of philosophically troublesome concepts that are the focus of the first part of the Investigations: ‘learning’, ‘understanding’, ‘meaning’, ‘naming’, ‘thinking’, ‘reading’, ‘intending’, and so on. When it comes to concepts such as those, the attempt to elucidate them by way of reflection on ‘what happens in us’ when we learn, understand, think, intend, and so on, is bound to lead us astray. Here, what is needed is what Cavell has insightfully called Wittgenstein’s ‘undoing of the psychologizing of psychology’ (Cavell 1969, 91). The problem with ‘aspect-dawning’ (and therefore with ‘aspect’ as Wittgenstein uses it), however, is that, unlike ‘learning’, ‘understanding’, ‘naming’, and so on, it does refer to a particular sort of experience—an experience, moreover, that is internally related to, and therefore revelatory of, the rest of our perceptual experience. And however far we may go in elucidating the language game(s) in which we give voice to that experience, and in this way elucidate the concept of aspect-dawning, here the experience is in the last resort what the word and concept of ‘aspect-dawning’ mean (PP, xv). No amount of Wittgensteinian grammar would be much help to someone unfamiliar with the experience.

To be clear, it is open to Wittgenstein, just as it is open to Merleau-Ponty and to everyone else, to try to describe the experience of aspect-dawning, or for that matter any other sort of experience. And this is something that Wittgenstein actually does in some of his remarks, including early on in section xi of PPF when he characterizes the experience of aspect-dawning by means of the example of being struck by the likeness of one face to another, and writes ‘I see that [the face] has not changed; and yet I see it differently’ (PI §113). My point has just been that when he does that, Wittgenstein is no longer engaged in the grammatical investigation of philosophically troublesome concepts by way of perspicuous representation of language-games, and is moving, as Cavell puts it, ‘to regions of a word’s use which cannot be assured or explained by an appeal to its ordinary language games’ (Cavell 1979, 189). And my two further proposals are, first, that in attempting to elucidate the experience of aspect-dawning in its relation to other experiences and dimensions of our experience Wittgenstein is not as effective as Merleau-Ponty, whose methods of inquiry are more suitable for that task; and, second, that he sometimes betrays a tendency to be misled by grammar into taking the objectivist perspective on perception as primary. Let me end by saying a little more about this.

At least on first approximation, in the first use of ‘see’ Wittgenstein describes, we may see what is, and cannot see what is not, anyway there to be seen—objectively, third-personally, independently from whether we see it or not. In its second use, ‘see’ is used to refer to, or express, the seeing of ‘aspects’—the seeing of a resemblance between a face you are looking at and another, for example, where seeing the resemblance is not a matter of seeing (judging) that there is an objectively establishable resemblance between the two faces, but rather is a matter of undergoing a particular kind of experience in which you all of a sudden come to see the other face in the face you are looking at, so that the latter comes to look different.

There is no denying that the first use of ‘see’ is in some clear sense primary, and the second use is in some clear sense secondary: not only do we learn the first use before we learn the second, and not only is the first far more common than the second, but it also seems clear that the second use is parasitic on the first—that we could not have learned the second use if we were not already familiar with the first. This, however, is just what we should expect if our being-in-the-world, and hence our everyday use of words, is characterized by the natural attitude; and it would therefore be a mistake to take this grammatical primacy as evidence for the relative phenomenological primacy of seeing in the first sense.

This mistake is made by Charles Travis in his otherwise careful and compelling account of what he calls ‘perception’ (Travis 2013). Travis’ account is premised on two Fregean dichotomies. The first is that between things in the objective ‘environment’ (cf. Travis 2013, 60) and metaphysically private, individually-owned ‘Vorstellungen’ (cf. Travis 2013, 62ff. and 82ff.). Appealing throughout to the grammar of ‘see’ in Wittgenstein’s first use of the word, in which ‘what someone saw is bounded by what there was, anyway, to be seen’ (Travis 2013, 411)—‘something which can form images on retinas’ (Travis 2013, 100)—Travis insists that only the former are proper objects of perception, and that failure to acknowledge this would lead us straightaway to positing objects of the second kind as objects of perception, which he takes—correctly in my view—to be hopeless. The problem for Travis is that Wittgensteinian aspects are objects of perception that fall on neither side of his dichotomy: their presence is not objectively establishable (you’d be neither wrong nor literally blind if you couldn’t see a particular aspect); they are partly dependent on us (‘are subject to the will’ (PI, PPF §256)); and yet it makes perfect sense to call upon others to share (the seeing of) an aspect with you, whereas—by definition, as it were—it would make no sense to call upon another to share a Fregean Vorstellung with you.

The second dichotomy Travis insists on is that between what perception presents us with, and our response to what it presents us with—a response that for Travis must be an act of thought that cannot affect what we perceive (cf. Travis 2013, 411; and Travis 2015, 49). But, as I’ve already noted, the seeing of Wittgensteinian aspects reveals our power to affect what we perceive, rather than, and separably from, what we think, or judge.

Aware of the difficulty, and attempting to ‘do away with any … impression of a threat’ to his general account (Travis 2013, 13), Travis insists again and again that the set of related phenomena Wittgenstein is investigating under the title of ‘aspect perception’ is ‘unusual’ (Travis 2013, 102 and 180), ‘recherché’ (Travis 2013, 411), or ‘special’ (Travis 2015, 45); and he goes as far as to claim that ‘see’ in Wittgenstein’s ‘second use’ is not even used for talking about or expressing seeing (Travis 2013, 102 and 411). And here, I’m proposing, his focusing on the primary use of ‘see’ has led him astray.

To be clear: the dawning of a Wittgensteinian aspect is a fairly esoteric, or anyway unusual—though, for most people, perfectly familiar—phenomenon; and insofar as it is essential to Wittgensteinian aspects that they dawn—they cannot, I have argued elsewhere (Baz 2000), be perceived continuously while remaining (what Wittgenstein calls) aspects—the seeing of Wittgensteinian aspects is fairly esoteric, or anyway unusual. However, insofar as the second use of ‘see’ refers us to a level of experience at which we play an active role in bringing about the unity and sense—the overall expression or physiognomy, the pre-reflective significance—of what we perceive and respond to prior to any objective judgment or thought about what we perceive, it may nonetheless refer us to what comes first in the order of perception.

It is this phenomenological primacy that Koffka speaks about when he says that ‘phenomena such as “friendliness” and “unfriendliness” are extremely primitive—even more so, perhaps, than that of a blue spot’ (Koffka 1999, 134), or that ‘an object looks attractive or repulsive before it looks black or blue, circular or square’ (Koffka 1999, 230). Merleau-Ponty expresses similar ideas, but goes even further, when he argues that, before they are identified objectively, even shapes and colors are perceived physiognomically (cf. PP, 61), within the context of a temporally extended perceptual field of actual and potential bodily engagement—a field whose elements form a system in which they are all internally related to each other (cf. PP, 46–7, 52ff., 209ff., and 313), so that colors have affective and motor significance (PP, 210), and the blue of a carpet, for example, ‘would never be the same blue were it not a woolly blue’ (PP, 313). But we are likely to miss much of this, and to fail to appreciate how radically we would need to break from the objectivist perspective in order to truly understand perception, if we mostly focus, as Wittgenstein did, on the ambiguous figures, schematic drawings, and other objects that are encountered in the artificial context of doing philosophy, or psychology. Those are useful for the elucidation of the grammar of ‘aspect-dawning’, but problematic if taken as paradigmatic of the experience of aspect dawning.

‘Cases of ambiguous perception in which we can at will choose our anchorage’, Merleau-Ponty writes, referring precisely to the sorts of examples Wittgenstein primarily considers,



are those in which our perception is artificially cut off from its context and its past, in which we do not perceive with our whole being, in which we play a game with our body and with that generality which enables it at any time to break with any historical commitment and to function on its own account.

(PP, 279–80)




Normally, how we see things is tied to the whole of our perceptual field, with its horizons of language and culture and our personal and impersonal history, and therefore is not subject to the will in the way that seeing the duck-rabbit as a duck, or a rabbit, is subject to the will. Normally, we find ourselves seeing things one way or another. And yet we do play an active role in how we see things, as is evidenced by the dawning of aspects in the natural course of everyday experience, by the fact that it makes sense to call upon or invite others, as well as to try, to see things one way or another, and by the all-too-familiar fact that others often perceive things—not just think about them—very differently from us. But we are likely to miss the active role we play in how the world presents itself to us perceptually, or to unduly dismiss it, as Travis has done, if we take ‘seeing’ in its first use, and the objectivist perspective more generally, as primary.

In many of Wittgenstein’s remarks on aspects, he engages with the ideas of gestalt psychologists; and in a number of those remarks, he betrays a tendency to take seeing in the first sense, and therefore the objectivist perspective, as primary (cf. RPP I §1035; and RPP II §474).16 This comes out most clearly when he responds to Köhler’s idea that when figure and background switch for us as we look at figures such as the ‘double-cross’, lines that we previously saw as ‘belonging together’ are no longer seen as ‘belonging together’, and vice versa (Köhler 1947, 100–1, and 108).17 Wittgenstein protests that Köhler’s account is misleading, because ‘… the radii that belonged together before belong together now as well; only one time they bound an “arm”, another time an intervening space’ (RPP I §1117). But, as Merleau-Ponty notes early on in the Phenomenology of Perception (PP, 4) and as empirical studies have shown (see Köhler 1947, 108; Baylis and Driver 1993; and Block 2010), we actually do perceive the outline of the figure we focus on as belonging to the figure, and not to its background (or intervening space), whose shape is perceptually indeterminate (cf. PP, 13; and Köhler 1947, 107); and this, despite the fact—of which Köhler was well aware!—that when we consider the matter objectively, the outline of the figure is equally the outline of its background. Köhler was not forgetting or ignoring the objective, or objectivist, perspective. He was challenging the tendency, to which Wittgenstein has here succumbed, to take it as the starting point when attempting to describe and understand the world as pre-reflectively perceived (cf. Köhler 1947, 55). Moreover, being fully aware of the way in which our ordinary and normal use of words encourages the objectivist understanding of perception, Köhler proposed that in order to do justice to our perception we would need new concepts, such as the phenomenal concepts of ‘belonging together’ and ‘organization’ (cf. Köhler 1947, 80).18 As I have noted, Merleau-Ponty would have included ‘color’ and ‘shape’—and equally ‘movement’, ‘location’, ‘size’, and other words that are primarily used to refer to objective properties—among the words that would need to be understood phenomenologically if we are to understand our perception of color, shape, movement, and so on.

Nor, finally, did Köhler thereby commit himself to positing inner or metaphysically private objects—what Travis would call ‘Vorstellungen’—as our objects of sight. In proposing that the (phenomenal) ‘organization’ of what we see is no less basic than colors and shapes—or, going in the other direction, that colors and shapes too are pre-reflectively perceived within the context of a unified field and are subject to contextual and attitudinal effects19—he did not proceed, as Wittgenstein suggests he did, from ‘the idea of the visual impression as an inner object’ which is ‘a chimera; a queerly shifting construction’ (PI, PPF §134).20 The dichotomy between what’s ‘external’ and what’s ‘internal’ is itself an objectivist dichotomy. The phenomenal world—the world in which the outline of a figure ‘belongs’ to it, faces have expressions, cities have tempers (PP, 24), and words are meaningful—being prior in the order of perception to the objectivist world, and perspective, is neither aptly thought of as ‘external’ nor aptly thought of as ‘internal’; and it is not to be found, or explored, by anything we may aptly think of as ‘introspection’ (see PP, 57). To ask where it is, objectively, is to ask a bad question. But it is where we first and foremost find ourselves, and others.21



Notes

1. I use quotation marks, here and elsewhere, to register that a word is a technical or quasi-technical term which is part of a philosophical jargon—which means that I am, in effect, quoting, even though I’m not quoting anyone in particular—and to signal that the word, thus used, may only give us the illusion of sense, while covering up real difficulties.

2. Keeping in mind that the world in which we find ourselves and in which our words and acts, as well as our interests and practical goals, have their sense is not the natural scientist’s ‘universe’, but a world of interrelated, historically evolving and culturally shaped meaningful phenomena, or phenomena of meaningfulness (see PP, 71). As against an instrumentalist view of language, Merleau-Ponty wrote later in his life:

Expressive speech does not simply choose a sign for an already defined signification, as one goes to look for a hammer in order to drive a nail or for a claw to pull it out. It gropes around a significative intention which is not guided by any text and which is precisely in the process of writing the text.
(S, 46; see also PP, 196)


3. The notion of ‘motive’ is very important to Merleau-Ponty’s avoidance of both mechanistic and intellectualistic approaches to the understanding of behavior in general and linguistic expression in particular (see PP, 48–50). On Merleau-Ponty’s way of looking at things, our speech (and behavior more generally) is normally motivated, in the sense that we are not merely caused mechanically to speak, and in the sense that our behavior manifests an understanding of the phenomenal world to which we respond. At the same time, however, we do not normally choose to say something that is already somehow present to consciousness independently from whether we put it into words. We find what we think, or want to say, in saying it (if only to ourselves). And this means that normally we do not choose, for a reason, to say what we say, since, until we say it, there is no determinate it for us to choose to say for a reason.

4. In Baz (2017), I offer a Wittgensteinian-Merleau-Pontian model of how children come to master the word ‘know’, and I argue that the empirical evidence lends support to this model as against the representationalist-referential and atomistic-compositional model that is widely assumed within mainstream analytic philosophy and linguistics.

5. Compare Tomasello:

[W]hen a child learns the conventional use of linguistic symbols, what she is learning are the ways her forebears in the culture found it useful to share and manipulate the attention of others… . And because the people of a culture, as they move through historical time, evolve many and varied purposes for manipulating one another’s attention (and because they need to do this in many different types of discourse situations), today’s child is faced with a panoply of linguistic symbols and constructions that embody many different attentional construals of any given situation.
(Tomasello 2003, 13)


6. See Baz (2017) for a discussion of what I there call ‘the prevailing conception of language’ and how it has controlled the recent debates concerning what is commonly called the philosophical ‘method of cases’.

7. Here is Paul Elbourne, for example, in a recent book meant to introduce readers to the field of semantics:

Suppose you are interpreting an uttered sentence. In a series of extremely intricate processes that are largely subconscious, you access the sentence’s words in your mental lexicon and find their meanings; you work out the intended sense of any ambiguous words it might contain; you work out the references of indexicals in the sentence; you work out the sentence’s syntactic structure and resolve any structural ambiguities there may be; and you combine the contents of the words in the compositional semantics… . If implicit content is not mediated by means of covert indexicals (and thus covered by the second step mentioned above), you add some of this too. Finally, you have worked out the content of the sentence, as uttered on that occasion.
(Elbourne 2011, 131, my emphases)


8. ‘World’ is in quotation marks in this passage to signal that it refers not merely, or even primarily, to the natural world, but much more broadly to a cultural world—‘a world of meanings’, as Merleau-Ponty puts it elsewhere (see PP, 193).

9. For discussion and evidence for this claim, see Baz (2017). One important voice of opposition to this tendency has been that of ‘contextualists’, and in particular that of Charles Travis (cf. Travis 1989 and 1997). In Baz (2012 and 2017) I argue that Travis version of ‘contextualism’ is overly representational, and therefore misrepresents the functioning of philosophically troublesome words such as ‘know’.

10. Let me emphasize that by ‘a speaker’s point’ I do not mean to refer to a speaker’s purpose in saying this or that, or to a speaker’s reason for saying this or that. ‘A speaker’s point’, as I’m using this term, is roughly equivalent to ‘utterance meaning’ (as commonly used in philosophy), and therefore does not refer—as ‘purpose’ or ‘reason’ normally do—to something that is separable from (the content of) what is said. I use the notion of ‘point’ in order to register the connection between the content, or sense, of an utterance and its (perceived) value—its being expressive of what the speaker cares about, and how.

11. See Conant (1998). One thing that often helps us to sustain the illusion that the words by themselves are saying something clear, Wittgenstein suggests, is a picture that we have come to associate with them (cf. PI §§115, 295, and 426). Another thing that helps to create the illusion of sense is that we can easily enough imagine a context in which they would be used significantly (see OC §10).

12. So I am not proposing to ‘blur the distinction between speaker’s meaning and literal meaning’ (Davidson 2006, 252). What I’m proposing, rather, is that the latter may not aptly or usefully be thought of as a function of the already determinate meanings of the words (their ‘conventional meaning’) and how they are put together, and as having nothing to do with how the speaker may be found to be making sense with her words. It should rather be understood as a matter of how—given the ordinary and normal use(s) of the words, the circumstances of their utterance (which include the history of their utterer), and how they are put together—the utterer is most reasonably taken to mean her words, or to be meaning to say by means of them. This leaves ample room for cases in which the speaker means to be saying one thing, but is most reasonably taken to be saying something else.

13. In Baz (2009), I discuss in considerable detail Wittgenstein’s grammatical elucidation of ‘(noticing an) aspect’, and how it is meant to work.

14. As a result, ‘aspect’ as used by philosophers who present themselves as interpreting Wittgenstein has come to mean, literally, just about everything and anything one might be said to perceive. Thus, for example, Severin Schroeder writes: ‘[W]henever something is seen (and not only looked at inanely or absent-mindedly) some aspect of it must be noticed, be it only certain shapes or colors’ (Schroeder 2010, 366). But how exactly, or in what sense, is the color of an object or its shape an aspect? Surely not in Wittgenstein’s sense.

15. Ray Monk reports that not long before death, and after many years of thinking about the topic, Wittgenstein said to his friend Maurice Drury: ‘Now try and say what is involved in seeing something as something; it is not easy. These thoughts I am now having are as hard as granite’ (Monk 1991, 537).

16. Eilan has recently proposed, and has on good evidence taken Wittgenstein to propose, that seeing in the first sense comes first in the order of perception as well—that the Wittgensteinian aspect merely ‘overlays the physical object, as seen, and its apparent shape and colours’ (Eilan 2013, 9).

17. My aim in what follows is not to defend Köhler—I might be reading him too charitably (by my lights)—but to underscore the limitations of Wittgenstein’s grammatical investigation.

18. The subtitle of Köhler’s book Gestalt Psychology is ‘An Introduction to New Concepts in Modern Psychology’. It is true that in the particular passage Wittgenstein seems to be citing (Wittgenstein gives no exact reference) Köhler is not careful to put ‘belong together’ and ‘organization’ in quotation marks or scare quotes, as he does elsewhere (cf. Köhler 1947, 80), as a way of signaling that the words are not to be taken in their common, objectivist, sense; but that may well be because, by that point, he is already counting on his reader to know that he means these terms to refer to ‘visual facts’ (Köhler 1947, 108, my emphasis), as contrasted with physical facts.

19. As was made evident by the case of the white-gold/blue-black dress that befuddled Internet surfers a little while ago (see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_dress_(viral_phenomenon)).

20. Eilan too accuses Köhler of positing ‘internal phenomenal objects’ (Eilan 2013, 15, my emphasis).

21. I’d like to thank the editors, as well as Dave Cerbone, for a number of penetrating and very helpful comments.
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6
Pain and Space

The Middle Wittgenstein, the Early Merleau-Ponty

Mihai Ometiță

At one point in Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy, his mind-body dualism is confronted with the common case of one’s localizing the pains one feels. The confrontation is troublesome insofar as pain would pertain to mental awareness, while localization to bodily extension. To localize pain thus seems to be an attempt to bridge an unbridgeable gap, and ultimately end up with a fiction like a “square circle”. Descartes’ attempt at a solution involves his admitting that perception can be clear (clara) without being distinct (distincta): it can be “present and manifest to an attentive mind”, without being “so separated and delineated from all others that it contains absolutely nothing except what is clear” (Descartes 1982, Part I §45; cf. §46). On this account, if one’s boxing fellow constantly punched one’s torso, or an acupuncture needle repeatedly pierced one’s finger, one would vividly perceive pains without sharply distinguishing each pain perception from another. Yet, Descartes still finds troublesome the question that now seems to be unanswerable: Where exactly does each pain begin and end? This question would pose a threat to the certainty of knowledge. And this threat would be a further reason to deny that pain is—as it were, philosophically or rigorously speaking—in the finger, the torso, or indeed the body; that pain is elsewhere than “in the mind”. In the end, for the Cartesian dualist, localizations of pain authored by common subjects remain unintelligible ascriptions.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, the so-called middle Wittgenstein addresses in his turn the issue of pain localization. This time, the issue poses difficulties for an account of the intelligibility of language rather than for one of the certainty of knowledge. Instead of being concerned with the delimitation of pain as such, Wittgenstein’s remarks are guided by the question: How is such and such a pain commonly located after all? In effect, he scrutinizes the very assumptions and expectations of a Cartesian conception of pain localization. In this respect, his approach and Merleau-Ponty’s anti-Cartesian account of corporeality in Phenomenology of Perception (1945) illuminate one another. The task remains to show how Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty aim at doing justice to common localizations of pain throughout the body, localizations whose intelligibility is denied by Cartesian dualism.

As a first step in addressing this task, two complementary diagnoses of the Cartesian approach to the body will be provided. What is questionable in dualism is its objectification of the body according to Wittgenstein, and its deappropriation of the body according to Merleau-Ponty (section 1). The middle Wittgenstein’s account of self-ascriptions of pain will then be introduced. Against that background, ascriptions like “I have a pain in my finger” appear, contra Cartesian dualism, as commonly intelligible and philosophically in order. At the same time, the workings of such ascriptions pose a problem for a Tractarian account of common language (section 2). Thus, the middle Wittgenstein’s abandonment of the Tractarian conception of a uniform logical space will go hand in hand with his acknowledging a heterogeneous multiplicity of sensorial spaces (e.g. visual-space, tactile-space, feeling-space). He thereby comes to share with Merleau-Ponty the anti-Cartesian view that corporeal pain is intimately related to corporeal localization, while corporeal space is not a continuation of the physical space of things (section 3).


1. One’s Stance on One’s Body


1.1 Objectifying One’s Body


Does my body have pains?—One would like to say: “How can the body have pains? The body is, after all, in itself something dead; a body knows, after all, nothing of itself!” And here it is again as though we saw in the essence of pains and recognized as a fact of their nature that the body could not have them and it is as though we recognized that, that which they have, must be an essence of a different kind, namely, a mental kind.

(MS 157a, 7r-v [1934])1



Wittgenstein unveils here a propensity which paves the way for Cartesian dualism. It is the propensity to conceive of one’s body as a material object.2 What is really at issue? It is not that to assimilate one’s body to a material object would be tantamount to reifying it. For, bodies are neither abstract objects (as one may say numbers are), nor abstractions (as ideas of corporeality may be taken to be). It is the very concreteness of one’s body that inspires its assimilation to a material object. It is its exposure to perception; not only to visual or tactile modalities, but even to aural, oral, and olfactory ones: a body can be seen or touched, it can be heard falling like a skeleton in a biology lab, tasted like a block of salt, or smelled like a handkerchief. The latter may not be all that Wittgenstein’s interlocutor would like to say.

As a veritable Cartesian, the interlocutor would rather assimilate one’s body to a material object in virtue of their both purportedly lacking self-knowledge or self-consciousness.3 Neither one’s body nor a material object could have pains insofar as both were essentially dead. But the characterization of a material object as something dead is already susceptible of nonsensicality. For, pending qualifications that would make intelligible what is for a material object to be alive, its characterization as dead remains an unfortunate string of signs. And if this string was akin to the reply that the body is “in itself something dead”, the latter too, in virtue of the affinity, may be suspected of nonsensicality. After all, how is a notion of one’s body that could not be alive—and is yet dead—to be understood?

Wittgenstein, nonetheless, does not straightaway regard the interlocutor’s reply as nonsensical. He rather suggests that taking one’s body as a dead object involves taking for granted a lot more. The condition “it is as though” indicates that what is at issue, what makes the characterization inappropriate, calls for further scrutiny. The scrutiny will benefit from some insights of Merleau-Ponty.




1.2 Deappropriating One’s Body


We are habituated through the Cartesian tradition to deappropriate [déprendre] the object: the reflective attitude purifies simultaneously the common notion of body and that of soul by defining the body as a sum of parts without interior and the soul as a being totally present to itself without distance.

(PP, 230)



This passage from Merleau-Ponty and the previous one from Wittgenstein shed light on one another, in their conversation with Cartesian dualism. Wittgenstein asked: Does my body have pains? He asked something not about his body alone, but something about one’s own body. His interlocutor replied: How can the body have pains? Wittgenstein and his interlocutor seem to not be addressing the same matter, or at least not in the same manner. What is the difference and its significance really?

As Merleau-Ponty warns, we have become accustomed through the Cartesian tradition to “deappropriate the object”, namely, the matter of investigation, irrespective of what or who that is. In this sense, one instance of deappropriation is Wittgenstein’s interlocutor replying to the question, whose subject-matter was one’s own body, by way of another question, whose subject-matter was the body. The matter of investigation as posed by Wittgenstein is thus immediately disowned by the dualist interlocutor. The investigation undergoes a shift, from a voice in the first-person singular to an impersonal voice in the third-person. To a voice coming, as it were, from nowhere, insofar as the interlocutor immediately takes distance from the matter of investigation, as if that was a celestial body, some relation to which to be first established by contemplation.

Another instance of deappropriation is the Cartesian interlocutor’s adopting a voice in the first-person plural, no less impersonal and coming, as it were, from everywhere. Indeed, Wittgenstein took the interlocutor’s reply as making it seem “as though we” did such and such. The reply assumed that we “see” into the essence of pains, that we “recognize” as a fact of their nature how their essence “must be”. And that what we see and recognize is a commonplace. In this instance, one deappropriates the matter of investigation in the manner in which one relegates the responsibility for one’s discourse to anyone who may be concerned by it.

But Cartesianism does not in fact draw upon a commonplace. As Merleau-Ponty points out, the philosophical approach specific to it is the reflective attitude, which “purifies” and “defines” the matter of investigation, and that is precisely what it does to the common notions of body and soul. The reflective attitude purifies and defines these notions as a sum of parts without interior (i.e. as res extensa, like any material object), and respectively as a being totally present to itself without distance (i.e. as res cogitans, like any mental state). The Cartesian dualist seems to say “This is how one conceives of the body”, as if talking in no one’s name; or “This is how we conceive of our body”, as if talking in everyone’s name. But what the Cartesian dualist simply says is “This is how the body should be conceived of”.

These two instances of deappropriating one’s body are motivated by one and the same attempt to divorce common notions from their common uses, while imposing restrictive meanings onto those notions. Such an attempt may not seem by itself problematic, as long as it managed to show that and how the amended notions still make sense. Does the Cartesian conception of the body manage that?




1.3 Dissolution of Objectification and of Deappropriation

The objectification and the deappropriation of one’s body are two sides of the same coin. To assimilate one’s body, say, to the chair one sits on, taken to be neither self-conscious nor self-knowledgeable, is to assume that one’s consciousness and one’s knowledge could be ascribed to nobody or to everybody. Conversely, to adopt a voice as if it was coming from nowhere or from everywhere, is to regard the fact that it actually comes from a body as irrelevant as the chair one happens to sit on when uttering something.4 The common root of these assumptions is an inadequate conception of presence:



In particular, the object is not an object unless it can be moved away and thus ultimately disappear from my visual field. Its presence is of such a kind that it does not hold without a possible absence. […] When I say that my body is always perceived by me, these words are not to be taken in a simply statistical sense and there must be, in the presentation of the body proper, something which renders absence or even variation inconceivable.

(PP, 103–5)




The objectification and the deappropriation of one’s body involve what Merleau-Ponty takes to be a conflation of the senses in which one’s body and an object are present to oneself. The presence of an object is a presence of something which could have been absent. It is a presence of something which admits of it being moved closer, as well as being moved away, from me. Or it admits of my moving nearer to or farer from it. It may be that I am in the proximity of an object without my being able to move it significantly or at all (e.g. my noticing a huge rock next to me). Or without myself being able to move significantly or at all (e.g. my noticing a tower in front of my window while being imprisoned or immobilized). But in these situations the difficulty or even the impossibility at stake is physical or de facto (cf. PP, 104). Such a difficulty or impossibility may be encountered or not, while the presence and absence of the object around me remain equally conceivable.

By contrast, that my body is always present for me is not a statistical claim. Indeed, it is neither a claim based on past situations and factual observations, nor a claim that could be refuted by future such situations or observations. The absence or variation of my body are rather inconceivable in that I could not perceive something in the way I do if my body disappeared, or if it was someone else’s body. What characterizes one’s own body, according to Merleau-Ponty, is an “absolute permanence” or “primordial presence”, which is the very background of the relative presence and absence of objects around oneself (cf. PP, 105–6).5 It is against the background of the permanence or presence of my body that objects can appear and disappear around me in the first place.

Once these two modes of presence are distinguished, the assimilation of one’s body to a material object appears more clearly as unviable. And so does the approach to one’s body in the manner in which one approaches an object, namely, in the third-person:



If I attempt to think of [the body] as a cluster of processes in the third-person—“vision”, “motricity”, “sexuality”—I observe that these “functions” cannot be bound among themselves and to external world by relations of causality, they are all confusedly reclaimed and implicated in a unique drama. The body is not, then, an object. […] Whether it is about the body of the other or about my proper body, I do not have any other means to know the human body than by living it, that is to say by reappropriating [reprendre] on my own account the drama which traverses it and by confounding myself with it.

(PP, 230–1)



Through the reflective attitude, one claims to recognize within corporeality various qualities or properties in the manner in which one recognizes them in the reality of things. One conceives of one’s body as a cluster of processes. What this conception overlooks, according to Merleau-Ponty, is that the alleged distinct processes are “implicated in a unique drama”, which is to be taken on one’s own account if they are to be understood in the first place. That is not to regard one’s being embodied as dramatic, let alone to dramatize about it. At issue there is rather an analogy, one that has a methodological rationale. The point is to substitute the reflective attitude with an approach to one’s situation in the world as if that was a theatrical situation. The methodological switch enables one to consider that processes like vision, motricity, or sexuality are neither discrete acts of the body, nor discrete acts of consciousness on the part of a contemplative spectator. If they appeared to be discrete, it is because the reflective attitude already segmented them, for the sake of reflection, from one’s concrete acting in the world.

In the case of the drama, although one can well isolate theatrical acts from a theatrical scene, the effectiveness of each act is not due to it alone, but to its being interlaced, together with other acts, into the whole of the theatrical play. If one distinguishes between vision, motricity, sexuality, etc., in the third-person, one presents their effectiveness as that of different horses pulling different carts. Their effectiveness, however, involves their informing each other, their enveloping one another.6 This mutual envelopment remains opaque to the approach in the third-person. Merleau-Ponty is, as seen, quite resolute in this respect: “I do not have any other means to know the human body than by living it”, namely, by confounding myself with it. Which is not meant as a remedy for someone whose body could have been truly dead at any point, or who could have truly distanced oneself from one’s body. It is the reflective attitude that makes it seem—inadvertently—that those had been conceivable possibilities. So Merleau-Ponty’s statement works as a reminder that corporeality is a reality not of distant celestial bodies, and not only of disparate bodies of other persons, but the intimate and ineluctable reality in which one finds oneself in the first place. The Cartesian dualist only passes this reality into silence, while adopting a voice as if it came from no body (i.e. nowhere), or from every body (i.e. everywhere).

Merleau-Ponty’s call for the reappropriation of the drama which traverses the human body has a specific addressee, who was also Wittgenstein’s interlocutor in his preceding remark. It is a plea to the Cartesian dualist to reconsider one’s bodily situation, since the attempt to deappropriate one’s body poses the threat that one estranges oneself from intelligibility altogether. This plea will be backed up by Wittgenstein’s account of self-ascriptions of pain as being, contra Cartesian dualism, well intelligible and philosophically in order.






2. Pain Ascriptions and Logical Space


2.1 Affirmative and Negative Ascriptions


If I say “I have now no pains”, then I obviously describe thereby my present state. And thus “no-pains” signifies (bezeichnet) this state, whereas “pains” another state and the formal relation of both expressions indicates a formal relation of states.

(MS 107, 203 [1929])



Wittgenstein considers here that the signifying relation of the expression “I have pains” to a state of painfulness somehow parallels the signifying relation of the expression “I have no pains” to a state of painlessness. Further, a formal relation between expressions indicates a formal relation between states. What sort of relations are at issue more exactly?

According to the Tractatus, a proposition determines one place in logical space (TLP 3.4), while the whole logical space is already given by a proposition. It is by way of the logical scaffolding round a proposition that the latter reaches through the whole: namely, by way of the logical coordinates that connect each proposition with other propositions (TLP 3.42). For instance, through the operator of negation (Verneinung), while the negating (verneinend) and the negated (verneint) propositions determine different logical places: that of the negating proposition lies outside that of the negated proposition (TLP 4.0641). Wittgenstein now seems to apply this general account of discursive intelligibility to pain expressions:



“I have no pains” means: If I compare the proposition “I have pains” with reality, it turns out that it is false.—So I must be able to compare it with what is actually the case. And this possibility of comparison—even if it does not yield truth—is what we mean with the expression that what is the case must play itself out in the same space as what is denied (das verneinte); it must be only otherwise.

(MS 107, 203–4 [1929]/PR §62)




After the Tractatus thematized logical space as an all-pervading spectrum of intelligibility, regarding propositions in general, Wittgenstein now notes that what is the case (i.e. actual pain) “must” play itself out in the same space as that which is not the case (i.e. possible pain). This necessity of the state of painfulness lying in the same space as the state of painlessness is, however, not a metaphysical “must”, concerning how things should stand with the essence of pains. It is a logical “must”, pertaining to the very intelligibility of pain expressions. For, if the states of painfulness and of painlessness, as well as pain expressions, did not all belong to one and the same space of intelligibility, one would not be able to meaningfully compare affirmative and negative expressions with one another and with pertinent realities. And yet, the space in question is not Tractarian logical space:



I compare this state [of painlessness] with another [i.e. a state of painfulness], thus it must be comparable with it. It too must lie in pain-space (Schmerzraum) although in another place.

(MS 108, 37 [1929]/PR §82/BT, 102)




The negative proposition “I have no pains” and the affirmative proposition “I have pains” would be regarded, along the lines of the Tractatus, as determining different places in an all-pervading logical space of intelligibility. However, note for now that the state of painlessness and the state of painfulness are now said to lie in different places of pain-space, a spectrum of intelligibility of pain-related matters.

The comparability of the affirmation “I have pains” with reality exhibits an internal relation not only between this expression and its negation “I have no pains”, but also between the state of painfulness and the one of painlessness. Further, that the affirmative proposition “I have pains” and the negative proposition “I have no pains” signify a state of painfulness and one of painlessness respectively, exhibits an internal relation between these expressions and these states. By now, this account of the intelligibility of self-ascriptions of pain seems to be not much more than an application of the Tractarian account of discursive intelligibility in general. Yet, a focus on the matter of negation is in order.




2.2 A Family of Negations

The itinerary thus far enables a closer comparison between the accounts of negation provided by the early and the middle Wittgenstein. As noted, according to the Tractatus, the logical place of the negative proposition lies outside (liegt ausserhalb) the logical place of the affirmative proposition. “Outside” is, however, not a genuine localization here. It rather means: somewhere in logical space, just not in the logical place of the affirmative proposition. But how may this account for the fact that the negation of “I have pains” is, after all, “I have no pains” and not, say, “I have no money”?7 The early Wittgenstein’s answer could be that the relation of a proposition, to the proposition that pertinently negates it, is marked not merely by the occurrence of the operation of negation in a proposition whatsoever; otherwise, “I have no money” could have well been taken to negate “I have pains”. The pertinent negative proposition is rather further considered to correspond to the same reality that the negated proposition corresponds to. After all, a major tenet of the Tractatus is not simply that the sign of negation corresponds to nothing in reality (TLP 4.0621a) but, further, that to the affirmative and the negative propositions corresponds one and the same reality (TLP 4.0621c).

Now, one novelty in Wittgenstein’s middle period is that negation—like other operations—turns out to be not univocal, but rather operate with truth-values of varied propositions in varied ways. One issue that contributed to the advancement of this view is that of coincident colour ascriptions like “This is red and blue simultaneously all over”. In that respect, Wittgenstein admitted that conjunction is non-univocal, in that it cannot operate with truth-values in a standard Tractarian way. Indeed, the combination of “This is red” and “This is blue”, when ascribed to one and the same fleck, cannot yield a true proposition, as their Tractarian conjunction would allow them. In virtue of the substitutability—underlined by the Tractatus—of certain operators with certain others, further operators, in particular cases, turn out to not operate with truth-values in standard Tractarian ways.8 Concerning negation, Wittgenstein comes to admit that, instead of a univocal operator, there is rather a “family of negations”. Namely, that “‘negation’ has different uses” and thus one “will constantly be asking whether ‘not’ has different meanings” (AWL, 101).9

This novelty imposes a new look at the relation between affirmative and negative propositions in particular cases. The middle Wittgenstein insists that, lest the two propositions and their correspondent situations determine different places of one and the same space,



my proposition [“I have no pains”] would somehow mean that my present state [of painlessness] has nothing to do with one of painfulness; for example, as if I said that the colour of this rose has nothing to do with the conquest of Gaul through Caesar. I.e. there is no connection (kein Zusammenhang vorhanden). But I mean precisely that between my present state and one of painfulness there subsists (besteht) a connection.

(MS 108, 37 [1929]/PR §82/BT, 102)




In the end, the relation between an affirmation and its pertinent negation cannot be marked by an operation taken to be univocal throughout discourse. Wittgenstein’s treatment of coincident colour ascriptions called for a reconsideration of logical operators, focused on the domain of discourse about colours. That involved a survey of colour-space, a spectrum of intelligibility of colour-related matters. By the same token, his treatment of self-ascriptions of pain now calls for a further reconsideration of logical operators, focused on the domain of discourse about pain. This will involve a survey of pain-space, a spectrum of intelligibility of pain-related matters.

We saw the middle Wittgenstein remarking that the relation between the affirmative expression of pain and the pertinent negative expression, as well as their comparability with pertinent realities, involves that these expressions and their correspondent states lie in the same space of intelligibility. The remark is now to be read as involving their lying not merely in one and the same space—say, logical space—but in a specific space, namely, in pain-space. Further, we saw the early Wittgenstein remarking that the logical place of the negating proposition is outside the logical place of the negated proposition. Now the remark is to be revised as involving not merely that the former logical place is outside the latter, but that it is within the range of pain-space, and not in another spectrum of intelligibility, say, colour-space.

These two revisions impose a third one, concerning the connection of a proposition with others. Again, according to the Tractatus, each proposition reaches through the whole logical space by way of the logical scaffolding round the proposition, namely, its logical connections to other propositions (TLP 3.42). Wittgenstein’s clarification for Ogden’s translation of the Tractatus reads:



[T]he scaffolding is as big as the logical space. You could imagine a house with such a big scaffolding round it that by its length, breadth and width it filled the whole space.

(LO, 25)




For the middle Wittgenstein, a proposition cannot be taken anymore to reach through the whole of an all-pervading logical space, but through such and such a spectrum of intelligibility, like pain-space or colour-space. The all-pervading spectrum of intelligibility which was once taken to be filled by the scaffolding of one single house will break down into “islands of sense”,10 each of them accommodating a different kind of scaffolding of a different kind of house.




2.3 Imploding Logical Space

Wittgenstein’s concern with spectra of intelligibility pertaining to specific domains of discourse, the concern which culminates with the implosion of logical space in his middle period, dates back to the Tractarian project. Without thematizing them, the Tractatus leaves room for notions like colour-space and pain-space, considering that any phenomenon, insofar as it admits certain characteristics and not others, lies in the spectrum of its own possibilities:



A speck in visual field need not be red, but it must have a colour; it has, so to speak, a colour-space round it (um sich). A tone must have a pitch, the object of the sense of touch a hardness, etc.

(TLP 2.0131)




Neither of these spectra of intelligibility, which Wittgenstein later explores at length, would include another. For, one cannot ascribe to phenomena as different as colours and pains one and the same quality (e.g. intensity) in one and the same sense. Still, according to the Tractatus, spectra of intelligibility like colour-space and pain-space would be pervaded by logical space. This spectrum of all spectra would be complete, in that it was drawn by a limit, whose attempted trespass paid the cost of an estrangement from intelligibility: “what lies on the other side of the limit (Grenze) will be simply nonsense” (TLP i).11

By contrast, colour-space and pain-space would be drawn by limitations, which may be trespassed, while a proposition need not cease to have a sense altogether, as its sense may simply modify, as in ascribing intensity across the domains of discourse about colours and pain.

At the same time, the Tractarian spectrum of all spectra would be uniform, insofar as allegedly univocal logical operators (like negation) would operate with truth-values in the same ways throughout discourse.

In 1929 Wittgenstein began to reconsider the idea of the completeness and the uniformity of logical space.12 He initially had to admit that bits of the Tractarian logical apparatus (like conjunction) cannot be applied smoothly, that is, without amendments, to coincident colour ascriptions. Similarly, attempted applications of inclusive disjunction or negation encountered proliferating difficulties. Wittgenstein initially tried out various ways to mend the Tractatus, but then had to admit that what his early logic exhibits “forms only a part of a more comprehensive syntax” (WVC, 74). These reconsiderations shatter the Tractarian conception of logical space: a spectrum of all spectra of intelligibility cannot be maintained anymore as being complete and uniform. Logical space implodes into heterogeneous spectra of intelligibility, each of whose syntax cannot straightaway be taken to hold across them. What remains after the implosion of logical space in Wittgenstein’s middle period is a multiplicity of notions of spatiality.13

The immediate upshot of the middle Wittgenstein’s approach to self-ascriptions of pain was the re-consideration of a Tractarian, uniform account of discursive intelligibility in terms of logical space. Yet the impact of the approach is not confined to the development of his philosophy, affecting as well a Cartesian, uniform conception of perceptual extension in terms of physical space.






3. Pain Localizations and Sensorial Spaces


3.1 Physical Space and Visual-Space


[Sensations] are however not usually regarded as being solely in our mind or perception, but as being in our hand, or our foot, or some other part of our body. And it is definitely as uncertain that a pain which we feel as if in the foot, say, is something existing outside our mind, in the foot; as that the light which we see as if in the sun exists outside us, in the sun; but both these prejudices belong to our childhood.

(Descartes 1982, Part I §67)



Descartes begins here by describing how one commonly ascribes sensations such as pleasure and pain, not to mind, but to regions of the body. Yet, the reflective attitude immediately disrupts the descriptive approach and imposes a line of reasoning: given the mind-body dualism, such ascriptions could not be but uncertain. Uncertainty, however, may be hard to put up with while reflecting on sound subjects. So relegating it to infantile individuals may seem to be an option. In yet another step, childhood is brought worryingly close to insanity by Descartes’ adding that “when someone says that he sees colour in some body, or feels pain in some limb, it is exactly as if he were to say that he sees or feels there something of whose nature he is completely ignorant, that is, that he does not know what he is seeing or feeling” (Descartes 1982, Part I §67). Indeed, within the constraints of dualism, someone who was certain of something outside of one’s mind could not be but out of one’s mind.

One is, however, not constrained to endorse the constrains of dualism. If one does not give in the temptation of the either/or approach, the premise of the uncertainty of pain being “outside of mind” need not be taken to imply that pain is certainly “inside of mind”, just as the latter phrase need not be taken to have an exclusive meaning. As Wittgenstein points out:



The phrase that “something happens in our mind” should, I believe, indicate that it is not localizable in physical space (physikalischen Raum). Of stomach aches one does not say that they happen in the mind although the physical stomach is indeed not the immediate place (unmittelbare Ort) of pains.

(MS 110, 39 [1931]/BT, 221r)




Wittgenstein would agree with Descartes that pains are not localizable in a physical region of one’s body, that is, not localizable in physical space. But that need not mean that they happen in the mind. The question of the immediate place of pains—and thus of their immediate space—is the question whether corporeal pains are not rather located by way of a perceptual modality specific to them. That is, before or without their being allocated to a bodily region, by way of a perceptual modality like vision:



Toothaches do have a place in a space, insofar as one e.g. can say they wander between, or are at, two places simultaneously, etc.: but their space is not the visual or the physical.

(MS 114, 26v [1932]/BT, 514)



In the previous section, we saw Wittgenstein regarding the state of pain as lying in pain-space. That was not yet an indication of the immediate space of pains. Pain-space is a spectrum of intelligibility pertaining to the discourse about pain. It is not a sensory field, and its places are not genuine localizations. The state of painlessness lying in another place of pain-space than the state of painfulness is only a requirement of the states being intelligibly comparable with one another. Just as the logical place of the negating proposition lying outside of the logical place of the negated proposition was only a Tractarian requirement of the two propositions being logically connected to one another. Now, unlike pain-space, visual-space is an oriented sensory field:



One can also say that visual-space is an oriented space, a space in which there are an above and under and a right and left. And these above and under, and right and left have nothing to do with gravity or the right and left hand.

(MS 105, 31 [1929]/PR §206/BT, 456–7)




The places of visual-space, unlike those of pain-space, are genuine localizations. In visual-space, however, coordinates such as “above”, “under”, “right”, or “left” have a different meaning than in physical space. In the latter case, their meaning may be clarified by resorting to physical explanations like the law of gravity, or by common explanations like the distinction between the physical limbs of one’s body. In visual-space, nonetheless, places are ascribed by determining the relative position of entities to one another: e.g. “I see the red fleck above the blue one”. And still, visual-space is not the immediate space of pains. After all, one does not need to see one’s stomach in order to have a stomach ache. And one does not have a toothache only insofar as one sees the tooth in a mirror.

Dualism provides two mutually exclusive options. Either pains were psychic impressions, which would illuminate our awareness of them, while beclouding our localizing them. Or, pains were physiological stimulations, which would illuminate our localizing them, while beclouding our awareness of them. Descartes finds himself pressed to choose the first option. But Wittgenstein unveils a third option:



[I]n the sense in which one calls pains a mental state, [o]ne wants with the word “mental process” to distinguish “lived experience” from “physical process” (“Erlebnis” vom “physikalischen Vorgang” unterscheiden).

(MS 114, 189 [1933])




The notion of lived experience opens the way for a conception of pains as not straightaway reducible either to a purely mental act or to a purely physiological event. The notion accommodates both the awareness of the intensity of pains and the localization of pains. Now, if pains do have an immediate place, which is neither physical nor visual, the question remains as to which space that place belongs to.




3.2 Tactile-Space and Feeling-Space

Another candidate for the status of the immediate space of pains is a sensorial space which pertains to the surface of one’s body:



Suppose I touch with my hand for a painful place, I search in tactile-space (Tastraum) but not in pain-space. I.e. what I eventually find is properly a place and not the pain.

(MS 108, 142 [1930]/PG, 393/BT, 658)




To search in pain-space is not something one can do. Such an attempt would not even make sense, insofar as pain-space is, again, not an oriented sensorial space, but a spectrum of intelligibility. As such, it is determined by logical coordinates (e.g. negation), yet not oriented by spatial coordinates (e.g. “above”).

Rather touching with one’s hand for a painful place turns out to involve searching in tactile-space. Tactile-space is an oriented sensorial space, in which one can meaningfully refer to an “above” and an “under”. Wittgenstein yet emphasizes that searching in tactile-space ends up with finding not the pain but a place. What does that mean? Insofar as one already has pains, one does not need to search for them; one does not have to look for what one already has. And insofar as one palpates one’s body in order to identify a bodily region that may hurt, one can find a painful place, but never simply pain.

The underlying point is that there is no such thing as corporeal pain that is not corporeally localized or localizable. While Cartesian dualism renders the localization of pain as a fiction akin to a square circle, Wittgenstein considers that such a fiction is rather the Cartesian conception of pain as lacking localization. Instead of conceiving of pain and localization as irreconcilable, he rather observes that they are inseparable: “In pains I distinguish an intensity, a place etc.” (MS 107, 286 [1930]/BT, 506). And further, that these characteristics are precisely the criteria for distinguishing pains: “How can then different pains distinguish themselves from one another? Through intensity, through the character of pain (sharp, piercing etc.) and through the localization in the body” (MS 211, 755 [1931]/BT, 510). Merleau-Ponty makes a similar observation more explicitly against Cartesian dualism:



For if I say that my foot hurts, I do not want to say simply that it is a cause of pain in the same way as the nail which is cutting into it, and only nearer; I do not want to say that it is the last object of the external world, after which there commences a pain of an intimate sense, a consciousness of pain by itself without place, which relates to the foot only through a causal determination and within the system of experience. I mean that pain indicates its place (indique son lieu), that it is constitutive of a “painful space” (“espace douloureux”).

(PP, 107, italics added)




It is the inseparability of corporeal pain and corporeal localization that will lead Wittgenstein to distinguish between the place of pains commonly ascribed to a bodily region (e.g. a finger) and the immediate place of pains in what he calls feeling-space (Gefühlsraum), the sensorial space pertaining to the perceptual modality he calls sensibility (Empfindlichkeit).

Like visual-space and tactile-space, feeling-space is oriented. But one and the same coordinate does not have one and the same meaning across these spaces: “The words ‘above’, ‘below’, ‘right’, ‘left’ have another meaning in visual-space, another in feeling-space” (MS 112, 123r [1931]/BT, 458). For, criteria of localization are not the same in visual-space and feeling-space: one sees a red fleck “above” a blue one, one feels a sharp pain “above” a dull one.

Wittgenstein’s account of pain as having an immediate place in a feeling-space, and Merleau-Ponty’s account of pain as indicating a place in a painful space, converge in their impact upon dualism. Both accounts are motivated by the attempt at doing justice to manners of localizing and describing pain, manners which, after all, are as common among adults as among children. Cartesianism does acknowledge that up to a point, but under the pressure of dualism, dismisses the children’s manners as infantile toddles, and the adults’ manners as fringing on insanity. Such manners are not, however, mere divagations from some rigorous way to entertain self-ascriptions of pain, but rather part and parcel of common life. And even of a less common condition, which attracts the attention of both Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty.




3.3 Phantom Pain and Corporeal Localization

Cartesian dualism falls short from doing justice not only to the common case of one’s localizing pains across one’s body, but also to the less common case of one’s localizing pains in a region of one’s body that has been severed. The latter case, of so-called phantom pain, was not foreign to Descartes himself:



When the eyes of a certain girl whose hand was infected by a serious disease were blindfolded whenever the surgeon approached (lest she might be disturbed by the apparatus of treatment); and when, after some days, her arm had been amputated up to the elbow, on account of the gangrene spreading through it; and when cloths had been substituted for the amputated part, in order that she might be completely ignorant of having been deprived of it: she would sometimes complain that she felt various pains in the hand which had been removed, now in one finger, now in another. This clearly could not happen for any reason other than that the nerves which previously descended from the brain to the hand, and were then terminated in the arm next to the elbow, were moved there in the same way as they must previously have been in the hand when the feeling of this or that painful finger was imprinted upon the soul residing in the brain.

(Descartes 1982, Part IV §196, italics added)




This physiological account of phantom pain appears to Descartes as the only possible one since he already approaches pain through the lens of the mind-body dualism. Again dualism forces one to choose between two options. Either the immediate place of pain is “in the physical body”, a claim questioned already by Descartes, as inconsistent with his conception of one’s body as an object. Or the immediate place of pain is “in the mind”, a claim which may appeal to the Cartesian ascription of a common nature to mind and pain, an ascription which is yet questioned by both Merleau-Ponty and Wittgenstein, the case of phantom pain in the following remark:



The experience of toothaches can be thought in totally other surroundings than those we are used to. (Let us only think that one can factually have pains in the hand although in a physical sense that does not exist anymore, because it has been amputated.) In this sense, one could have tooth-aches without the tooth, head-aches without the head. We make here simply a distinction like the one between visual-space and physical space […].

(MS 114, 25r [1932]/BT, 768)




This allusive distinction, along the lines of the one between physical space and visual-space, is a distinction between the localization of pains in a region of the body and the immediate place of pains in feeling-space. Feeling-space is coextensive with the reach of the perceptual modality which Wittgenstein calls sensibility. It is yet not coextensive with one’s body in the physical sense, whose stature and dimensions can be determined by measurement. On the one hand, the reach of sensibility is commonly narrower than the physical extension of the body, insofar as one cannot conceive of feeling pain in the hair or in the tip of one’s nails (cf. MS 107, 271 [1930]; MS 115, 116 [1933–1934]). On the other hand, sensibility does not normally reach out beyond the physical extension of the body, except for the very cases like phantom pain:



That my sensibility does not reach out beyond this body (except in cases where one has had a limb, e.g. an arm, amputated and yet he feels pains in the fingers). These are strange and interesting facts.

(MS 108, 4 [1930]/PR §55)




In his turn, Merleau-Ponty provides an extensive account of phantom pain, whose discussion at length falls outside the present scope. What is noteworthy, however, is its point of convergence with Wittgenstein’s. They both hold, against Cartesian dualism, that corporeal pain is inseparable from corporeal localization even in the limit case of pain ascribed to a region of the body which has been amputated. They both consider that the corporeal localization of phantom pain is not what Cartesianism takes it to be: a fiction of the mind sustained by physiological wiring, differing only in sophistication from the purported fiction of common localizations of pain.

Wittgenstein emphasizes that phantom pain is—no less than common pain—a matter of feeling in the first place. Thus phantom pain still has a place in feeling-space, that is, within the reach of sensibility, even if the bodily region to which it is ascribed does not exist in the physical sense. In the same vein, Merleau-Ponty elucidates the sense in which pain persists in the phantom limb as an affective presence:



If, however, patients experience the space of their arm as alien, if in general I can feel the space of my body as enormous or minute, despite the testimony of my senses, it is because there is an affective presence and extension for which objective spatiality […] is not even a necessary condition, as the phantom arm shows.

(PP, 172)




In the final analysis, both Wittgenstein’s and Merleau-Ponty’s accounts of phantom pain show that the difficulty of Cartesian dualism to accommodate this case is tied to the Cartesian reduction of corporeality to that which is extended in physical space. On the one hand, Cartesianism conflates the senses of space pertaining to different perceptual modalities (i.e. vision, touch, feeling), and regards bodily spatiality as univocal. On the other hand, it conflates bodily spatiality and objective spatiality, and regards the body as an object. These two conflations are the sides of the same coin: a uniform conception of perceptual extension in terms of physical space.

The lived experience of one’s body, however, reveals a multiplicity of senses of extension. On the one hand, the notion of bodily spatiality turns out to be non-univocal, insofar as coordinates have different meanings in visual-space, tactile-space, and feeling-space. On the other hand, the notion of bodily spatiality turns out to be irreducible to that of physical extension, insofar as sensibility does not commonly reach some extremities of the physical extension of the body (e.g. the hair, the nails), although in less common cases, it can reach beyond it (e.g. in phantom pain). Physical extension, namely, the objective spatiality of things in the world, is neither a sufficient, nor a necessary, condition of bodily spatiality.






Conclusion

For Cartesian dualism, common localizations of pain throughout the body are ultimately unintelligible ascriptions. Relegating pain to mental awareness and location to bodily extension, Descartes suggests that only an infantile or insane individual should say something as purportedly unintelligible as “I have a pain in my finger”. However, this attempted revision of common discourse about pain turns out to be, in light of Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty, itself estranged from intelligibility. Cartesian dualism involves, on the one hand, an assimilation of one’s body to a material object, which involves in its turn a conflation of the modes of presence of bodies and objects. On the other hand, it involves a deappropriation of one’s body and the adoption of a discourse belonging, as it were, to no body or to every body. This pretence to talk about the body impartially or in everyone’s name in fact covers up the questionable propensity to purify and define common notions of mind and body.

While dismissing the methodological pretension that common life is answerable to a philosophical doctrine, Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty account for pain localization in a manner which seeks to rehabilitate the common discourse about pain. This leads the middle Wittgenstein to reconsider his early approach to discursive intelligibility in terms of a uniform and all-pervading logical space. He comes to abandon that approach for the sake of one which reflects the actual workings of ascriptions (e.g. of colour or of pain) pertaining to specific perceptual modalities. He thereby comes to acknowledge a heterogeneous multiplicity of sensorial spaces (e.g. visual-space, tactile-space, feeling-space). This multiplicity is occulted by the Cartesian conception of perceptual extension in terms of a uniform physical space.

In effect, the middle Wittgenstein and the early Merleau-Ponty simply reinforce the view, against Cartesian dualism, that corporeal pain is corporeally located, although corporeal space is not a continuation of the physical space of things.14



Notes

1. Translations of Wittgenstein’s manuscript remarks are mine, and most translations of passages from Merleau-Ponty are modified.

2. The Blue Book version of the remark indeed substitutes the last two occurrences of “body” with “material object” (BB, 73).

3. Again, the Blue Book version of the remark substitutes “knows nothing of itself” with “isn’t conscious” (BB, 73).

4. The idea of a voice belonging to nobody or to everybody goes hand in hand with the idea of a sight of something from nowhere or from everywhere. Merleau-Ponty finds in Leibniz the questionable assumption of “the house seen from nowhere” (PP, 77) and, more widespread, throughout so-called objective thought, the no less questionable counterpart: the assumption of “the house seen from everywhere” (PP, 79).

5. In a similar vein, Wittgenstein regards the lack of limit of the visual field as inconceivable without the vagueness towards the margins. That vagueness is absolute, irreducible to the relative vagueness of drawings, which can be, be seen, or be conceived as vague or not (cf. subsection “Vague, Unclear, Imprecise” from the Big Typescript/MS 213, 465–8 [1932–33].)

6. Cf. “If I am sitting at my table and I want to reach the telephone, the movement of my hand towards it, the straightening of the upper part of the body, the tautening of the leg muscles are enveloped in each other (s’enveloppent l’un l’autre)” (PP, 172).

7. Cf. “‘I have no stomach ache’ is comparable with the proposition ‘These apples cost nothing’. They cost namely no money, but not no snow or no trouble” (MS 108, 36 [1929]/PR §82).

8. Cf. Ometiță (2017, section 6.3).

9. For more on Wittgenstein’s reconsideration of negation, and its impact on central Tractarian tenets, see McManus (2009).

10. The phrase is borrowed from McManus (2009, 309–10).

11. Kant’s distinction between trespassable limitations (Schränken) and inescapable limits (Grenzen) in Prolegomena (cf. Kant 2004, §§57, 59) may have inspired the Tractatus, which discusses (in 6.3611) the conception of the visual incongruity of the hands from the Prolegomena.

12. For his disillusionment with the “logical uniformity” of the Tractatus, and his contrasting it in the middle period with “phenomenological multicolourity”, see Ometiță (2017, section 6.6).

13. Marrou’s paper on middle Wittgenstein reaches a similar conclusion: “The new idea here is that of a system of relations that pluralize tractarian logical space in several spaces” (Marrou 2008, 7).

14. For comments on various drafts of this chapter, I am grateful to Babrak Ibrahimy, Oskari Kuusela, Marco Nuzzaco, Rupert Read, Komarine Romdenh-Romluc, Sidra Shahid, Timur Uҫan, and other members of audiences at the UEA Philosophy PGR Seminars (University of East Anglia, UK), The 5th Symposium of the Nordic Wittgenstein Society: Wittgenstein and Phenomenology (University of Stavanger, Norway), and Über den Schmerz—Philosophische und medizingeschichtliche Auseinandersetzungen (University of Tübingen, Germany).
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7
Internal Relations in Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty

Katherine J. Morris

I have long had a kind of vague hunch, not only that the expression ‘internal relation’ (and more importantly, the idea behind it) plays a central role in both (the later) Wittgenstein’s and (at least the early) Merleau-Ponty’s thinking,1 but that this is part of what underlies the sense that there is something like a shared outlook between these two thinkers;2 equally importantly, that this is part of what underlies the sense that there are philosophical outlooks which both of them wish to resist, inasmuch as many other philosophers see external relations where they urge internal relations. My own understanding of the notion of an internal relation has been equally vague: ‘very roughly, to say of “two” things that they are internally related is to say that neither would be what it is were it not for the other; an internal relation is a duality in a unity’ (Morris 2008, 43). (I should add that this vague understanding came initially more from my reading of the phenomenologists than from Wittgenstein, although I had the equally vague idea that it could be found in Wittgenstein, too.) This chapter is an effort to make this vague notion more precise and to explore to what extent my initial vague hunch is justified. I hope that it has an interest beyond self-analysis: to the extent that others share this hunch, it could possibly be interesting to them; to the extent that it is justified, it may be helpful for understanding Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty; and to the extent that one is inclined to think that the philosophical outlooks which Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty want to resist remain dominant in (at least) Anglo-American philosophy (and indeed psychology), and to the extent that one shares their wish to resist them, it could even be useful for resisting some current trends in Anglo-American philosophy (and psychology), although I will say nothing more about this last point here.

Of course we must not assume either that Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty understand the same thing by the phrase ‘internal relation’, or that it is univocal within either thinker. Indeed the first section, which offers some initial orientations with respect to the expression ‘internal relation’, suggests that there is a prima facie ambiguity in it, and prima facie reason to suppose that this ambiguity divides Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty. The second section offers a reflective interlude on this interim conclusion, while the third attempts to confirm the results of this interlude by investigating a number of examples of relations urged to be internal by Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty or both. The final section draws some conclusions.


Initial Orientations

At first sight, the standard Anglo-American literature on internal relations seems distant from the vague understanding sketched in the introduction. There appear to be two principal ideas around which these discussions gravitate: ‘essence’ (or ‘nature’) and ‘necessity’.3 Thus, for example, Rorty (1967, 125) explains the distinction between internal and external relations as parallel to, and supported by the same ‘intuitions’ as, the distinction between essential (or internal) properties and accidental (or external) properties. MacBride (2016, 4–5) gives an initially more general formulation, claiming that ‘a relation is internal if its holding between things is somehow fixed by the things themselves or how those things are; external relations are relations whose holding between things in not fixed in this way’, and sketches several more specific versions found in the Anglo-American literature, e.g., ‘a binary relation R is internal iff if x bears R to y then x does so necessarily’4 or ‘a relation R is internal iff its holding between x and y is necessitated by the intrinsic natures … of x and y’. Many commentators on Wittgenstein echo these, though with little elaboration. For example, Mulligan (1991, 80, discussing Wittgenstein and Meinong) defines an internal relation as one ‘such that if its terms exist then the relation obtains’ (with, I take it, an implicit ‘necessarily’ before ‘obtains’).

When Wittgenstein entered the philosophical scene, internal relations were constantly in the (Anglo-American) philosophical news; the issue was largely whether all relations were internal (as, e.g., Bradley and other post-Hegelians had been understood to have argued)5 or whether none were (as, e.g., Russell argued).6 We can’t here go into this discussion in any detail, but perhaps we can say this much: the issue revolves around atomism versus holism and the corresponding question about the possibility of analysis into simples or ‘atoms’. Thus Russell expressed his ‘doctrine of external relations’ as the view that ‘(1) relatedness does not imply any corresponding complexity in the relata; (2) any given entity is a constituent of many different complexes’ (2003, 87), so that ‘complexes’ (e.g., pairs of relata) can be analysed without remainder into their constituent parts. The (Bradleyan/post-Hegelian) alternative sees relations as grounded in the nature of its relata (against (2)) and consequently sees complexity as in the nature of all relata (against (1)). To borrow Mulligan’s (1996) (not entirely perspicuous) terminology, the holists held that there were internal relations between ‘things’, and indeed that all relations between ‘things’ were internal, whereas the atomists held that there were no internal relations between ‘things’, but only, at best, between ‘non-things’, e.g., concepts. To see what might motivate the ‘doctrine of internal relations’, Moore quotes from Bradley: ‘All relations qualify or modify or make a difference to the terms between which they hold’ (quoted in Moore 1961, 276; he expends considerable energy trying, ultimately unsuccessfully, to make sense of this term ‘modify’). In any case it follows that (in Russell’s characterisation of the view of his opponent) ‘analysis is falsification … when you analyse any concrete whole you falsify it’ (1985, 36).

Wittgenstein was aware of this philosophical discussion: in the Tractatus, he introduces the phrase ‘internal relation’ (alongside ‘internal property’) at 4.122 and explicitly sees himself as providing ‘the answer to the vexed question “whether all relations are internal or external” ’ (TLP 4.1251).7 According to the author of the Tractatus, ‘[a] property is internal if it is unthinkable that its object should not possess it’ (TLP 4.123). Likewise, mutatis mutandis, for internal relations: ‘This shade of blue and that one stand, eo ipso, in the internal relation of lighter to darker. It is unthinkable that these two objects should not stand in this relation’ (TLP 4.123).8 We may read him as suggesting that those who hold that ‘This cushion is lighter in colour than that one’ expresses an internal relation between two ‘things’ (cushions in this case) are right, but that what is meant is something like that this cushion is sky blue, that cushion is navy blue, and the two colours are internally related as lighter to darker, or, more accurately, that the concept of (say) sky blue is internally related (as lighter to darker) to the concept of (say) navy blue.9 This looks on the face of it like a neat solution to the problem. (Again borrowing Mulligan’s terminology, Wittgenstein apparently allows us to say that some relations between ‘things’ are internal, but only insofar as they are underpinned by internal relations between ‘non-things’.)

Let us use the phrase ‘conceptual internal relation’ (just to have a label) for this conception of internal relations. (Cf.: ‘necessary propositions’ ‘establish internal relations between concepts’, e.g., the concepts of ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried’, Glock 1996b, 202.) As I began by saying, it seems very distant from the vague understanding with which we began. What about Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of that notion? It clearly comes from Husserl, who was developing his thinking at roughly the same time as the famous debate about internal relations was going on in Anglophone circles, and no doubt there is shared background. However, Husserl did not engage in these debates about whether all or no relations were internal; the existence (but not the ubiquity) of internal relations is part of his basic analytic framework (see Mulligan 1995, 210ff.). Now, there are certain kinds of claim which Husserl and Merleau-Ponty make which might very broadly be understood in the sorts of terms that Wittgenstein here suggests, whether or not they so understand them; there are, however, others which don’t seem to be open to such an understanding. We can bring this out in connection with perception (hugely important for Merleau-Ponty, of course). So, on the one hand, phenomenologists aiming at the ‘essential structures’ of perception might claim: (i) perception is (sometimes at least) of objects (i.e., three-dimensional things persisting through time; the claim isn’t that we only ever see objects as opposed to, for example, events, but rather, that we do see objects and not mere representations, sense-data, or sensations); and (ii) perception is perspectival (i.e., we perceive from somewhere, and the object is given via Abschattungen or ‘profiles’). There is a long-standing philosophical temptation to see these two claims as in some tension with one another; however, a third claim shows a way of resisting this temptation: (iii) the profiles of a perceived object are internally related. This implies that as one (for example) moves around a stationary object, one is not presented with a mere sum of discrete profiles which one might then, as it were, mentally add up into a complete object. In the first place, there is not a definite number of profiles which could be summed; in the second place, the profiles are not discrete: each profile announces itself as the making-explicit of the ‘horizons’ of the previous profile and horizonally announces the next one as about-to-be-made-explicit. Thus one is presented with an object, i.e., a unified object which is not a mere sum, through being presented with internally related profiles. This notion of internal relation is what the initial vague conception aimed to capture. (We can call this an ‘internal relation of unity’, just to have a label. The language of ‘unity’ clearly echoes the Gestalt psychologists, who influenced and were influenced by Husserl and with whom both Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty engaged, the former especially at the time of writing PI II/PPF.)

It seems to me that claims (i) and (ii) might easily enough be understood along the lines of conceptual internal relations, that is, we might see them as claiming or implying that the concepts of perception, perspective and object are internally related. It is far more difficult to see (iii) in this light. The internal relation between one profile and another cannot be cashed out as an internal relation between concepts; by much the same token, there is no plausible necessary proposition which establishes the internal relation between profiles. This apparently confirms that there are two different conceptions of internal relations in play here.10

The obvious conclusion at this stage is that Wittgenstein understands internal relations as conceptual internal relations whereas Merleau-Ponty understands them primarily as internal relations of unity between non-concepts; if so, our initial vague hunch might be thought to be ill-founded.




Interlude

Those who still feel tempted by the initial vague hunch might want to pause to reflect on this rather disappointing conclusion. At least two possibilities present themselves: it might be, in the first place, that the two conceptions have more in common than they appear to at first sight; or it might be, in the second place, that Wittgenstein’s later conception of grammar encompasses both.

In connection with the first possibility, one might take note of the fact that Wittgenstein in the Tractatus suggests that internal relations are not ‘relations proper’ (TLP 4.122 speaks of the confusion, ‘very widespread among philosophers’, ‘between internal relations and relations proper (external relations)’). Much the same thing could apparently be said of the unity conception: that is what I had in mind when I put ‘two’ in scare quotes in the expression of the initial vague understanding.11 But this observation may not get us very far. When Wittgenstein says that internal relations are not relations proper, he is widely understood to be saying that the propositions which purport to express them aren’t propositions proper: in the TLP at least, these ‘propositions’ are not bipolar, and (thus) they attempt to say something which can only be shown. This is not at all the point of denying that internal relations of unity are relations proper. The thought here is that we think of relations proper as between two or more (independently existing) things (hence why the notion of ‘reflexive relations’ strikes many as odd), and this is just what the terms of internal relations are not. Indeed any attempt to treat internal relations of unity as ‘binary relations’ in predicate calculus (as in the formulations in the previous section, e.g., ‘a binary relation R is internal iff if x bears R to y then x does so necessarily’) would be peculiar for that very reason.

Yet we mustn’t despair; the previous paragraph relates only to the author of the Tractatus. Philosophical Investigations §136 is apparently meant as a critique of the Tractatus’ ‘bad picture’ according to which ‘what fits the concept “true”, or what the concept “true” fits, is a proposition. So it is as if we had a concept of true or false, which we could use to determine what is and what is not a proposition.’ The picture he offers in its place has it that the word ‘true’ ‘belongs to our concept “proposition” but does not “fit” it’. The logical point is that ‘fit’ implies independence between the things which fit each other whereas ‘belong’ does not. Not in all uses, of course: in connection with ‘fine aesthetic differences’, we may say: ‘This word fits, that doesn’t’ (PI II, 219/PPF §297), and I take it that ‘fits’ here could be replaced by ‘belongs’. One can infer whether (for example) a painting will fit above one’s mantelpiece simply by knowing the measurements of each, whereas one has to ‘look and see’ to know whether it belongs (‘fits’ in the PI II, 219/PPF §297 sense) there. This is striking in part because ‘belonging’ (as opposed to ‘fitting’, understood in the first way) is one of those terms which figures in Gestalt descriptions (e.g., Merleau-Ponty, for whom the Gestaltists are ‘the very psychologists who described the world as I did’ (PrP, 23), explicates their notion of figure and ground by saying that a figure on a background ‘has an “outline”, which does not “belong” to the background and which “stands out” from it’ (PP, 15/13).12 So too does the word ‘field’ here: in connection with ‘This word fits, that doesn’t’, Wittgenstein writes that this ‘judgement is not the end of the matter, for it is the field of the word that is decisive’ (PI II, 219/PPF §297). (Being from PI II/PPF, this is during Wittgenstein’s ‘Köhler period’; it is noteworthy that the word ‘field’ (Feld) is in italics in the original; the italics get lost, and ‘field’ is rendered as ‘field of force’, in the Anscombe translation, though corrected in the Hacker and Schulte.)13 These points might exhibit Wittgenstein’s later preference for ‘belong’ as over against ‘fit’ (or ‘fit’ in the sense in which it means ‘belong’) as echoing our earlier (Gestalt) notion of unity. In a general way this might give us hope that Wittgenstein’s later notion of internal relation might ‘belong’ with the notion of internal relation as unity.

Again, though, these reflections only get us so far. What this shows, I suppose, is that the later Wittgenstein acknowledges something like internal relations of unity between concepts, the possibility of which is nonetheless of some interest to our project. (The notion of necessity may retain a role in such internal relations of unity, though in a much less straightforward way than is found in conceptual internal relations as defined earlier; I won’t say more about it here.) We might still like to know whether Wittgenstein recognises internal relations of unity between anything other than concepts.14 There remain two further hopes: that for Wittgenstein, to come to grasp a concept is to learn to see internal relations of unity (between things other than concepts), or, at least, that Wittgenstein acknowledges that there are such relations, whether or not they come under the heading of ‘grammatical relations’.




Some Examples

In this section I want to see whether the hopes expressed at the end of the previous section can be grounded, through considering a few examples.

(i) ‘Woolly red.’ I begin with an example from Merleau-Ponty, one that typifies the way he thinks about internal relations as well as one that opens out onto a much larger set of considerations. The first chapter of the Introduction to PP critically considers philosophers’ and psychologists’ various conceptions of ‘sensation’. One conception is the idea that ‘to sense is to have qualities’ (PP, 5/4–5); to see is to have a sensation of, e.g., red, to feel is to have the sensation of, e.g., roughness, and so on. One of the considerations which Merleau-Ponty brings against this is that ‘this red would literally not be the same if it were not the “woolly red” of a carpet’ (PP, 5/5; the example comes from Sartre). The phrasing indicates that he sees an internal relation between the red and the woolliness of the carpet. Clearly we cannot possibly understand it as a conceptual internal relation (no-one would suppose that the concepts of woolliness and redness are internally related); it is an internal relation of unity (between non-concepts). The suggestion is that we cannot analyse what we perceive in this instance into the independent qualities of redness (even a particular ‘shade’ of red) and woolliness.

The example of woolly red is not meant as an isolated or unusual case. Each thing, Merleau-Ponty tells us, has a ‘concrete essence’ which ‘animates’ it (PP, 373/333), a ‘unique accent’ or ‘unique manner of existing’, and ‘would not have this colour had it not also this shape, these tactile properties, this resonance, this odour’ (PP, 371–2/332–3). Just as the various profiles of an object are internally related, so too are its sensory qualities. Moreover, as we saw earlier, just as the internal relation between profiles is linked to the unity of the object, so too for the internal relation between sensory qualities. By contrast with the empiricist picture according to which ‘this lemon is a bulging oval shape with two ends plus this yellow colour plus this fresh feel plus this acidic taste’ (WP, 45), the lemon is a unified object with its own ‘unique accent’. The correlate of the unity of the sensory object is the unity of the senses. What Merleau-Ponty calls ‘natural perception’ (as opposed to the ‘analytic attitude’ in which ‘the world is atomized into sensible qualities, [and] the natural unity of the perceiving subject is broken up’ (PP, 264/236)) ‘opens on an intersensory world’ (PP, 262/234); ‘[t]he senses intercommunicate by opening on to the structure of the thing’ (PP, 266/238).

There are plenty of examples in Wittgenstein that appear at first sight to make points broadly comparable to Merleau-Ponty’s ‘woolly red’ For example: ‘If I say a piece of paper is pure white, and if snow were placed next to it and it then appeared grey, in its normal surroundings I would still be right in calling it white and not light grey’ (RC I §5); ‘A colour “shines” in its surroundings. (Just as eyes only smile in a face.)’ (RC I §55). ‘To me in one context this colour is white in poor light, in another it is grey in good light’ (RC I §49). Strikingly, however, he adds here (and would presumably add something similar in the other examples just cited): ‘These are propositions about the concepts “white” and “grey”’ (italics added). So we are still left in some doubt about how comparable these examples are to the ‘woolly red’: whether Wittgenstein takes these to be examples of internal relations of unity between things other than concepts.

Moreover, Merleau-Ponty goes a good deal further than Wittgenstein: in the first place, Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of what we perceive are generally more nuanced than Wittgenstein’s; for example, the latter (in his discussion of aspect-seeing) tends to draw a contrast between ‘seeing shapes and colours’ and ‘seeing aspects’ (about which more in a moment), without really emphasizing the differences between seeing shapes and colours (e.g., bulging oval shape, yellow colour) and seeing things (e.g., lemons).15 In the second place, for Merleau-Ponty the body is central to the unity of the senses and the unity of the sensed thing, whereas nothing in Wittgenstein remotely resembles Merleau-Ponty’s radical and thoroughgoing reconceptualisation of the body.16 (Merleau-Ponty makes Husserl’s operative intentionality—‘that which produces the natural and antepredicative unity of the world and of our life’ (PP, xx/lxxxii)—bodilyintentionality, and he develops a notion of the ‘body schema’ as ‘system of equivalents’—a ‘system of equivalent gestures’ (PP, 367/328) as well as ‘a ready-made system of equivalents and transpositions from one sense to another. The senses translate each other without any need of an interpreter’ (PP, 273/244).) I am nonetheless inclined to think that Wittgenstein might look upon these moves with some sympathy.

(ii) ‘[W]hat I perceive in the dawning of an aspect is not a property of the object, but an internal relation between it and other objects’ (PI II, 212/PPF §247). The only occurrence of the actual phrase ‘internal relation’ in the Investigations is in part II, in the section on aspect-seeing (Philosophy of Psychology—A Fragment). It is part of Wittgenstein’s argument against Köhler’s view that what one sees changes in a change of aspect in the same sense that what one sees would change were the colours and shapes to alter. (A change in ‘organisation’ ‘amounts to an actual transformation of given sensory facts into others’, Köhler 1947, 99.) Wittgenstein suggests that we ought to think in terms of ‘[t]wo uses of the word “see”’ (PI II, 193/PPF §111), and offers numerous ways of drawing the contrast between these uses. Here, seeing in the first use (seeing shapes and colours) is perceiving a property of an object, but seeing in the second use (seeing an aspect) is perceiving an internal relation between the object in question and other objects. We might connect this to the way in which Wittgenstein introduces the two uses of ‘see’: ‘“I see this” (and then a description, a drawing, a copy)’ as opposed to ‘I see a likeness between these two faces’ (PI II, 193/PPF §111; cf. RPP I §964). Any attempt to represent the ‘before’ and ‘after’ in a change of aspect with a drawing or copy would show no difference; rather, one might (for example) convey the change by first grouping the drawing with a number of other drawings of ducks, and then with a number of drawings of rabbits (cf. PI II, 196–7/PPF §137). Thus we might say that seeing the rabbit-aspect is seeing an internal relation between it and (other) pictures of rabbits, or something of the sort.

There are many things to be said about this, but for present purposes all I want to draw from it is that it appears to be a clear example of an internal relation of unity where the relation is clearly not between concepts. Thus we can conclude that Wittgenstein does acknowledge that there are such relations.

(iii) ‘An “inner process” stands in need of outward criteria’ (PI §580). I choose this much-discussed remark from Wittgenstein, first (again) because it stands in a central position in his thinking about ‘psychological concepts’, ‘privacy’ and so on; but secondly, because it is often taken as an exemplar of his later conception of conceptual internal relations.

The term ‘criterion’ appears in a variety of contexts in Wittgenstein, e.g., in discussions of scientific concepts like angina or mathematical concepts like triangularity, but we focus here on so-called psychological concepts, which are commonly held to be instantiated by ‘inner processes’. (Wittgenstein himself often uses the example of pain, and likewise most commentators.) A fairly standard account might say that there is an ‘internal relation’ between concepts (say, the concept of pain) and their criteria (typically thought of as ‘behavioural criteria’ such as moaning or writhing).17 In a move away from the tight connection between internal relations and necessity, such criteria are often thought of as ‘defeasible’: i.e., there is no logical entailment from someone’s moaning and writhing to their being in pain. Nonetheless, anyone who grasps the concept of pain knows that, in the absence of particular circumstantial reasons for supposing otherwise (e.g., she is trying to get out of a difficult situation, or is acting in a play …), someone who is moaning and writhing is in pain (and, of course, even if they are feigning pain, it is pain that they are feigning); this is what makes the relation between the concept of pain and the behavioural criteria internal. This would make the notion of internal relation here, though different from, nonetheless continuous with, the conceptual conception of internal relations.

How might this standard picture be modified if we were to take on board the remarks in the previous section about ‘fitting’ and ‘belonging’? The worry is that the standard picture sounds as if we had a concept of pain-behaviour which we could use to determine what is and is not a case of pain (though with a bit of uncertainty around the edges)—as if we could capture it in a logical formula ‘x is in pain iff* x writhes and moans’, where ‘iff*’ is a logical operator much like ‘iff’ but with defeasibility built in. This cannot be right: we have no grasp of ‘writhing’ and ‘moaning’ independent of their connection with pain. (‘If I say I believe that someone is sad, it’s as though I am seeing his behaviour through the medium of sadness, from the viewpoint of sadness’, PR §59.) Would we not want to say that wincing and moaning ‘belong to’ our concept of pain, rather than ‘fitting’ it? And once we say that, we might be more inclined to allow that to our language-game of pain ‘belong’ a whole host of other things, a whole weave of life: the kinds of circumstances in which we normally feel pain (e.g., injuries, diseases …), the kinds of circumstances in which we might be inclined to doubt the genuineness of someone’s apparent expression of pain (e.g., acting, deceiving …), the kinds of responses on our part (e.g., pity, sympathy …) which pain calls forth, and so on.

We can approach this from a slightly different angle by taking note of the fact that the phrase ‘inner process’ is in quotation marks.18 I want to suggest a way to read them here: that when we call, for example, pain an ‘inner process’ we are thinking of it as a thing which exists independently of ‘outer processes’. The term ‘inner’ seems tailor-made to make just this point. But if we were to think of ‘inner processes’ as being internally related to ‘outer processes’, we might no longer wish to call them ‘inner’. In other words, pain (‘inner’) and pain-behaviour (‘outer’) are internally related, where this is to be understood as saying that there are not two things, namely the pain and the pain-behaviour (and circumstances, etc.), but, dare I say it, a ‘duality (or multiplicity) in a unity’. The contrast of pictures here is one which I am inclined to see in this well-known passage from Wittgenstein: ‘You say, the point isn’t the word, but its meaning, and you think of the meaning as a thing of the same kind as the word, though also different from the word. Here the word, there the meaning. The money, and the cow that you can buy with it. (But contrast: money, and its use.)’ (PI §120). (Cf. ‘Here is pain, and there is behaviour—it just happens that they are associated’ (NFL, 286).) Thus we can read criteria in terms of what we earlier called an internal relation of unity of concepts.

There are multiple parallels to be drawn between Merleau-Ponty’s remarks on ‘mind’ and ‘behaviour’ and Wittgenstein’s. Just for example, when commentators speak of ‘behavioural criteria’, they often note that for Wittgenstein, ‘what we observe is not colourless movements described in neutral, physical terms, but pain-behaviour’ (Glock 1996a, 97), and may mark this distinction as that between ‘physical behaviour’ and ‘behaviour proper’ (e.g., Avramides 2001). Merleau-Ponty goes into what he calls ‘the structure of behaviour’ (cf. the title of SB) in some depth, in the process making it clear that ‘behaviour’ (or what he sometimes prefers to call ‘conduct’ to distinguish it from the ‘mere behaviour’ of the behaviourists) and the setting (or what he sometimes prefers to call ‘milieu’ to distinguish it from the objectivist setting in which behaviourists’ ‘stimuli’ occur) in which it occurs are internally related.19

But we might wonder whether we can go further. Is there anything comparable to Merleau-Ponty’s ‘woolly red’ here? Can we say that what we see on a particular occasion is an internally related unity of this particular pain, these circumstances, this facial expression, this moaning sound …? Surely yes. However, for the kind of example we are after here, we may be better off looking at Sartre than at Merleau-Ponty. Sartre actually suggests (here in connection with anger rather than pain) a picture that is in many ways parallel both to the woolly red example and to what motivates it. He is responding to the version of the so-called argument from analogy which would suggest that when we see a man clenching his fist, frowning and turning red in the face, we notice the similarities between these things and what we do or how we look when we are angry and infer that the man too is (probably) angry. Sartre describes these ‘behavioural criteria’ in all their particularity: ‘These frowns, this redness, this stammering, this slight trembling of the hands, these downcast looks which seem at once timid and threatening …’ (BN, 346; might we call these ‘fine shades of behaviour’? (PI II, 203/PPF §180, PI II, 204/PPF §192)). He goes on to suggest that to break up the unified whole with which we are presented into ‘a clenched fist’, a ‘frown’ and so on, and to abstract them from the actual living situation, is to miss the phenomenon of anger:



In itself a clenched fist is nothing and means nothing. But also we never perceive a clenched fist. We perceive a man who in a certain situation clenches his fist. This meaningful act considered in connection with the past and with possibles and understood in terms of the synthetic totality ‘body-in-situation’ is the anger.

(BN, 346–7; cf. PP, 214/190)




(Merleau-Ponty goes further in noting that ‘I know very little, from inside, of the mime of anger’, i.e., what my own angry body looks like ‘from the outside’; thus ‘a decisive factor is missing’ for any reasoning by analogy (PP, 214/190).)

There remains the question of whether Wittgenstein would accept such examples as internal relations of unity between non-concepts (I will simply say that it seems to me that he would) and the further question of how they might relate to our grasp of the concepts (of anger, pain and so on). To be sure, people are better or worse at distinguishing, in actual cases, actual from sham pain, or genuine loving looks from feigned ones (PI II, 228/PPF §360), and likewise better or worse at distinguishing fury from mere annoyance and so on; there are in any case difficulties about what counts as ‘grasping a concept’. Think here of Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the brain-injured patient Schneider. Schneider, we learn, ‘does not recognize any object merely by looking at it’ (PP, 130/115) except in the context of familiar activities. When shown a fountain pen with the clip turned away and asked what it is, he begins by identifying its qualities: ‘“It is black, blue and shiny … it has the shape of a stick. It may be some sort of instrument …” The pen is then brought closer and the clip is turned towards the patient. He goes on: “It must be a pencil or a fountain pen.”’ As Merleau-Ponty observes, ‘[t]he sensory givens are limited to suggesting these meanings as a fact suggests a hypothesis to the physicist. The patient, like the scientist, verifies mediately and clarifies his hypothesis by cross-checking facts, and makes his way blindly towards the one which co-ordinates them all’ (PP, 151/132–3); ‘the world no longer has any physiognomy for him’ (PP, 152/134), again except when he is engaged in a familiar task. In other words, because of his neurological difficulties, Schneider can no longer just recognize a fountain pen; it no longer appears to him as an internally related unity. Should we say that he still grasps the concept of a fountain pen? Whatever answer we give here, it seems to me that we ought to give the same answer to the question of whether someone who fails to grasp the sorts of internally related unities around particular cases of anger or pain grasps the concepts of anger or pain.




Some Conclusions

We began with a vague hunch and a vague notion. The hope is that some clarity has been introduced into the initially vague notion, in part by making a distinction between conceptual internal relations and internal relations of unity. This distinction, however, appeared to threaten the initial vague hunch: it looked at first sight as though Wittgenstein’s penchant for internal relations was for conceptual internal relations whereas Merleau-Ponty’s was mainly for internal relations of unity, in which case their common use of the expression ‘internal relation’ did not after all indicate a shared philosophical outlook or a shared set of philosophical outlooks which both of them wish to resist. The vague hunch began to receive some support in the second section, where it was argued that the later Wittgenstein seems to move away from conceptual internal relations and towards what we there called internal relations of unity between concepts. But this still threatened the initial vague hunch, since Merleau-Ponty seemed primarily to talk in terms of internal relations of unity between things other than concepts. The third section showed that the later Wittgenstein seemed, at least on certain occasions, to embrace internal relations of unity between things other than concepts. Finally, it was suggested (although more with a gesture than an argument) that the later Wittgenstein might even be prepared to accept that grasping a concept (or at least the kinds of concepts which invite talk of the ‘inner’) requires or entails perceiving internal relations of unity among things other than concepts. Thus, there was after all something in the initial vague hunch.

Why is this interesting, if indeed it is? I don’t take it to show that Wittgenstein was ‘a phenomenologist’ (or even a phenomenologist involontaire, or malgré lui, or manqué). Nor (a fortiori) does it reveal Merleau-Ponty’s hitherto hidden preoccupation with grammar—although it may reveal a more ‘therapeutic’ dimension to his practice of phenomenology than is commonly recognized. But it does seem to me to suggest that there is something about their ways of looking at things, and by the same token the ways of looking at things which they both want to resist, which is shared. Both the Augustinian picture and objectivism (as manifested in what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘the prejudice of objective thought’) are blind to internal relations of unity—indeed blind to the very possibility of them. We need not take either Merleau-Ponty or Wittgenstein to be insisting that there really are internal relations of unity. What is particularly valuable, I think, is their exhibiting their possibility.20



Notes

1. Wittgenstein used the expression ‘internal relation’ in TLP, but gradually dropped it in favour of ‘grammatical relation’ (as noted by, e.g., Baker and Hacker 1985, 104; Glock 1996a, 190, and Mácha 2015, Part Four; see Mácha 2015 for a much fuller account of the transition from ‘internal relation’ to ‘grammatical relation’; see Read 1997 for scepticism about Baker and Hacker’s reading of (their understanding of) the Tractarian notion of ‘internal relation’ into ‘grammatical relation’, a scepticism which comes out in the present chapter from a different angle). Some Wittgenstein commentators simply use the two expressions interchangeably (e.g., Floyd 2000, 244: ‘an “internal” or “grammatical” relation’). Thus, although it continues for a considerably period into the 1930s, it doesn’t occur in PI (PI Part I); it does, however, return in PI Part II/PPF, as well as, e.g., in RC.

2. Others seem to share this hunch, e.g., Gier (1981).

3. These terms can be understood in multiple ways as well, of course, which complicates the picture.

4. MacBride (2016, 4); he ascribes this to Moore (1961), although Moore’s conception is more complicated than this suggests.

5. I will not discuss here whether this interpretation of Bradley is right; many Bradley scholars think not.

6. Some took a more moderate view, e.g., Moore (1961). Ryle was able to write, in 1935, that ‘the dispute about the internality of relations in general is no longer an exciting one’ (Ryle 1971, 100) (although this proved to be premature).

7. Most of what I say in the present chapter about the Tractatus reflects a ‘standard’ ‘non-resolute’ reading, not because I am committed to it but because this is what most standard literature on internal relations presupposes, because it enables me to draw the distinctions I want to try to draw, and because I want to keep the focus on later Wittgenstein; see McManus (2006, Chapter 4) for a ‘resolute’ reading of internal relations in the Tractatus.

8. This type of example (of internal relations between colours) preoccupied Wittgenstein, and is pursued in Philosophical Remarks and Remarks on Colour. See Mulligan (1991) for a useful exploration of these remarks from the point of view of internal relations.

9. Whether Bradley or indeed Russell would be content with this understanding of internal relations is an entirely different matter.

10. Süssbauer explains internal relations in Husserl as ‘necessary relations’ (he writes that Husserl takes a particular relation, that between noemata and noeses, ‘as an internal (necessary) relation, unlike Frege’s external (contingent) grasping’ (1995, 129, his italics). But this won’t help us at all when it comes to the third type of claim in the text.

11. For what it’s worth, Meinong (an important piece of historical background for both the (so-called) analytic and Continental traditions) had different terminology for the terms of external and internal relations, namely ‘members’ and ‘fundamenta’ respectively. (I get this from Mulligan 1991, note 5.)

12. All page references to PP cite both available translations, in chronological order.

13. See Baker (2004, Chapter 11) for reflections on Wittgenstein’s use of italics.

14. Thus, although Gier’s discussion of internal relations makes much of the later Wittgenstein’s ‘semantic holism’ (1981, 84–5), he doesn’t make the contrast which is central to the present essay.

15. See Morris (forthcoming).

16. There are nonetheless numerous passages in which Wittgenstein expresses a desire to challenge the widespread picture of the human body as a mere object or a machine: not just the well-known ‘[t]he human body is the best picture of the human soul’ (PI II, 178/PPF §25), but this pertinent example: empiricists want to ask how it comes about ‘that I see a tree standing up straight even if I incline my head to one side, and so the retinal image is that of an obliquely standing tree’ and answer: ‘Well, I am conscious of the inclination of my head, and so I supply the requisite correction in the way I take my visual impression.’ Here Wittgenstein remarks: ‘… Well, who says that a living creature, an animal body, is a machine in this sense?’ (RPP I §918). Cf. also the remark quoted earlier (and echoed elsewhere in Wittgenstein) that ‘eyes only smile in a face’.

17. A rare exception to this last tendency is Teichmann (2017, 12).

18. Teichmann (2017, 12) does take note of these quotation marks, but he simply assumes that they are scare quotes, thereby bypassing Baker’s (2002) careful discussion of the various uses of quotation marks in Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. (Baker notes the frequency of Wittgenstein’s use of quotation marks (both single and double), and makes a case that single quotes are regularly used to mean ‘in a certain sense’ or ‘in a special sense’.) Teichmann takes the point to be to focus us on the word ‘process’, thus connecting this passage with PI §308’s ‘We talk of processes and states and leave their nature undecided’, which is, of course, ‘the decisive move in the conjuring trick’. I think his discussion illuminating; nonetheless I want to see the quotation marks as getting us (also, perhaps) to focus on the word ‘inner’; see following.

19. This is described in more detail in Morris (2017).

20. Many thanks to Oskari Kuusela and Mihai Ometiță for their helpful comments on a much earlier draft of this chapter. (I scribbled random lines on a piece of paper, and asked them: ‘What is that?’; miraculously, they were able to discern something there.) Many thanks also to Rupert Read and David Cerbone, who made excellent comments on a later draft.
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Can There Be a Logic of Grief?

Why Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty Say ‘Yes’

Rupert Read


What are you? A man. If you consider yourself as detached from other men, it is according to nature to live to old age, to be rich, to be healthy. But if you consider yourself as a man and a part of a certain whole, it is for the sake of that whole that at one time you should … take a voyage and run into danger, and at another time be in want, and, in some cases, die prematurely. Why then are you troubled? Do you not know, that as a foot is no longer a foot if it is detached from the body, so you are no longer a man if you are separated from other men… . “What then must I be brought to trial; must … another sail on the sea, another die, and another be condemned?” Yes, for it is impossible in such a body, in such a universe of things, among so many living together, that such things should not happen, some to one and others to others.

From Chapter 5 of Epictetus’s Discourses




No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as any manner of thy friends or of thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind. And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.

MEDITATION XVII
From John Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions



This chapter considers whether the important various cultural, political and psychological features and variants of the instantiation of grief tell us what there is to tell about grief, or whether grief has something truly worth calling a logic. The latter option is supported here.

But the logic of grief is rather bewildering, certainly at first sight/experience: it is a logic of process and of paradox. Far more than the existing (small) philosophical ‘literature’ on grief acknowledges. What I am calling grief’s logic is processual; grief necessarily takes time and experience to unfold. ‘Denial’ of a loved one’s death is not (merely) a desire that they not be dead, nor is it irrational: it is, I hold, the necessary route toward complete acceptance. Denial in this sense, in such cases, is not terminally opposed to acceptance; it is actually a transitional form of it.1 This is why denial and acceptance occur together in grievers.

Grief radically differs in its logic from (ordinary) sadness over a loss, or from sensation.2 If an acquaintance dies, or if a loved object is lost, this does not imply the need for one to construct a new or renewed ‘world’ in response. The logic of such sadness and of sensations might possibly be to some extent congruent with what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘objective thought’; that is to say, with empiricism and/or rationalism. I do not take up a position on that question either way, in this chapter. What I argue is that the logic of grief—at any rate, of any deep or serious grief—is undoubtedly not cotenable with ‘objective thought’. Deep grief amounts to a deformation of one’s lifeworld. Metaphorically, one might describe it as having a hole punched into (or ripped out of) one’s lived world. That is why, unlike perhaps some small sadness or sensation, grief necessitates a transformed lifeworld:3 to somehow repair or live with that hole.

As lived, grief then is not the removal of one object among others from the world; the character of (that) world is altered. To put this in a gestalt metaphor: it is a change not in figure but in ground. This is why, as we shall see, Merleau-Ponty is able perspicuously to liken grief closely to the phantom limb.

Grief springs from the depth of our interconnectedness, which could even be called our internal relatedness with one another (as Wittgenstein would have it) or our collective wholeness (following my epigraphs at the start of this chapter). Grieving arises because we are not detached from one another; because genuinely human connections cannot be understood as ‘external relations’.4

____________________________________________

I recently lost a very close friend. His name was Matt. I found this loss an appalling and bewildering experience, in part because I’d never lost anyone as close. I’d lost my grandparents, but they were all very old when they went; whereas Matt was 12 years younger than me. There is a difference between someone going ‘when their time has come’ and someone being untimely ripped away from one. Furthermore, Matt was exceptionally full of energy and life. He died utterly unexpectedly—‘prematurely’—while on a long sea voyage in a yacht, which was lost in a storm in the South Pacific.

One should note two distinctions mentioned here: between the death of an older person and that of a younger one, and between an expected death and a sudden/unexpected one. These generally correlate (and did for me in Matt’s case), though of course not always. And moreover even ‘sudden’ and ‘unexpected’ need not of course be the same: think of soldiers.

My experience has involved a loss sudden, unexpected, of someone young, and of someone so close to me that the word ‘close’ seems insufficient (I will return to this point). Being a philosopher and an angst-ridden person, I think about death quite a lot; but somehow I had never thought about Matt dying.

This article concerns the philosophical issues that going through this death and mourning threw up for me. It might help midwife in another person less bewilderment than I suffered. Partly because, in the course of this article, there emerges a way of understanding what deep grief, unexpectedly, is. A presentation of its logic.5

____________________________________________

The first such issue to mention—it needs mentioning first, because a certain answer to it would seem to make all discussion moot—is that there are potentially questions of ‘privileged epistemological standpoint’/‘cognitive closure’,6 surrounding the experience of grief in a situation like this. Let me set these out concretely, through my own case:

I felt desperately alone in the world, in the months following Matt’s death. I had lost one of the very closest people to me, a person with a unique place in my life, playing a unique role in the (my) world. I felt like there was a hole in my life, or even in the world. (I will return to roughly this way of putting things.) I couldn’t talk to Matt about the experience, obviously.7 When I tried to talk to others about what had happened—I desperately wanted to do this, to feel and be understood, to not be so alone—I felt that they didn’t really understand. Everyone was terribly nice, but the loss just wasn’t affecting them in the same way it was affecting me. They expressed great sympathy; and then got straight on with their lives.

The situation only improved when I managed to have some heart-to-heart conversations with a couple of others who had lost people very close to them, two close friends who seemed to be able to speak and be with me in a way that spoke to my own loss. Being a Wittgensteinian, I have never believed that one must have had a certain experience in order to be able to understand such experience; that way, lies a danger of a ‘private language’ scenario, wherein ultimately no-one can understand anything except that with which they are themselves acquainted.8 And that is absurd. But this experience of loss and grief over my close friend Matt surprised me with the extent to which it suggested something roughly like such a belief, at least for experiences of the kind under discussion in this chapter.

However, I think the situation hereabouts is complexified by the difficulty in trusting some of one’s own thoughts and feelings in a time such as that which I endured. There is a problem of the will as well as of the intellect, here: While one wants desperately to be understood, to not be alone, one at the same time doesn’t want to feel understood… : One resists one’s own desire to be understood. For one wants an unimpeachable grief, an unconsolable sorrow. (This point is made magnificently in the ‘Nevers’ scenario in Resnais’s great therapeutic work about loss and grief, Hiroshima Mon Amour. ‘Elle’ in the film is haunted by the way that she was unable to stay in grief forever, but found herself recovering from it; she thus tends to resist the process of recovery and of forgetting.)9 If one’s grief is sharable, then one fears that the loss is not as great as one had felt it to be. One worries then that one is not giving the lost person their due; one might feel guilt (perhaps: at surviving them,10 or simply at not being unconsolable over their death). Perhaps one didn’t care about them as much as one felt in the shock of the loss, on hearing the news, etc., that one did. This thought is uncomfortable, unacceptable; the best possible defence against it (a defence that could tempt anyone, almost no matter how confident they are in the genuineness of their grief) is to feel that no-one can possibly understand what one is going through. This helps motivate a resistance to the possibility that others could share one’s pain. Thus the paradoxical double-bind of the project of reaching out for companionship in the loneliness of one’s grief: one desperately wants to be understood, to be able to cry on the shoulder of someone who one is reliably confident can imagine what one is going through (and so, can support one); but, at the very same time, and as a kind of almost-continuous subterranean resistance to that very want, one finds oneself also wanting for what one is going through not to be understandable by others. One seeks to break (out of) one’s loneliness, but one’s also resisting this seeking amounts to one’s more or less secretly (one may or may not come to terms with it, admit it fully to oneself)11 wanting one’s seeking to fail. (There is a satisfaction implicit in the ‘dissatisfaction’ of not being understood… .)

This latter desire may well account for the inclination to believe that one’s experience of severe loss/grief is ‘cognitively closed’ to others. One can probably sustain that inclination in the face of great empathy, so long as one is able to convince oneself that there is reason to believe that the other offering the empathy has not occupied the standpoint that one oneself occupies at present. But when the other has had broadly similar experiences, the inclination becomes unsustainable, unless one resorts to a dogmatic quasi-solipsism that suggests that what makes one’s grief unique is only the fact that it is one’s own. When the other can undergird their empathy with tales of their own severe grief-experience, one is more likely to allow oneself to dissolve into grieving/weeping etc.—and to dare to acknowledge that one is not alone in one’s grief (and then self-pity becomes less attractive).12

So: I suspect that there is less truth in the cognitive closure/privileged epistemic standpoint inclination than a grieving person/philosopher inclines to think.

Having said that, there is an important grain of truth in it. Cavell’s essay “Knowing and Acknowledging” diagnoses the skeptical position in philosophy by saying that it presents human separateness from others as an intellectual (or epistemic) lack.13 What separateness means insofar as we are separate from one another is that no one holds my ‘position’ in the lived world—no one else is stuck with Matt’s loss in the way I am (equally, of course, others are surely stuck with even worse absences, including probably of him), and no one else can be responsible for how I go on after losing Matt. The challenge for the grieving person, I think, is precisely how not to turn this into an excuse for wallowing in a would-be permanent separateness (‘No-one can possibly understand my loss’, etc.) that offers the risk of a threat to one’s own health and a descent into egoism (and thus a doubled loss of the lost one—for drowning in one’s own ego actually takes one further from the relationship with the person who has died, not closer to them).

If one can overcome the subterranean desire not to be understood in one’s grief, then, as a philosopher in grief, one comes next to the question of what it is that one is looking to be understood in: What is the character of grief? In what does it consist? Here too one turns out to encounter deep paradoxicality.14

Much philosophy and popular culture inclines one to think of grief as something like a sensation: a brute ‘feeling’ conceived of as analogous to experiences of colours or sounds. This is inadequate, for reasons that will emerge clearly later in the chapter. Deep grief has a character qualitatively different from/stranger than that of any ‘mere’ sadness.15 By which I mean: grief is not just a quantitatively deep and specific form of sadness. It has a different form; it has a surprising ‘phase-structure’ and sequencing of its own.

This form is partly captured, in schematic outline in Elizabeth Kübler-Ross’s famous ‘five phases of grief/grieving’ (Kübler-Ross 1969 and 2005); denial, anger, bargaining, ‘depression’, and acceptance. I found that my grief over Matt ‘mixed’ these ‘phases’ one with another.16 They didn’t at all follow one another in linear fashion. Most strikingly: I found myself in denial and acceptance simultaneously. How is this possible? Understanding how it is not merely possible but may well be more or less mandatory, is a vital clue to understanding the something worth calling not just the psychology but the logic of grief. The logic of grief: for I am speaking now of its conceptual character as part of our lived shared world, not only of mental events that frequently accompany it.

Once I realised that Matt was dead—once I understood that the yacht had definitely sunk, that he was drowned—I was surprised to find how little difference this made to my experience of him as still alive. By which I mean, quite simply (and paradoxically): While knowing that he was dead, I found myself unable fully to credit that he really was dead. The way that the latter non-belief was expressed in my life was as follows: I kept seeing his smiling and cheekily-grinning face before my mind’s eye (I still do, occasionally) as if it were the face of someone alive, someone who might come around the corner at any moment; I kept half-thinking that somehow he would turn up or come back; I kept failing to think of the book that he and I had been preparing together as something that I alone would now have to complete; and so on.

I am inclined to express this in the following, also paradoxical manner: My acceptance of Matt’s death was necessarily partly expressed by denial! The process, over time, toward ‘acceptance’ in more than a thinly asserted cognitive fashion seemingly-ineluctably involves things like the assertion of apparent absurdities. What ‘denial’ really means is the profound difficulty of marrying one’s beliefs with the facts even as one assents to them.

One key upshot is this: all of the ‘five phases’ of grieving will normally include cognitive acceptance as an essential ingredient: one is not actually grieving at all unless one accepts that there is (was) a person, who has been lost, who one is grieving. I mean by using the term “cognitive acceptance” that one will accept the facticity of the loss, without necessarily accepting fully the reality of it. Without, that is, one’s horizons, one’s deep feelings, one’s dreams, one’s lived attitudes (for a long time after Matt had been lost, I kept not quite acting as if he were), etc., having shifted in the requisite manner to accommodate that facticity. One’s lifeworld lacks as yet the new shape that such accommodation will force.

Most strikingly, most surprisingly and crucially: denial includes acceptance; denial is a form of (what Kübler-Ross helpfully calls) acceptance. (We might think of this as a dialectical logic: very roughly, the thesis is acceptance of the facticity of Matt’s death, the antithesis is denial of it, the synthesis is the emergent new lifeworld as the griever’s (my) process proceeds.) Denial doesn’t, as superficial observance would suggest, stand in the way of it. It can (and normally does) indeed pave the way to it. Denial, properly understood, is a part of grieving in that it is far too crude to think that losing a person who was very close to one is simply a loss of one substitutable element in the lifeworld. It rather threatens and qualitatively alters one’s lifeworld.17 Denial in such a case is the not-unreasonable resistance to this loss, this alteration; the motivated rebellion against it. It is not believable that one has lost the person; the world would have to be radically different, in order for one to have done so. This denial may at first take the form of a temptation toward out-and-out disbelief; then perhaps of ghostly or spectral presences; then perhaps of a continued pattern sometimes of momentary thinking and hoping as if the person is still alive. The lifeworld one inhabits in such ways resists the absence of the non-substitutable one.

Our very world has to change (for us to emerge from grief). Denial correctly understood is not an irrational or delusive belief; it is the form of (painful) transition from one lived world to another. If there is to be complete acceptance, then there must be denial. For without some denial, one has not been acknowledging the character of the lost one as part of the ground of one’s world, rather than a substitutable element in it. Denial is not the opposite of acceptance; it is a transitional means to it, or even a transitional form of it.

And thus it should not be surprising that Merleau-Ponty’s great discussion of phantom limbs (in the chapter of The Phenomenology of Perception (1945) entitled ‘The Body as Object and Mechanistic Psychology’) is intimately involved with his development of his account of being-in-the-world; nor that both are at times illustrated by examples from the phenomenology of grief; nor that the phenomenon of the refusal to recognise disability (anosognosia) is tied in throughout the whole discussion, too. Merleau-Ponty argues that what he calls ‘objective thought’ crudifies our understanding of our existence because it forces everything into the categories of either presence or absence; it does not allow for the active experience of indeterminacy,18 which he believes is central to most of what is of philosophical moment, most of what troubles us into needing to do phenomenology in the first place. He thinks that the phenomenon of the phantom limb cannot be understood via ‘mechanistic’ psychology nor via objective physiology: “The phantom arm is not a representation of the arm but the ambivalent presence of the arm” (PP, 94). Except in cases where there is actually ‘full-on’ denial (cases of psychosis, as in for instance some neurological disturbances/lesions), the possessor of a phantom limb can be said to be ‘in denial’ only if, as here, we understand this not to be a term of criticism, but rather as a term connoting a situation of great subtlety and ‘dialectical’ complexity:



The refusal of mutilation in the case of the phantom limb, or the refusal of disablement in anosognosia are not deliberate decisions, and do not take place at the level of positing consciousness which takes up its position explicitly after considering various possibilities … // This phenomenon, distorted equally by physiological and psychological explanations, is, however, understood in the perspective of being-in-the-world. What is in us which refuses mutilation and disablement is an I committed to a certain physical and inter-human world, who continues to tend towards his world despite handicaps and amputations and who, to this extent, does not recognize them de jure.

(PP, 94; first italics added)




The phantom limb is in this sense denial: a refusal. Not a delusion, nor merely a desire that things were different: rather, a motivated refusal, issuing in a situation of prolonged indeterminacy.

Similarly, it would be absurd to regard grief and grieving as a voluntaristic mental matter, as a crude existentialism might. What is in us which refuses to accept the loss of the loved one is an I committed to a certain (inter-)human world. Matt’s loss disables me, mutilates me, deforms my world. I have to find a new way of being in the world in response.

One’s world is part-constituted by others; some others are not contents of my lifeworld at all; they are what makes a (my) world possible (at all). My experience vis a vis Matt is thus intended as an example of a phenomenon that I think is paradigmatically human (though it may well extend also into other animals, such as elephants, some cetaceans): roughly, that one is never a human being by oneself; some, close to one, co-constitute one’s very world. Grief shows that and how we are in-the-world together. It is a ‘place’ where our internal-relatedness powerfully manifests.

Finding a new way of being in the world won’t take place in a few seconds or even a few days or weeks. “To have a phantom arm is to remain open to all the actions of which the arm alone is capable; it is to retain the practical field which one enjoyed before mutilation” (PP, 94). The ‘phantom Matt’ who accompanies me occasionally still and who did so sometimes almost constantly in the initial weeks after the news, not just in my dreams but in my waking life, marks the ambivalent attitude I now necessarily have toward that practical field: present, and yet of course absent. The things we planned to do together, and were already doing; our particular emotional relations; these are not replaceable in the way that (being quite honest) acquaintances and objects generally19 are. (When an acquaintance dies, one may feel bad, or sad, but one will not be unworlded. One will in practice, often, look to substitute, and/or simply move on.) No wonder that human beings spend so much time interested in the idea of phantoms, ghosts (especially of family members, loved ones, etc.); no wonder that the ‘phantom limb’ phenomenon is precisely so-called.

And no wonder that Merleau-Ponty compares the one who is ‘in denial’ concerning a handicap that he is subject to the one who is in grief:



In reality the anosognosic is not simply ignorant of the existence of his paralysed limb: he can evade his deficiency only because he knows where he risks encountering it, just as the subject, in psychoanalysis, knows what he does not want to face, otherwise he would not be able to avoid it so successfully. We do not understand the … death of a friend until the time comes when we expect a reply from him and when we realize that we shall never again receive one.”

(PP, 93, italics added)




Grief is like having a phantom limb. You know the limb is not there anymore; you know the person is dead and gone. And yet … it is (they are) there.

One might seek to put the paradoxical point here in this way, again following Merleau-Ponty:20 Reality as it is lived (and there is no more basic reality that we can intelligibly speak of) is not fully determinate. Paradoxically, reality itself does not have a fully formed nature. I would elaborate this idea as follows: reality is, rather, paradoxical in nature, at numerous points including some that really matter to us.

Reality is not what is contained in what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘the constancy hypothesis’. That is, attention does not simply copy reality. Reality is necessarily co-ordinate with us, with our attentional stance. And thus: The person one is grieving for is not completely gone. Not just because they live on in one’s memories, in one’s continuing as best one can one’s joint projects undertaken with them, and so on and so forth, though these psychological/sociological points are very important. But also because until one’s life is thoroughly reconstructed, one’s lifeworld21 includes them, even in and in fact precisely because of their absence (which points to a ‘gap’/‘deformity’ in the world as it now is). One could call this stance (of continued inclusion by way of absence) a refusal to recognize disability… . A refusal to accede completely to the deformity in the world as it now is, a refusal to simply acquiesce in the new world (in my case, the post-Matt world).

This not-full-pre-determinateness to reality is not the kind of indeterminacy accruing to, say, Santa Claus. Santa (except perhaps for some young children) exists in one sense (as an idea, a story) and not in another. Matt’s existence/non-existence, rather like the phantom limb’s, is in one and the same sense. That is, his absence, experientially speaking (and recall: reality is necessarily co-ordinate with our lived experience), is of the same kind as his ambivalent presence. Recall Merleau-Ponty’s way of describing the phantom arm: as the ambivalent presence of one’s arm. Matt too remains ambivalently present, so long as I am in grief.

One might ask why I am using the phenomenon of the phantom limb to help explain grief. Surely the latter is easier to understand than the former? (So isn’t this a classic case of ‘explaining’ the clear by way of the unclear?). But precisely because it seems easier to understand, there is a deep risk of misunderstanding it. Grief offers many ‘false friends’: if we can understand any ordinary workaday sadness, then can’t we just magnify that in order to understand even the deepest of griefs? I have already sought to explain why the answer to that question is: no.

Sadness is a figure on a world with a secure taken-for-granted ground. Grief involves rather the reconfiguring of the ground itself.

And thus, once we have been helped to understand the phantom limb by Merleau-Ponty, we can use that understanding to come to terms with deep grief, that everyone sooner or later has to come to, and that initially (delusively) looks superficially like nothing but a deepened form of an emotion such as sadness (which is something we all understand through our workaday lives as socially and psychologically competent human individuals). Profound grief is profoundly hard to understand, even for the sufferer of it. Its logic is peculiar. Light can be shed on that logic by that of the phantom limb, etc. By which I mean: the nature of this concept as one that makes a profound sense, rather than being, as some ‘standard’ philosophical perspectives would have us think it, some kind of unfortunate residuum, an embarrassing intrusion of illogic into (some) human existence(s).

The phantom limb teaches something profound about my unrequested engagement with (my) phantom-Matt.

One might with profit of course explore the disanalogies, too. The most important disanalogy, is (I suspect) this (and I will return to this point): that the phantom limb risks being permanent (because the body is mutilated, taken away from its form, and this mutilation is literally constantly present, and cannot be gainsaid even by the most marvellous Merleau-Pontyian lived prosthetics, such as the blind person’s stick) whereas (grief for) the phantom-Matt generally doesn’t, or at least isn’t. The loss is permanent, of course. The lost one never returns, of course; they are (in a sense consequent directly upon that point) entirely irreplaceable. There is a sense in which grief may be forever. I’m haunted by Matt’s absence (and by his ghostly, ambivalent presence). And I don’t think this will ever quite stop. Perhaps grief never ends. And yet: the world contains millions of wonderful others. Life goes on. One’s projects get completed, and/or change. Over time, one can live without the loved one, in a certain sense, more easily than one can live without an arm. The phantom-Matt may well in this way be less permanent than the phantom limb. Again, one probably doesn’t want to acknowledge this. (It doesn’t sound decent, to think of one’s limb as less dispensable than a person who one cares about deeply.) But it may well turn out so. One is deprived of one’s arm, forever, if one is, and the phantom limb that ‘substitutes’ it is of little benefit to anyone.22 But deep grief yields to a field of new possibilities, in which the ‘memory’ or internalised image/voice of the lost loved one can even urge one, as the memory of an arm cannot, to new life.23 There is a project of grieving for a lost loved one, in a way that is probably not quite so for a lost limb (For the main point with a lost limb is not to grieve for it or dwell on it, but to get used to its absence and more or less pragmatically to change one’s lived world accordingly).24 There is a process of coming to accept the loss of the one for whom one is grieving and still to live a life that is eventually as wonderful as it was before. I would literally give an arm and a leg not to have lost Matt. And yet, thankfully and grievously, his utter irrecoverability seems not to be preventing my ‘successfully’ (sic.) grieving for him in a way that one can (in a certain practical sense) never quite move beyond the loss of a limb.

What is it, to reconstitute our lifeworld—to heal it (ourselves) so as to find a way of being in the world without that world having an enduring gash or void in it—in the case of deep grief/loss? Well, as they say: time is the great healer. We can grieve and ‘move on’, because at a fundamental level un-understood by most of the philosophical tradition, we’re not islands, we’re ‘a part of the main’, as John Donne put it in his great poem on loss. We’re not other than others: such that loss hurts us and grief takes a toll on us in a way that ‘objective thought’ struggles to comprehend, but such also that it is recoverable from. For, while individuals die, together we go on. The dead are present among us, and the ‘us’ who survive are rich and deep enough to survive this process and even prosper. When the bell tolls for someone, it tolls for us too, as part of them and them a part of us; that is actually what makes death (the death of others) cope-able with. The idea that the bell tolled only for Matt when he died—such that either his death just wouldn’t affect me very deeply, or that it would be a loss entirely intolerable, literally impossible to bear, because the loss of a unique individual the care for whom could not find any other purpose or purchase—this, fortunately, is an idea that need not grip us.25

This is how it is intelligible for someone to be irreplaceable, and yet for us to be able to recover from their loss.

All this adds grist to my mill: deep grief in its extremity is paradoxical, not encompassable within the logic of ‘objective thought’; and yet it is also something which, as beings who are not the isolated individuals that philosophy too often imagines, can nevertheless be encompassed, and emerged from.

____________________________________________

And now we can see more clearly I think what Wittgenstein is driving at, in his most famous discussion of grief, at the opening of Part II of the Philosophical Investigations:


“Grief” describes a pattern which recurs, with different variations, in the weave of our life. If a man’s bodily expression of sorrow alternated, say, with the ticking of a clock, here we should not have the characteristic formation of the pattern of sorrow or the pattern of joy. // “For a second he felt violent pain”.—Why does it sound queer to say: “For a second he felt deep grief”? Only because it so seldom happens? // But don’t you feel grief now? (“But aren’t you playing chess now?”) The answer may be affirmative, but that does not make the concept of grief any more like the concept of a sensation.—The question was really, of course, a temporal and personal one, not the logical question which we wanted to raise.

(PI II, ii, 174)




Grief has a distinctive place in the weave of our life. Its conceptual character differs deeply from that of a sensation. Grief has a temporal form (we have seen some detail of that form, earlier). Much stage-setting is needed in order for it to exist at all. It is not occurrent as a sensation is.

I would add to Wittgenstein’s remark something that fits I think exactly with the resumption of our life (free of harmful philosophical ideologies) that he is trying to make possible, in the progress of Philosophical Investigations. The ‘complicated form of life’ of embodied social beings with lives anything like ours is a life that wouldn’t make sense without grief. For without that pattern, we would be beings who were not reliant on others to form our world. We would be beings who saw others only ever as elements in the world, not as constitutive of it.

Wittgenstein is saying in the quoted remark that the questions we raise about grief, when we confusedly seek to assimilate it to sensations, are properly logical questions. This is intimately connected with my title: the present chapter does indeed investigate the logic of grief. But the processive interleaving/interplay of denial and acceptance that part-constitutes deep grief is an essential dimension of that logic. The logic of grief is the logic of being a person, part of a whole of persons that is prior to its parts. And the logic of being (and becoming) necessarily in time. Being, in short, the kind of being that sometimes not-irrationally grieves … in the impossible but nevertheless actual loss of an integral part of one’s very world.

In the final sentence of the quote, Wittgenstein distinguishes the temporal/personal questions that we thought we were asking about grief from the underlying logical issue. But what I have shown here—and what Wittgenstein himself indicates by clarifying the non-occurrent status of grief, it’s necessarily being a pattern over time—is that the temporal (and even, we may add, in some ways the personal) are, in such cases, a vital dimension of the logical.

Some readers perhaps are thinking that a large objection lies in wait against my central claim in this chapter: “But this just isn’t logic! What you have given us may be all very well, but it is only psychology.” To them, I offer how Wittgenstein and Merleau-Ponty (re-)conceive logic, and reconceive the relationship between our actual lives and what allegedly transcends these or comes ‘before’ them.

Take Merleau-Ponty’s critique of the standard (Kantian) conception of the ‘a priori’, and his own radical reconception of that notion (PP, 256):



From the moment that experience […] is recognised as the beginning of knowledge, there is no longer any way of distinguishing a level of a priori truths and one of factual ones, what the world must necessarily be and what it actually is. The unity of the senses, which was regarded as an a priori truth, is no longer anything but the formal expression of a fundamental contingency: that fact that we are in the world—the diversity of the senses, which was regarded as given a posteori, including the concrete form that it assumes in a human subject, appears as necessary to this world, to the only world which we can think of consequentially; it therefore becomes an a priori truth.




Grief is of roughly this form. Something which superficially appears to be one contingent, concrete form of human emotional expression can (and, to correct the wrong impression given by ‘objective thought’, should) actually be seen, rather, as necessary to this (our) world. It could in this sense—in Merleau-Ponty’s revolutionised sense, no longer dichotomised from life and the ‘a posteriori’—even be termed an a priori feature of human beings, as beings whose worlds are not the windowless worlds of monads, but who depend on some of those around them, in order to have worlds at all. And its structure is in this sense a priori too. It would make no sense in (almost?) any imaginable circumstance for us to speak of grief that varied with the tick-tock of a clock. And it makes no sense either for one to demand of a griever that they stop being in denial. For they have lost ‘something’ which is integral to their world. Until they find their way to a reconstructed lifeworld, their acceptance of reality will co-exist with a denial of it.

Wittgenstein of course would cast this in a form that, superficially, differs somewhat from Merleau-Ponty. For Wittgenstein, logical observations, including about temporal phenomena, are themselves, roughly, non-temporal.26 (Thus the logical character that Wittgenstein notes—in the passage from PI previously quoted—his (non-temporal) observation about grief has.) The ‘dialectical’ interplay between denial and acceptance that I have emphasised is, I have tentatively suggested, universal to grief.

But first, this ‘model’ that I have offered can then be used as an object of comparison (cf. PI §§130–2) that allows one to recognize variations from the model in human reality if, as and when they occur (and thus can help one to avoid dogmatism).

And moreover, I think that Merleau-Ponty’s radically reconceived ‘a priori’ is not so far from this logicality, the later Wittgenstein’s non-temporality. For Wittgenstein is seeking to enable us to understand that there is no bar whatsoever to understanding our ordinary human practices as logical; no bar on finding profoundly shared modes of logic in our very judgements and across our practices. On the contrary, take this key moment in Wittgenstein’s own radical engagement with and problematisation of the Kantian ‘transcendental’ problematic (PI §§241–2):



“So you are saying that human agreement decides what is true and what is false?”—It is what human beings say that is true and false; and they agree in the language they use. That is not agreement in opinions but in form of life. // If language is to be a means of communication there must be agreement not only in definitions but (queer as this may sound) in judgements. This seems to abolish logic, but does not do so.




The ‘agreement’ of which Wittgenstein speaks is of course nothing like an agreement in a Constitutional Convention; it is not agreement in what we say. It is more like an attunement. It is a being in common, a being part of a whole.

This requirement for such agreement seems to abolish logic, but does not do so. It ‘abolishes’ (puts into question, removes the sense of compulsion by) ‘only’ a notion of logic as laws of thought in some pure abstract sense, purged of anything specifically persons-related. What it does positively is to open out a space in which we may see logic rather more broadly, then, than it has typically traditionally been seen. We may see it (roughly as Kuusela does, in his Logic as the Method of Philosophy) as “able to take into account empirical facts about thinkers or language users and their environment, and yet retain[ing] its non-empirical character” (p. 8). My argument in this chapter has been that grief has a logic in roughly this sense. A specific logic of practice and of specific experience. An unexpected logic, befitting the paradoxical situation of the griever: as someone who, while not a victim of a mental disorder, has lost some of their very footing in the world, and whose world therefore takes on a particular character, whose shape I have roughly limned, earlier.

____________________________________________

And now, having seen finally how broadly Wittgensteinian and broadly Merleau-Pontyan considerations come together—in clarity about how grief is not a sensation and indeed is not a point-event of any kind, and is rather an inevitable aspect of the way in which our lives and our world(s)-as-lived are not separable from those of some other people, an aspect whose nature consequently takes on a particular, revealing kind of character—we are in a position to begin to sum up the argument of the present chapter.

The logic of (deep) grief is initially rather bewildering: it is a logic of process and of paradox. The logic of grief is necessarily experiential; it takes time and experience to unfold—and probably, also, to fully understand. It radically differs from the logic of (ordinary) sadness over a loss, or from that of sensation. If an acquaintance dies, or if a loved object is lost, this does not involve the need for one to construct a new or renewed lifeworld in response. The logic of such sadness and of sensations might be congruent with what Merleau-Ponty calls ‘objective thought’; with empiricism and rationalism. The logic of grief is not.

Grief then is an emotion (if it is adequately characterised as an ‘emotion’ at all) that springs from the depth of our interconnectedness, an interconnectedness or ‘inter-being’ which could even be called our oneness. Grieving arises because we are not detached from one another; because genuinely human connections cannot be understood as ‘external relations’.27 As Winch28 and Wittgenstein29 have taught us, we are normally internally related to one another.30 And this is of course most true of our most intimate—our closest—relationships. When the internal relation in question makes up enough of one greater whole of which one is a part, then a qualitative change ensues if and when the other dies. The real point of the concept of ‘internal relation’ is that it is not a relation at all, properly speaking. (It is, in the sense of the resolute reading of Wittgenstein, a transitional concept, designed to be overcome.) Because there can only be a relation if there are two separate things in question. If one of us takes a voyage at sea and perishes, their not being separate from the rest of us results in grief as an experience of an alteration of world, in the cases where the loss of something (someone) not separate from oneself is a loss of someone who is integral to one’s lifeworld. Yet this experience is not completely unworlding—not completely, literally intolerable—because we are (on the whole) a whole; we are not separate. Because there is a ‘body’ that goes on, whoever dies: the ‘main’, our shared human adventure. This is what individualism cannot understand in grief.31 My world-with-Matt wasn’t just mine; it was mine-and-his. But, though the world becomes diminished for me, yet it remains: through-and-through more than just-mine.

Our lifeworlds overlap and co-constitute. I have noted how grief can drive one to feel alone; and how that very drive itself indicates how profoundly we are together (including: with the lost one, still). This is no accident; this is part of what it is for humans beings to be in the world. Our lifeworlds are distinct, in that those who we would (or do) grieve for are different, from one of us to another; yet we have in common that our lifeworlds have this ineluctable feature. We are the kinds of beings who have at least sometimes to grieve.

____________________________________________

Finally then, to return to near where I started: real acceptance comes with the ability to feel at home in the world once more, to be not permanently gripped by the gap that the loss of the loved one has introduced. This process is assisted by understanding the situation oneself (including in its partial un-understandability, the strangeness of its lived logic) and by being understood in what one has gone through. The writing of this article has played for me and the reading of it might play for you, I think (and hope), itself, a helpful role, offering, roughly, a consolation of philosophy.

____________________________________________

But I must, in closing, once more acknowledge a real grain of truth to the ‘cognitive closure’/‘privileged epistemological standpoint’ view. Inasmuch as this chapter embodies insights, they are in some cases at least not insights that I think it possible that I (at least) would have arrived at, through for example reading Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, Epictetus, Donne, Kübler-Ross, Solomon, etc., alone, in conjunction with thinking about grave grief. It was necessary for me to actually experience it. And from experience comes developing insight. (And thus the delicate task of expounding the logic of grief comes down, in the end, to this: allowing the profoundly and ineluctably personal dimension of it, while not illicitly bloating that into an individualist vision of what is a process (grieving) that expresses and even re-achieves one’s (our) profound sociality.)

For again: The truth about grief is that, unlike some chronic depression,32 one generally goes/gets through it.33 That is, one ultimately34 more or less emerges from it, more or less recovered. This truth is a blessed relief; it is also troubling, for it can seem wrong for one’s grief not to be inconsolable. The shock of the loss of the loved one can keep returning; one’s life never simply resumes its former path … but one’s life does resume. One manages to go on living, despite the loss of the grieved-for one. The process of grieving, and its (to the casual onlooker, and to the insufficiently reflective philosopher) remarkable logic, enables one to go on. In some way, it even makes one stronger; or at least wiser. This is not itself part of grief’s logic; but that logic helps probabilify this result.

And this is not only encouraging; it is as it should be. For after all, isn’t that what the loved one would want? Matt would not want what killed him to kill me too. No: On the exact contrary.35,36

Notes

1. Compare Sartre’s short discussion of denial (BN, 86), to which my own is sympathetic.

2. If these latter can be even said to have logics at all. In the case of sensation, one might well decline to talk of it having a logic, on the grounds that it simply, brutely occurs. Or one might distinguish between a weak sense in which everything human which is not plain illogical has a logic, and a stronger sense in which only those phenomena which have a structure that is infused with normativity do so. I shan’t take up a position on these questions in the present chapter: I shall not object to speaking of sensations, etc., as having a logic, but I shall seek to suggest that grief measures up to the latter, ‘stronger’ sense.

3. I use this term ‘lifeworld’ in a different way from (for example) Habermas: In this chapter, we share a ‘lived world’, but our ‘lifeworlds’ may be different from one another’s. Grief separates us—teasing apart our lifeworlds—precisely in the gesture of making clear to us our deeper-than-deep inter-connectedness—in virtue of which one experiences grief, in the event of a profound loss. There is an ineluctably perspectival aspect to lifeworlds, in my sense; your mother is not integral to my lifeworld as she (presumptively) is to yours. In this sense, I may disagree with Donne; some people’s deaths diminish me more than others’.

4. In a fuller presentation, we should consider Wittgenstein’s (and Winch’s) conception of ‘internal relations’ and Merleau-Ponty’s conception of our inter-subjective lifeworld in comparison to one another, and both in comparison to Epictetus’s Stoic conception of the human whole; I am not implying that these can simply be assimilated. Morris’s chapter in the present collection offers just such a comparison, illuminatingly.

5. I build on Solomon (1977) and Redding (1999). Cf. also Solomon (2004, 94–5 and 97). (All subsequent references to Solomon’s work are to Solomon 2004).

6. It is surprising that these two ideas have not been put together before, to my knowledge. For their logics are in one key respect much the same. ‘Cognitive closure’ supposes that some truths are inaccessible to all or some humans who have not the requisite cognitive capacities or experiential bases for cognition. ‘Standpoint theory’ supposes that some truths are inaccessible to humans who have not the relevant identity/experiential bases for cognition. (The paradigm is Marx on the privileged epistemic standpoint of the proletariat relative to the ideologically blinkered other classes.) My suspicion is that the reason why these two literatures have not met is because they tend to be located in traditions in those disciplines that have little mutual respect or interest (analytic philosophy versus Marxist/feminist theory). This is unfortunate; each could benefit from understanding the arguments brought to bear upon or on the basis of the other.

7. When a mutual acquaintance with whom Matt had had some run-ins put a consolatory note onto my Facebook wall, my first strong inclination was to exclaim to myself: ‘Wait til I talk to Matt about this! …’; it actually took me a moment to realise that of course this was the one thing that I couldn’t do.

8. See on this Wittgenstein’s arguments in the Philosophical Investigations of course, and also specifically Diamond (2000).

9. Solomon (2004) makes a similar point at p. 80 as Resnais made via his film: [O]ne of the paradoxical pains associated with grief is the realization that one cannot remember as much as one would like to, or that one’s memory of the lost one is diminishing with time. This is both frustrating and, to some extent, itself a cause for further grief and guilt. Thus what is an essential part of the ‘recovery’ from grief is also an aspect of the suffering of grief.

10. For discussion of how the (contested) concept of ‘survivor guilt’ properly functions, the reader is recommended Hutchinson (2008). Building on his brilliant analysis, the salience of survivor guilt here seems to me this: some survivor guilt is an avatar of survivors’ own determination to make a better world and their recognition of their oneness with the dead and of their partial mutual ‘inter-replaceability’ with them. It concerns the meaning of us being deeply vulnerable and deeply chancy (i.e. alive only by accident) and utterly social creatures in a world which necessarily has some of these horrors in it… . Isn’t a key part of the phenomenon of ‘pure’ survivor guilt (I mean in those cases where one doesn’t have an ordinary reason to feel guilty, such as that one could clearly have saved a non-survivor and just didn’t) such a recognition of our common humanity? Such survivor guilt is a powerful manifestation of collective spirit. Matt is dead; I must make up for his absence. I must if I can be as good as he might have been. One feels guilt in doubting whether one is actually any better than the one who died. (If one were demonstrably better than them, then it would seem less bad that they had been taken rather than oneself.) And so one resolves perhaps to seek at least to be as good as them; ‘e.g.’, to do, if one is adequate to the task (which of course one gravely fears one isn’t), at least what they might have done. One is thinking that, as things stand, if they had survived, then the community as a whole would have been better off. This involves taking the community/our common humanity very seriously; it involves giving up one’s egoic ‘specialness’. In that sense, it points in a hopeful way beyond the alleged selfishness in human nature / when facing the extreme. Or, perhaps better: it recognises a truth to that criticism of selfishness, and resolves to compensate for it. To do one’s best for all, in homage to those who might have been in one’s place or vice versa, but for the grace or ungrace of God.

11. Or even publicly—for this desire is likely to be connected with the social obligation to grieve (i.e. to mourn). See on this Solomon (2004, 78 and 93f).

12. However, there’s also the relief one could perhaps get from deep empathy from an unusually empathetic person who has not shared the grief experience. Such relief might reveal some of the ‘cherishing’ of that experience as itself part of the suffering of it. Empathy from a non-griever could short-circuit such wallowing in victimhood. (Thanks to Mihai Ometiță for the idea motivating this note.)

13. Thanks to Avner Baz for pointing me to the salience of this great essay. I shall however increasingly question whether a Cavellian sense of our mutual separateness does justice to our inseparability.

14. Compare Merleau-Ponty’s holding (PP, 95) that all being in the world has a paradoxical moment/aspect characteristic of it. (Cf. also notes 16 and 18 in this chapter.)

15. Solomon helps one to understand how grief is, as I have put it, qualitatively different from sadness.

16. Kübler-Ross’s five stages were of course in the first place designed to account for the nature of one’s own dying, not one’s experience of someone else’s death; see Kübler-Ross (1969 and 2005). To anticipate, what I will suggest is this: Kübler-Ross has identified part of the process of grieving; but not the seamlessness of it, nor (crucially) that denial isn’t an obstacle to where one wants to head: it’s the route. Without persistent denial and persistent acceptance, we wouldn’t have grief.

17. For some discussion, see 2.3 of Read (2012). See also Louis Sass’s work.

18. Part of my suggestion in the present piece then will be that there is an ‘indeterminacy’ in the world of the griever (cf. PP, 196). It should however be noted that, while this suggestion is based in Merleau-Ponty’s evocations of indeterminacy (see the entire argument of the Introduction to PP), some of his key examples of this phenomenon differ from the case of grief in that they are examples of (as we might put it) constitutive vagueness rather than of the paradoxical co-existence of clear and yet non-co-tenable ‘beliefs’ that I have indexed to grief. The case I am offering has quite a lot in common with Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the Müller-Lyer illusion (PP, 6); but less, perhaps, in common with the case he discusses of the geometry of a tower being unresolved when the tower is viewed from a certain (long) distance. Thus the source of the indeterminacy I am placing in the lived world is different from the source of the indeterminacy in some of Merleau-Ponty’s famous cases. (Thanks to Liz McKinnell for help with this note.)

19. Compare here Solomon’s useful discussion (Solomon 2004, 82) of how it can sometimes make sense to grieve for a treasured object.

20. See especially PP, 6f. (where he analyses the Müller-Lyer as a for-instance). See also p. 196 for the “principle of indeterminacy” in relation to the nature of human existence that Merleau-Ponty ‘generalises’ from the profound non-determinacies he sets out earlier in the book. (I borrow the term “not-fully-determinate”—as a slightly more accurate version of the phenomenon that Merleau-Ponty is talking about than “indeterminacy”—from p. 36 of Morris 2012).

21. (As will become clearer later, one’s lifeworld is necessarily however tied into the collective lifeworld.) Mihai Ometiță points out to me that the distinction world versus life-world in the case of grief then roughly parallels the distinction physical-body versus lived-body in the case of phantom limbs.

22. It would be a mistake to ‘deduce’ from Merleau-Ponty’s ‘embodied’/‘extended’ mind that loss of part of the body is not a truly terrible loss. There is nothing like the body itself; it is synaesthetic, it is utterly the centre of one’s horizons and of one’s motility—and thus of one’s thought. Any significant reduction of it is a reduction of oneself, however well it be compensated for. Think of the blind man’s stick, as analysed famously by Merleau-Ponty (see especially PP, 175–6). A wonderful extension of himself, his body, his perception, his mind: but nevertheless, it would be foolish to deny (as perhaps some advocates of the ‘social model’ of disability do) the terrible loss that is blindness.

23. Oskari Kuusela points out to me that there might be a way around this disanalogy. Having lost a limb, why can’t I reconfigure my life in a similar way as when having lost someone close? E.g. I become a composer instead of being a violinist. Perhaps a lost limb forces one to take up something one later realises was even one’s true calling. I am sympathetic to this helpful thought, but uncertain. I worry that it runs close to disability denial. See the note previous to this one for discussion.

24. E.g. Paul Wittgenstein could to some extent remain a concert pianist, and even have new works written especially for him, after he lost his right hand, but many, many works were no longer playable by him. (See also notes 22 and 23 in this chapter.)

25. I’m not saying that such ideas don’t sometimes grip some of us. Possibly forever. I’m saying there is a route to freedom from such a grip through one’s continued membership in a world made up of others. Only if all the others who are non-substitute-able in one’s life were to be gone would this route be closed off. Such a case is perhaps that of someone who loses the entire rest of their family or tribe.

26. My discussion here is much indebted to Oskari Kuusela.

27. For the distinction between ‘internal’ and external relations, see Wittgenstein’s Tractatus, and the exegesis thereof given by Denis McManus in his The Enchantment of Words (McManus 2006). On the latter, in relation to the external versus ‘internal’ relations distinction, see Read (2007a). (See also Winch 1958.) Relations between persons treating each other purely administratively, purely externally, are not really relations between persons at all, any more, I would claim.

28. See on this and for explication especially 2.1 of my 2012.

29. For explication of Wittgenstein as enabling us to see ourselves as one, see Chapter 8 of my 2013.

30. The word ‘normally’ registers that this internal relationship can be ruptured. As Winch notes towards the close of the Preface to his book’s 1990 edition: in war, for instance. See in this connection also Knud Løgstrup’s argument that, while what he calls the sovereign expressions of life (such as trust of others) are defeasible, it always takes effort to run against them, even in total war: see his 2007.

31. Though Stoicism too is inadequate to the grieving process; for all that Epictetus and Seneca help us to understand what’s wrong with individualism, the Stoics don’t take seriously enough emotionality as a cognitive and indispensable part of our social nature (on this inadequacy, see my 2003), and this prevents them from seeing grief as anything other than an unfortunate obstacle to be dissolved.

32. Grief is palpably not a mental disorder; it is not something like depression (see Solomon 2004, 86, for undergirding of this point). It’s perhaps worrying that a philosophical prize was won by an essay arguing the opposite (Wilkinson 2000). Not because of the craziness of the view—craziness is de rigeur in philosophy—but because thinking of grief as a mental disorder manifests incomprehension of the crucial way in which grief is called for: a world without grief would palpably be a poorer world. Whereas a world without panic disorder, deep depression, etc., would probably be a better world; and such ‘objectless’ disorders are never called for (except perhaps by the dire state of the world as a whole, as in eco-psychology). As Kate Elgin put it to me: grief is a wholly appropriate recognition of the magnitude of one’s loss. Given that Matt died, and how much he meant to me, it’s right I should grieve. If I didn’t, it would show a major failing in me. (I’d be some sort of a heartless monster.) When one has had a friend amputated, any other response than grief would be profoundly worrisome… . A world without grief would be unrecognisable, inhuman. It would, one might even add, be a world with roughly the same kind of gap in it (writ large) that I feel mars the world without Matt in it.

33. Grief may of course for some time alter the entire tenor of one’s experience (cf. PP, 96). In this way it bears a partial comparing to neurosis and even to psychosis. Grief may be over-arching; it may colour one’s entire existence for a while. (A happy moment prompts memory of a reason for sadness, (in my case) Matt’s absence, in response; one thinks, ‘What would Matt have said about this?’, when one hears of some new Government-outrage; etc.); but not, I suggest, in the way that (say) serious depression can in some cases do. It does not consist of a truly constant ‘negative’ mood: consider Merleau-Ponty’s wonderful remark that ‘While I am overcome by some grief and wholly given over to my distress, my eyes already stray in front of me, and are drawn, despite everything, to some shining object, and thereupon resume their autonomous existence. Following upon that minute into which we wanted to compress our whole life, time … begins once more to flow, carrying away, if not our resolution, at least the heartfelt emotions which sustained it’ (PP, 97). As Wittgenstein likewise insists (see preceding), grief is not (as depression can be) a continuous state. This is connected with the difficulty, which can haunt one (as it does Elle in Hiroshima Mon Amour) of holding on to one’s grieving, of continuously meaning it, at a time when one still wants to do so. Avner Baz has reminded me of the passage in Emerson’s ‘Experience’ where he laments his inability to hold on to his grief for the loss of his son—even such a severe loss cannot be held to, cannot remain at the center of one’s consciousness for long. This reminder underscores how deep grief can still be characterised as an emotion rather than (as deep depression can be) a pathological moodstate, which brooks no straying. Still less is grief-proper psychotic: it does not, as some schizophrenia does, systematically place everything under the heading of a thought (a paranoid thought, say). It is worth noting parenthetically here that such cases of schizophrenia (see Read’s analyses thereof in Read 2007b, Part II and in Read 2012, 2.2; cf. also Louis Sass’s work) are alarmingly similar to the philosophy of ‘objective thought’, and especially perhaps to rationalism: insofar as philosophy thinks that thought alone ought to rule, it apes or echoes schizophrenia rather than sanity. This fantasy of philosophy, when experienced in reality, as in some madness, is (to put it mildly) much, much less experientially attractive than the philosopher tends to imagine …

34. Thankfully, though perhaps guiltily—see preceding.

35. The final irony then, as Louis Sass has remarked to me, is this: realising that the lost one would not, in fact, have wanted the grieving to go on for too long …

36. This chapter is dedicated to the memory of the extraordinary human being—my political and intellectual compadre—who lives in me still, that was Matt Wootton, 1978–2013. Thanks also to an anonymous referee, to Phil Hutchinson, to fellow members of the UEA Merleau-Ponty Reading Circle, and to audience members at a presentation of this material to the UEA Wittgenstein Workshop and at the UEA Humanities seminar.
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Is Self-Consciousness Consciousness of One’s Self?

Jean-Philippe Narboux


1. Introduction

The title of this chapter calls into question an equivalence that has been generally taken for granted ever since its terms became available with the advent of modern philosophy. The assumed equivalence holds between self-consciousness, on the one hand, and consciousness of one’s self, on the other hand, where one’s self is by definition that in virtue of which one enjoys self-consciousness, something which one must either have or be (under the relevant aspect) if one is to qualify as a self-conscious being. It is built into the modern philosophy of mind. I shall call it the Canonical Equivalence (hereafter CE). Let us have it before our eyes:


Canonical Equivalence


	CE Self-consciousness is consciousness of one’s self (SC↔CS)




To the ears of most contemporary philosophers, CE sounds perfectly innocuous. What is self-consciousness supposed to be, except consciousness of one’s self? CE is, in effect, “the first explanation of self-consciousness that may occur to someone, and what the form of the expression [self-consciousness] suggests” (Anscombe 1975, 25; Descombes 2014, 281). It is perhaps only fitting, then, that our question, once rephrased as the question whether consciousness of oneself is consciousness of one’s self, should be quite literally inaudible. Indeed, CE has the look and the ring of a harmless pun. It is usually assumed before the stage is set, more often than not by default.

According to the greater majority of contemporary philosophers, CE can only cease to appear as the truism it is if we either deflate the meaning of its left-hand side or (which is more likely) inflate the meaning of its right-hand side, that is to say of the concept of self. In this view, qualms about CE betray unwitting restrictions on the concept of self that actually render it inconsistent with self-consciousness as properly conceived. These qualms are typically traced to the conditional assumption that if per impossibile there were such a thing as a “self”, it would have to be a Cartesian substantial Ego. They are supposed to evaporate once it is realized that CE leaves room for conceiving the self as the aspect under which a person, in the sense of a living human body, relates to herself, the way she is given to herself.

In this chapter, I contend that CE is of recent philosophical extraction and that it conceals one philosophically substantial claim, namely, the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness (hereafter RCS), as I shall call it:


Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness


	RSC Self-consciousness is self-reference (SC↔SR)




Naturally, if CE stands or falls with the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness, we should expect the latter to enjoy the same consideration as CE in philosophical circles. And so it does. According to the greater majority of contemporary philosophers, RSC can only appear controversial if we lay certain restrictions on the meaning of the term figuring in its right-hand side, thereby inflating it. In this view, qualms about the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness betray unwitting restrictions on the concept of reference that render it unfit to subsume self-consciousness. These qualms are typically traced to the assumption that reference is necessarily receptive in character. They are supposed to dissipate once this assumption is dropped.

Against this view, I argue that RSC and CE must be rejected as incoherent, as the terms figuring in their right-hand sides are in fact unintelligible. The same holds for the term on their left-hand side, “self-consciousness”, when it is construed in accordance with CE. But by contrast with the concept of self, which is wholly parasitic on CE, the concept of self-consciousness is a genuine one, which must be rescued from the demise of CE. Doing justice to self-consciousness, far from requiring us to embrace CE, requires us to forsake CE in even its most innocent-seeming version. The equivalence postulated by CE forces the grammar of the first person into the mold of the grammar of the third person and thereby realigns the first person on the third (see Descombes 2014). Accordingly, I maintain against RSC:1


	NR“I”, qua manifestation of self-consciousness, is not a referring expression.




The anti-referentialist approach to self-consciousness condensed in NR is vindicated in both the works of Sartre and Wittgenstein (especially as the latter is read and carried further by Anscombe). In what follows, I draw on the works of these philosophers and try to bring them together in order to motivate my case against CE. I take Wittgenstein’s claim that “ ‘I’ is not the name of a person” (PI §410), Anscombe’s claim that “I” is not a referring expression (Anscombe 1975, 32), and Sartre’s contention that there is no referent of “I” lying behind consciousness (TE) to articulate a single negative insight into the spuriousness of CE. On the exegetical register, my main claim is that their works present far more affinities than are usually acknowledged, including a shared diagnosis of the source of the equivalence encapsulated in CE: namely, that the postulated equivalence rests on a grammatical mix-up, as “it is blown up out of a misconstrue of the reflexive pronoun” (Anscombe 1975, 25).

The striking convergence between the thoughts of these authors has of yet failed to receive the attention that it deserves,2 no doubt in part because it undercuts the still pervasive picture of an unbridgeable gulf between phenomenology and analytic philosophy, but also because the negative contention that they share is one that is still poorly understood. In fact, the reflections of Sartre and the later Wittgenstein on self-consciousness seem to have elicited similar responses and suffered similar fates. Both have been charged with indulging in paradox and deemed “extraordinary” (see e.g., Evans 1982). Both have been mistaken for the view that self-consciousness, having no object of its own, as it were hangs in the air, standing aloof from particular human beings. Both have been misunderstood to imply that consciousness is “impersonal” in more or less the sense in which “It is raining” is impersonal, i.e., as variants of Lichtenberg’s famous contention that, in all rigor, all that Descartes was entitled to, was to the impersonal claim “It is thinking”.

Bringing together the thoughts of Sartre and Wittgenstein in relation to the topic of self-consciousness reveals the most fundamental divide regarding this topic as cutting across the two philosophical traditions known as “phenomenology” and “analytic philosophy”.3




2. The Problem of Self-Consciousness


2.1 The Principles of Immunity and Transparency as Touchstones for an Account of Self-Consciousness

Self-consciousness proves harder to characterize than its default. Thus, William James told the story of a man named “Baldy” who, after falling out of a carriage, made the query: “Who fell out?” and, upon being told that it was Baldy who fell out, cried: “Did Baldy fall out? Poor Baldy!” (see Anscombe 1975, 36). Baldy did not know that he had fallen out because, as he was falling out of the carriage, he simply did not realize that he himself was doing so. He ended up thinking that he had fallen out only insofar as he ended up thinking that Baldy had done so. It is worth emphasizing that his companions were able to witness Baldy’s lapse: the difference that self-consciousness makes is not a private matter (Anscombe 1975, 36).

That Baldy sought a subject of predication to which to attribute the happening, the falling out of the carriage, attested that his consciousness of the happening came short of self-consciousness. Had his thought of the happening been self-conscious, he would not have made his query. There would have been no need for him to look for a subject, no need for him to identify the person who fell out. What betrayed his lapse was not that he used “Baldy” instead of “I” but that, even though he was conscious and he had the idea that someone had fallen out, he wondered who had done so (Anscombe 1975, 36). Had Baldy phrased his exclamation in the first person (“Did I fall out? Poor me!”), his lapse would have remained conspicuous.

Conversely, although Baldy’s exclamation, “Did Baldy fall out? Poor Baldy!”, has the same content as his antecedent query, “Who fell out?”, and although it likewise betrays the lapse that attended his thought of the happening, it also requires and evinces self-consciousness on his part, simply in virtue of its form, which is that of the explicit performative utterance “I pity Baldy” (see Austin 1975, Chapter 5). The same would hold if he simply had made an assertion like “Baldy fell out”. Indeed, it is far from clear that we could so much as imagine a “lapse of self-consciousness” with respect to the belief that transpires in such an assertion. It would be tantamount to conceiving that Baldy could regard the question whether he had fallen out as settled, yet wonder whether he himself believed that he had fallen out. Which is to say, in turn, that it would have to be open to Baldy to adjudicate the latter question negatively; it would have to be intelligible for him to make the assertion “Baldy fell out, but I don’t believe it.”

Just as a description of one’s motions like “I am falling out” normally leaves no room for a question of the form “Someone is falling out, but is it I?”, so too an expression of belief, say “I believe that Baldy fell out”, leaves absolutely no room for a question of the form “Someone believes that Baldy fell out, but is it I?” But it is also the case that an expression of belief, say, “I believe that Baldy fell out”, leaves absolutely no room for a question of the form “I believe that Baldy fell out, but is it so?” or of the form “Baldy fell out, but do I believe it?” Like seeking to find out whether I am undergoing a certain motion that I know to be currently befalling someone, seeking to find out whether I endorse the claim that I am making would attest a want of self-consciousness on my part.

If the very need to settle either sort of question shows self-consciousness to be missing, it must be because self-consciousness precludes it from arising. In either case, the reason why such an incompatibility obtains is evident: if the need to settle either sort of question could arise when self-consciousness is in place, then it would be conceivable that one hit on the wrong answer. But this is absurd.

At this juncture, many contemporary philosophers—including some influenced by Sartre or by Wittgenstein—are likely to invoke the following two principles as the positive grounds of the two negative criteria that were just laid out:


Immunity Principle


	IP Self-ascriptions are able to dispense with observation if and only if they are immune to error through misidentification relative to the first-person pronoun.





Transparency Principle


	TP Self-ascriptions of stances toward the world (beliefs, intentions, or perceptions) are able to dispense with observation if and only if the questions that they purport to answer are transparent to corresponding world-directed questions regarding the objects of these stances.




These two principles are meant to spell out two formal features of self-consciousness that respectively account for the two negative criteria. Together, they provide an alternative to the so-called inner glance model of self-consciousness that is often ascribed to Descartes (and is apparently espoused by Locke). They dislodge the twofold “Cartesian” assumption that the authority of “I” stems from the incorrigibility and the transparency of consciousness’s epistemic access to itself. The first principle replaces the notion of certainty with the notion that error is logically out of place. The second principle turns the traditional notion of transparency on its head by replacing the notion that nothing screens consciousness from itself with the notion that nothing screens consciousness from the world. Both principles are meant to—or at any rate were originally introduced to—demystify our ability to make certain first-person claims without resorting to any observation of ourselves (see Boyle, unpublished).

The two principles do not speak against CE. Indeed, they are typically conceived to be not only conditions of adequacy that an account of self-consciousness should meet if it is to avoid perpetuating the “inner glance model” of self-consciousness, but also conditions of adequacy that an account of CE should meet if it is not to lay itself open to the charge of conceiving the self as “a special sort of object”.

The two principles can accommodate CE to the extent that they are neutral on the following questions: is the reason why the very endeavor to attach one’s conscious motion of falling to the right subject of predication betrays a lapse of self-consciousness that, for a self-conscious being, there is no link to be made, or rather that the link is effortless, guaranteed to succeed? What is wrong with Baldy’s trying to find out whether he is the one who is falling out: that he is looking for a subject when there is none to look for, or rather that there is no need to look for it? Again, is the reason why the very endeavor to attach one’s first-person assertion “I am falling out” to the right attitude on one’s part, were it genuinely conceivable, would betray a want of self-consciousness, that for a self-conscious being there is no link to be made, or rather that the link is effortless, guaranteed to succeed? What would be wrong with looking for an answer to the question whether I endorsed my assertion “I am falling out”: that I should look for an answer where there is none to look for, or that there is no need to look for it?

But that the two principles can accommodate CE, I contend hereafter, does not speak for CE. Rather, it speaks against them. As I try to show, they are but the ultimate refuge of CE and must likewise be rejected. Unlike the two negative criteria that they pretend to ground positively, they do not characterize self-consciousness so much as the minimal core of the characterization of self-consciousness implicit in CE.




2.2 A Dispute Over the Legacy of Wittgenstein’s Reflections on “I”

The two principles of Immunity and Transparency are indirectly rooted in Wittgenstein’s work. They were introduced in order to capture two insights into the logic of “I” that his work affords. Whether they actually capture these two insights is, however, open to question.

Evans is standardly credited with one of the earliest formulations of what has come to be known as the “Transparency Principle” (see Moran 2001, 61). In an influential passage in The Varieties of Reference, Evans writes:



Wittgenstein is reported to have said in an Oxford discussion: “If a man says to me, looking at the sky, ‘I think it is going to rain, therefore I exist’, I do not understand him.” (…) The crucial point is the one I have italicized: in making a self-ascription of belief, one’s eyes are, so to speak, or occasionally literally, directed outward—upon the world. If someone asks me “Do you think there is going to be a third world war?”, I must attend, in answering him, to precisely the same outward phenomena as I would attend to if I were answering the question “Will there be a third world war?”

(Evans 1982, 225)




In another place, Evans makes basically the same point about self-ascriptions of perceptual awareness, in terms that are reminiscent of Sartre’s original formulation of the principle of intentionality: “What we are aware of, when we know that we see a tree, is nothing but a tree” (Evans 1982, 230).4

As the preceding quotation indicates, Evans credits Wittgenstein with the insight that the Transparency Principle encapsulates. In effect, in the context of reflecting upon Moore’s Paradox (i.e., the paradox presented by the assertion “p but I don’t believe that p”), Wittgenstein pointed out that, in at least some occasions, the assertion of “p” and the assertion “I believe that p” were simply equivalent and he traced their equivalence to the asymmetry between the first and third persons of the present indicative evinced by “psychological verbs” (like “believe” or “intend”) with respect to the justification of the utterances in which they figure:



That he believes so and so results for us from the observation of his person (aus der Beobachtung seiner Person), but he does not make the statement “I believe …” on the ground of self-observation (auf Grund der Selbstbeobachtung). And that is the reason why “I believe that p” may be equivalent to the assertion of “p”. It is equally the reason why the question “Is it so?” may be equivalent to the proposition “I wish to know whether it is so”.

(RPP I §504)




Following Anscombe, I shall call a first-person utterance (by which I simply mean an utterance with “I” as syntactical subject) that is not made on the basis of self-observation (Selbstbeobachtung; on which more follows) an “unmediated utterance” or simply an “I-utterance” and the thought that is expressed by it an “unmediated thought” or simply an “I-thought” (Anscombe 1975). As we shall see, Sartre and Anscombe are one in maintaining that where an equivalence of the sort obtains, the unmediated utterance is in no way about the utterer. In the view that they share, the equivalence precludes construing the relevant unmediated self-ascriptions as having the character of predications (i.e., as featuring a subject of predication in the logical sense). Evans contests this diagnosis. In his view, what the possibility of such equivalence establishes is only that an I-utterance, in virtue of its being unmediated, need not be expressly about its utterer. In adjudicating this dispute, one question we shall have to address is whether the Transparency Principle is indeed a mere elaboration of Wittgenstein’s point, as Evans assumes, or rather a distortion of it, as I think Sartre and Anscombe alike would contend.

The insight underlying the Immunity Principle is likewise usually credited to Wittgenstein. In an influential passage in The Blue Book, Wittgenstein introduces a distinction between two uses of “I”, which he calls “the use as object” and “the use as subject”.5 In the first use, illustrated by “I have a bump on my forehead”, there is room for a certain kind of error for which there is no room in the second, illustrated by “I feel a toothache”, namely an error of identification. Looking in the mirror, I can mistake someone else’s forehead for mine. When “I” is used in the second way, i.e., “as subject”, I cannot be asked, “How do you know/Are you sure that it is you who are X … ?”. Nor can I ask myself, “Someone is X …, but is it me?” Thus, not every de se thought is an I-thought in this sense. A first-person utterance in which “I” is used “as object” expresses a de se thought, but it does not express any I-thought, since it is mediated. In the present indicative, there is an asymmetry between an unmediated first-person utterance (e.g., “I am lifting my arm”) and its third-person counterpart (“She is lifting her arm”) with respect to their justification: whereas the first-person utterance does not rest on observation, its third-person counterpart does. By contrast, a first-person utterance in which “I” is used as object (e.g., “I have a wart on my wrist”) rests on the same kind of grounds as would warrant saying the same thing of someone else.

Anscombe’s denial that “I” is a referring expression, unqualified as it may be (she makes no mention of Wittgenstein’s distinction between two uses of “I”), is quite evidently a descendant of Wittgenstein’s gloss on the use of “I” as subject (McDowell 2009, 187–8; Longuenesse 2017, 49). In effect, Anscombe traces the illusion that “getting hold of the right object is guaranteed” to the observation that “getting hold of the wrong object is excluded” (Anscombe 1975, 32), an observation directly echoing Wittgenstein’s remark that, when “I” is used as subject, no provision is made for a certain possibility of error.

The notion of immunity to error through misidentification constitutes another and possibly alternative offspring of Wittgenstein’s gloss of the use of “I” as subject. As originally introduced, the notion of immunity to error through misidentification aimed at little more than paraphrase: according to Shoemaker’s definition, an utterance in which “I” figures as syntactical subject is “immune to error through misidentification relative to the first-pronoun” if and only if it is “immune to error due to a misrecognition of a person” (Shoemaker 1968, 556).

However, the very phrase coined by Shoemaker conveys the implication that the error against whose possibility the use of “I” “as subject” is protected, although it is logically out of place, is one that could have been logically in place. Talk of “immunity” makes sense only to the extent that there is some conceivable peril from which it preserves. What is more, the notion is expressly designed to allow a wedge to be driven between Wittgenstein’s characterization of the use of “I” “as subject” and his denial that utterances in which “I” is thus employed are “about a particular person” (see Evans 1982, 217–8; Longuenesse 2017, 21). Accordingly, the notion is often presented as an alternative account of the phenomenon delineated by Wittgenstein (see e.g., Longuenesse 2017, 21) or at any rate as an “amendment to Wittgenstein’s distinction” (Longuenesse 2017, 19; see also Evans 1982, Section 7.2).

Arguably, the notion figures in so many words in Anscombe’s attack on the view that “I” is guaranteed to refer (see Anscombe 1975, 30). There, however, far from elaborating on Wittgenstein’s point, it serves to delineate its ultimate target (see Section 3.1). To Anscombe herself, it was obvious that the notion of immunity was profoundly Cartesian. The role played by the notion of immunity in Anscombe’s amplification of Wittgenstein has eluded most readers of her essay (see e.g., Evans 1982; Longuenesse 2017). This opens up a possibility parallel to the one we envisioned concerning the Transparency Principle: namely, that the Immunity Principle, notwithstanding its alleged history, in fact runs counter to Wittgenstein’s insights into the workings of “I”.

Two issues naturally arise in connection with the terminology and the examples deployed by Wittgenstein in the quoted passage. First, it is clear that the question whose nonsensicality concerns Wittgenstein is the question “Someone is F, but is it me?” and not the question “Someone is being spoken of by me by means of ‘I’, but is it me?” In effect, the latter question is logically out of place across the board, whether the first-person pronoun “I” is used “as subject” or “as object” (see Gnassounou 2010, 72). In other words, no first-person utterance has logical room for error at the locus of its syntactical subject.6 To use an anecdote recounted by Anscombe, the bishop caught with his hand on the knee of the lady sitting next to him can pretend that he has mistaken her knee for his own, but he cannot pretend that he has mistaken himself for her (Anscombe 1975, 30; Descombes 2004, 152).

However, we would be ill advised to conclude, on the basis of these considerations alone, that “the difference that Wittgenstein spots has to do with immunity to mis-ascription rather than to misidentification”, so that “he was wrong to think of it as making a distinction between uses of ‘I’ ” (De Gaynesford 2017, 487). Rather, what we need to recognize is that the error of identification whose nonsensicality is registered by Wittgenstein does not concern the use of “I” on its own, but its use within the context of an utterance (see Shoemaker 1968, 557; Evans 1982; Longuenesse 2017, 49).

But the fact that I can never make sense of the question of who is being spoken of by me by means of “I”, no matter how I am using “I”, is significant. For it shows that there is always a logical gap between the thought expressed by an utterance of the form “I am F” and the one expressed by an utterance of the form “The G is F”. There is, in a way, as much of a gap when “I” is used “as object” as there is when it is used “as subject”. In other words, whether a first-person utterance expresses an unmediated or a mediated thought is in that respect immaterial (Anscombe 1975, 23; Evans 1982, 210; McDowell 2009, 189). Although not all first-person utterances are “I-utterances”, i.e., expressions of I-thoughts or unmediated thoughts, self-consciousness manifests itself in each and every first-person utterance.

Second, Wittgenstein’s choice of examples of the first case notwithstanding, the categorial distinction that is captured by the distinction between the use of “I” “as object” and its use “as subject” does not align with the distinction between physical and mental self-ascriptions.

Recall Baldy’s lapse of self-consciousness. It showed in his lack of an unmediated conception of the motion (falling out of the carriage) of the person Baldy. In general, one’s conceptions of one’s own postures, motions, and actions—that is to say, of the postures, motions, and actions of one’s own body—are usually unmediated, as they are normally not based on the observation of one’s body, in contrast to the conceptions that one has of the postures, motions, and actions of other peoples (see Anscombe 1975, 33, 35–6).

A prime example of unmediated bodily self-ascriptions is to be found in the conceptions that one normally has of one’s bodily posture, i.e., of the position of one’s limbs. The form of knowledge that we normally have (or seem to have) of our bodily posture possesses a special significance on account of two features: first, it does not rest upon observation and therefore is not receptive in character (the crucial consideration for denying that such knowledge rests on observation is that its fallibility cannot be understood in terms of our being liable to misjudge an appearance, i.e., a separately describable impression);7 second, it reaches beyond the inner recesses of the mind to a material configuration, even though it is knowledge strictly “from inside” (Anscombe 1957, §8, §28). An even more crucial type of unmediated bodily self-ascriptions is constituted by self-ascriptions of intentional actions (Anscombe 1957, §28).

The insight that unmediated self-ascriptions encompass some bodily self-ascriptions is, if anything, equally central to Evans’s account of self-consciousness, as elaborated in Chapter 7 of The Varieties of Reference. Evans maintains that the phenomenon of immunity to error through misidentification with respect to the first-person is not confined to narrowly mental self-ascriptions, but extends to some bodily self-ascriptions and hence to some physical self-ascriptions.

Evans circumscribes three ways in which we can be aware of our own physical states and properties without incurring the peril of error through misidentification.8 According to him, the corresponding first-person judgments display immunity in virtue of their being “identification-free”: none of them can be decomposed into a pair of judgments of the form < That person is F, I am that person > or more generally of the form < b is F, I am b > (where “b” is schematic for a singular term referring to an object of the relevant kind) (Evans 1982, 221). In contrast with them, first-person judgments in which “I” is used “as object” are “identification-dependent”, in the sense that they comprise, and so are mediated by, an “identification-component” of the form < I am b > (Evans 1982, 180).

Although Evans’s account of the distinction between the use of “I” “as subject” and its use “as object” could not be accepted by Anscombe as it stands,9 not only are their explications of Wittgenstein’s distinction extensionally equivalent, but also they concur in the view that the distinction is best cashed out in terms of a contrast between mediated and unmediated thoughts. Moreover, as Evans himself notes in Chapter 7 of The Varieties of Reference, Sartre is to be credited with this very same insight.

But the examples of I-utterances actually selected by Wittgenstein in the Blue Book are all examples of narrowly mental first-person utterances, i.e., of non-physical unmediated utterances. In effect, they all belong to the subgroup of unmediated utterances that Wittgenstein elsewhere calls “expressive claims” (Äußerungen, a term sometimes translated, somewhat misleadingly, as “avowals”) and whose defining feature is that they employ what he calls “psychological verbs”. The category of these verbs coincides in extension with the category of verbs for cogitationes in Descartes’s sense (see Descombes 2013; Narboux 2018a). These unmediated utterances can be called “psychological utterances” provided this designation is not held to imply that they are about the mental states of their utterer (see Section 3.3). There is a contrast here. Whereas such first-person utterances as “I am lifting my arm” or “I am sitting with my legs crossed” might conceivably be made on the basis of observation, and so fail to express I-thoughts, first-person expressive claims like “I feel a toothache” simply cannot be made on the basis of observation and so cannot fail to be unmediated utterances.10 In other words, “psychological verbs” are such that they necessarily give rise to the asymmetry between the first and third persons in the present indicative.

In effect, that an unmediated utterance is not a claim to know by observation might mean either of two things. It might mean that it is a claim to know otherwise than by observation, or it might mean that it is not a knowledge-claim in the first place. For a first-person utterance like “I am painting the wall yellow” or “I am standing” to express an unmediated thought is for it to be a claim to know without observation. The point of speaking of “knowledge” here is that it might turn out that I was mistaken in claiming to know (without observation) that I was painting the wall yellow, or that I was standing. By contrast, the first-person expressive claim “I feel a toothache”—which, if truthful, cannot fail to express an unmediated thought—is neither a claim to know by observation nor a claim to know without observation, for the simple reason that it is not a knowledge-claim at all. Accordingly, since my “ability to say” that I feel a toothache cannot be contested as false, but only as untruthful, it seems best not to regard it as “knowledge” (see Anscombe 1957, §8).

Whereas Anscombe is silent on the foregoing exegetical issue, Evans declares the passage from the Blue Book responsible for having obliterated the possibility for bodily self-ascription to be unmediated (or “identification-free in the narrow sense”, to use his terminology). He thinks that the passage has thereby encouraged the false impression that the notion of an unmediated self-ascription is restricted to the mental realm (Evans 1982, 216). In turn, this false impression generates the false notion “that our ‘I’-thoughts leave it open, as a possibility, that we are perhaps nothing but a mind” (Evans 1982, 217).11

The standard reception of Wittgenstein’s passage has it that the contrast drawn there “seems to leave it open to us to suppose that, at least in the use as object, ‘I’ is a referring expression” (McDowell 2009, 187; see also Evans 1982, 217; Longuenesse 2017, 49). In this view, Wittgenstein proposes that “I” fails to refer when used as subject in order to explainthe immunity to error through misidentification evinced by the utterances in which it is so employed (see e.g., Longuenesse 2017, 21). Anscombe and Evans are then naturally said to “have gone in opposite directions in their accounts of what is unique about the role of ‘I’ ” (Longuenesse 2017, 49–50). If the two principles of Immunity and Transparency can be ascribed to Wittgenstein, then Anscombe is indeed going farther than Wittgenstein—and presumably too far. However, I shall contest this account of the dispute (see Subsection 3.2).




2.3 Self-Consciousness and the So-Called Fundamental Rule of Reference

If self-consciousness manifests itself in each and every use of “I” and cognate expressions, then “the explanation of the word ‘I’ as ‘the word which each of us uses to speak of himself’ is hardly an explanation” of self-consciousness (Anscombe 1975, 22–3, 1976, 55; see also Rödl 2007, 1), given that it fails to provide a non-circular account of self-consciousness. In fact, if “himself”, as it figures in this explanation, is the so-called direct reflexive pronoun, then that explanation is surely incorrect. For one may “speak of oneself” (where “oneself” is the direct reflexive), yet not know that the object that one is speaking of is oneself, as Oedipus notoriously did when, lacking the knowledge of the identity of the murderer of Laius with himself, he declared: “The murderer of Laius shall be banished.” Likewise a man named “John Smith”, in speaking of “John Horatio Auberon Smith” (named in a will), may be speaking of himself, yet not know it. In fact, as long as we take the reflexive “himself” as the direct reflexive pronoun, we cannot so much as specify the identity that eludes Smith. For example, it won’t do to say that what Smith fails to realize, is the identity of an object he calls “Smith” with himself, since it is still open to construe “himself” here as the direct reflexive (see Anscombe 1975, 23, 1976, 55).

For the preceding explanation of “I” to count as correct, “himself” must be understood, not as the direct reflexive, but as a peculiar reflexive, the so-called indirect reflexive (which is by definition the reflexive of indirect speech), as in “Smith did not realize that he himself was named in the will”, or “Oedipus did not realize that he himself was to be banished”. But then the use of the reflexive can be explained only in terms of “I”, so that the attempted definition, while it is not incorrect, nonetheless explains nothing. What we take Oedipus to have failed to realize is: “I am the murderer of Laius.” Likewise, what we take Smith to have failed to realize is: “I am Smith.” In other words, the “indirect reflexive” “himself” is but “an oratio obliqua proxy for the first-person pronoun of oratio recta” (Geach 1972, 129). The point equally applies to self-consciousness, inasmuch as it manifests itself in the use of “I”. As Sebastian Rödl puts it, “Self-consciousness is properly described as the power to think of oneself only if we lay it down that ‘oneself’, here, is a form of ‘I’ ” (Rödl 2007, 1). Thus, the propounded explanation of “I” is either false or circular.

The use of the word “I” evidently conforms to the following rule: “I” designates the one who is using it. The meaning of this rule can be unfolded by means of the following truth-functional equivalence: “If X asserts something with ‘I’ as subject [i.e., as syntactical subject], his assertion will be true if and only if what he asserts is true of X” (see Anscombe 1975, 32–3). To speak of oneself by means of the device “I” is, to this extent, to indulge in “self-designation” (see Descombes 2007, 405; 2009, 150–1).12 Plainly, the preceding rule is not meant as the provision of a synonym for “I”. For “I” obviously does not mean the same as “the one who is using it” (Kaplan 1989, 2005 quoted by Kripke in Kripke 2011, 295–6, 302).

It is nonetheless tempting to regard the preceding rule as providing the core of a semantic account of “I”. It is worth emphasizing, then, that no such rule can account for the use of “I”. It falls short of capturing the use of “I” precisely inasmuch as it fails to capture the self-consciousness that manifests itself in its use (Anscombe 1975, 25; Rödl 2007, 1–4; Kripke 2011, 300–1). It can be shown that it is an error to think that the difference between “I” and an ordinary proper name comes only to this, that everyone makes use of “I” only to speak of himself (Anscombe 1975, 24). In other words, it can be shown to be a mistake to think that the reason why “I have pain” does not stand to “He has pain” as “JPN has pain” stands to “Smith has pain”—or for that matter the reason why “I was born in France” does not stand to “He was born in France” as “JPN was born in France” stands to “Smith was born in France”—is simply the trivial one that “I” is not an ordinary proper name.13

Another way of putting the same point is to remark that the preceding truth-functional equivalence could not convey the concept of “I” to someone who lacked it: in order for someone to map the truth-functional equivalence onto her own case, she should already possess the concept of “I” (Kripke 2011, 300–1). As Anscombe puts it, “It may be very well to describe what selves are; but if I do not know that I am a self, then I cannot mean a self by ‘I’ ” (Anscombe 1975, 29).

In recoiling from the view that the use of “I” is so much as partly rendered intelligible by the rule that “I” designates the one who is using it, we are likely to fall into the view that at bottom “I” is intelligible only to the one who is using it. Thus, we may succumb to the temptation of replacing the semantic rule for “I” with a “demonstrative theory of indexicals”, as if what determined the referent of “I” were some act of private ostension through which the utterer points to himself in a special inner way (Kaplan 1989, 534–5; Kripke 2011, 299). As in turn the nonsensicality of this view dawns on us, we are likely to fall back into the view that the semantic rule supplies all that is needed.14

Is there a way out of this oscillation? The diagnosis of its source that I shall advocate in the remainder of this chapter is summed up in the following passage:



The dispute is self-perpetuating, endless, irresoluble, so long as we adhere to the initial assumption, made so far by all the parties to it: that “I” is a referring expression. So long as that is the assumption you will get the deep division between those whose considerations show that they have not perceived the difficulty—for them “I” is in principle no different from my “A”; and those who do—or would—perceive the difference and are led to rave in consequence.

(Anscombe 1975, 32)




This is also, in substance, Sartre’s diagnosis, as we shall see in Section 4.

To summarize, the assumption that self-consciousness can and need be traced to the consciousness of a self, in accordance with CE, is rooted in the oscillation between two candidate explanations of self-consciousness, the first of which (in terms of the “indirect reflexive”) adequately characterizes self-consciousness but is not an explanation of it, the second of which (the “fundamental rule of reference”) is an adequate explanation, but not of self-consciousness. The “fundamental rule of reference” articulates the benign sense in which “I” can be said to “refer” (in the standard case, “I” refers to the person out of whose mouth it is coming). But as this rule does not so much as begin to capture self-consciousness (if anything, it presupposes it), it neither supports nor contradicts the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness. Anscombe’s denial that “I” refers is not a denial of this rule. At most, it constitutes a denial of its pretension to be intelligible on its own. As for the symmetrically opposite suspicion that it amounts to a denial of the existence of self-consciousness, it should be clear by now that nothing could lie further from the truth.




2.4 The Terms of the Canonical Equivalence

In light of the foregoing diagnosis, we are now in a position to flesh out the two limbs of CE. “Self-consciousness” we characterized in the previous section (2.3) as “consciousness that such-and-such holds of oneself”, “oneself” being the so-called indirect reflexive, that is to say, the reflexive of indirect speech (Anscombe 1975, 26). Self-consciousness is what Baldy (in the anecdote told by William James) and the entire company of Alex-users (in the thought-experiment we took over from Anscombe in note 13) are conspicuously lacking. It is not captured by the “fundamental rule” governing the use of “I”. It is the common feature shared by all de se thoughts, whether or not they are I-thoughts, i.e., unmediated thoughts. However, as we saw, our observation that self-consciousness is the character of that which cannot be reported in the third person except as by means of an indirect reflexive is nothing more—if also nothing less—than a grammatical reminder. For the irreducibility of the indirect reflexive to the direct reflexive is in fact equivalent to the irreducibility of the first person to the third person. In effect, the employment of indirect reflexive indicators cannot be explained except by mentioning the internal relation that they bear to the word “I”. Indirect reflexives cannot be characterized except as oratio obliqua proxies for the first-person index of oratio recta. One cannot so much as ascribe a de se thought to someone without making her talk, as it were.15

In its philosophical use, the term “self” is implicitly defined by CE, which can be said to give its etymology. As John McDowell once put it:



It is useful to reflect on the etymology of “the self”. The self is presumably whatever it is about which a thinker thinks when he thinks about himself.

(Evans 1982, 259)




As implicitly defined by CE, a self is either a certain object or an object-under-a-certain-aspect (i.e., an object as given in a certain way) (Anscombe 1975, 25). By definition, it is what we must have or be if we are to say and mean “I”, i.e., enjoy self-consciousness: it is either that by virtue of having which something is endowed with self-consciousness (for example, a Cartesian Ego) or what something is, insofar as it is given to itself under the special aspect of self-consciousness (for example, a living human body or person (in a non-Lockean sense) as presented to itself in that way). In the first case, “I” logically functions as a name that each of us employs for her or his own self, as distinct from the object bearing the proper name that others call her or him. An “Ego” in Descartes’s sense, a “person” in Locke’s sense, are paradigmatic examples of selves as understood this way. In the second case, “I” logically functions as a name that each of us employs for the object that she or he is (i.e., that bears the proper name that others call her or him), insofar as she or he is given to herself or himself under the special aspect that constitutes the sense of “I”. Typically, a self, as so understood, is what a living human body or person (in a non-Lockean sense) is, insofar as she enjoys self-consciousness. There is no assumption to the effect that the special way of being given to oneself that defines “I” is qualitative, i.e., that it could be conveyed by means of a definite description. Nor is there any assumption to the effect that this special way of being given to oneself is independent from what is thereby given.

The modern conception of self-consciousness according to which to enjoy self-consciousness is to bear a relation to oneself that is not contingent or to relate to oneself qua oneself rather than qua another (Rödl 2007; Pippin 2014) goes far beyond the preceding characterization of self-consciousness. It implies, and is implied by, CE. It is what becomes of the preceding concept of self-consciousness when it is construed in terms of CE. In the present view, the modern conception of self-consciousness, inasmuch as it goes hand in hand with the account of “I” as a referring expression, is the very one that needs to be relinquished if we are to account for the logical originality of “I”, that is to say, for self-consciousness.






3. Anscombe’s Critique of the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness

This section presents two arguments by Anscombe against CE, both of which are direct elaborations of Wittgenstein’s reflections on the first person. Both take the form of a reductio and call into question the very possibility or intelligibility of the equivalence posited by CE.


3.1 Anscombe’s First Line of Thought Against the Canonical Equivalence

Anscombe’s essay on “The First Person” effects a shift from one philosophical problem to another. The bulk of the essay (Anscombe 1975, 21–32) is devoted to dismantling a problem that figures at the center of Descartes’s legacy: that of understanding the connection between I-conceptions (i.e., unmediated conceptions) and the object referred to as “I” (see also Kenny 2001, 39–41). This problem is exposed as a pseudo-problem, calling for dissolution rather than for new solutions. Moving away from this problem, the last part of Anscombe’s essay (Anscombe 1975, 33–6) then shifts to another problem, this time genuine: that of understanding the connection between I-conceptions (i.e., unmediated conceptions) and the material object whose states, motions, and actions these conceptions are conceptions of (see also Kenny 2001, 45).

First-person utterances are utterances in which “I” figures as syntactical subject. First-person utterances thus differ from impersonal utterances, like “It is raining”, which do not possess so much as a genuine syntactical “subject” (much less a logical one).16 It is of course not in this strictly syntactical sense that Anscombe deems first-person utterances “subjectless”. In maintaining that first-person utterances are “subjectless”, she means to assert that they are devoid of a “subject” in the logical sense: such utterances, she holds, lack a subject of predication, that is to say, the first term of a predicative nexus, a target of reference to which to attach a predicate.

As I have indicated, Anscombe’s central claim has been misunderstood in a number of ways. In particular, it has been conflated with the claim that first-person utterances do not evince self-consciousness, or else with the claim that it can make no sense to say that they make a referring use of “I”, when it has not been conflated with both claims at once.

In light of the preceding, we can readily dispose of these two misunderstandings. First, as we saw in Subsection 2.3, Anscombe does not deny, but on the contrary underscores, that the use of “I” manifests self-consciousness. Indeed, in her view, it is precisely this central feature of “I” that precludes it from being assimilable to a device of singular reference. It is precisely inasmuch as it can and must be construed as evincing self-consciousness that “I” need not and cannot be construed as referring to anything—in particular, to anything like a “self”.

Second, as we also saw in Subsection 2.3, Anscombe does not deny, but on the contrary underscores, that “I” can be said to “refer” to the utterer, or that to utter “I” is in some sense to “refer to” oneself, if all this means is that there exists a truth-value link between a first-person utterance and a third-person utterance about its utterer. To acknowledge the existence of such a link is to acknowledge that there is, as she puts it, a target of reference “in the offing”. Her point is that this truth-value link can neither capture self-consciousness nor establish that “I” refers to a material substance (see Rödl 2007, 126–7).

Last, but not least, Anscombe’s contention that “I” does not refer is not to be conflated with the claim that “I” refers to nothing (i.e., is an empty name), let alone to a nothing (i.e., a nonentity of sorts). In and by itself—that is to say, apart from the fact that it addresses a philosophical confusion—the negative claim “ ‘I’ does not refer” stands on a par with, and is as gratuitous as, the negative claim “ ‘I’ does not climb stairs”. It is simply not privative in character.

The nerve of the main argument of “The First Person” is summed up in this passage:



Getting hold of the wrong object is excluded, and that makes us think that getting hold of the right object is guaranteed. But the reason is that there is no getting hold of an object at all.

(Anscombe 1975, 32)




Anscombe’s argument, which occupies the central part of her essay (Anscombe 1975, 25–32), divides into two steps, corresponding to the two horns of a single reductio. First, she considers and refutes the view that “I” is a proper name (Anscombe 1975, 25–6). Second, she considers and refutes the view that “I”, although it is not a proper name, behaves logically like a proper name and so counts among referring expressions (Anscombe 1975, 27–32). The first step of the argument turns on the objection that if “I” were a name, then we would be faced with the “question what guaranteed that one got hold of the right self” (Anscombe 1975, 25). For the repeated use of “I” would require the re-identification of its reference (Anscombe 1975, 27). The only way of escaping this objection is to give up the claim that “I” is a proper name and to stick solely to the claim that “I” behaves logically like a proper name. The second and more important step of the argument hinges on the objection that the escape-view that “I” enjoys “guaranteed reference” “collapses into absurdity when we work it out and try to describe how getting hold of the wrong object may be excluded” (Anscombe 1975, 31). Thus, the attempt to deflect the demand for criteria of identity turns out to founder into incoherence.

There are essentially two prima facie reasons for regarding “I” as a proper name (Anscombe 1975, 26, 29). First, it behaves syntactically like one, since it occupies the same syntactical place (the one we called “syntactical subject”). Second, it can be replaced salva veritate by an ordinary proper name X, in virtue of the rule according to which “If X asserts something with ‘I’ as [syntactical] subject, his assertion will be true if an only if what he asserts is true of X” (Anscombe 1975, 29, 32) (see Subsection 2.3). As we saw in Subsection 2.1, the fact that “I” trivially differs from an ordinary proper name in at least in the respect that it is a name everyone uses of himself or herself (Anscombe 1963, 55, 1975, 24) is not enough of a reason not to regard “I” as a proper name. For “I” resembles our invented term “Alex” (in note 13), except insofar as the latter fails to express self-consciousness, and Alex is indisputably a regular proper name (if not one of the ordinary sort) (Anscombe 1975, 26). After all, it was designed as one.

However, the conception of “I” as a regular name of a special kind is faced with an insuperable difficulty. If I am to refer (in the pragmatic sense) to a thing by issuing a token of its name (say “N”), that thing must already carry the name in question. That is to say, it must have been endowed with that name prior to my use of it; the convention that the name “N” refers (in the semantic sense) to this thing must already be in place. And if this thing is to have been endowed with the name “N”, it must have been individuated by means of criteria of identity. All this holds of “I” if “I” is a proper name. It would seem that some criteria of identity must be at work in the use of “I” if “I” is to refer in the way a proper name does.

This brings us to the true reason for being reluctant to regard “I” as a proper name: if “I” were literally a regular proper name (if not of the ordinary sort), then it would be incumbent upon “I” to identify the referents of its repeated occurrences in the mouth of one and the same speaker as being the same (namely, as being one and the same “self”) (Anscombe 1975, 26–7). In using “I”, I could fail to get hold of the right object, which is absurd.17

The only way of surmounting this difficulty is to relinquish the claim that “I” is a kind of proper name and to replace it with the weaker claim that it merely displays the logical behavior of a proper name, in a word, that it is a device of singular reference. After all, the two considerations initially adduced in favor of regarding “I” as a proper name only pointed to resemblances with respect to logical behavior (Anscombe 1975, 27). Accordingly, the central part of Anscombe’s essay is devoted to blocking the natural if misguided rejoinder that even though “I” does not function as a regular proper name, it nevertheless functions as a device of singular reference in a bona fide predication.

We already know that the two considerations initially adduced in favor of the view of “I” as a proper name, although they are correct in themselves, suffice neither to establish that “I” refers in the relatively exacting sense in which a logical subject does, nor to account for the display of self-consciousness that is distinctive of “I” (see Subsection 2.3). But the question is whether the logical behavior of a name can be further specified so as to do justice to the specificity of “I”. Put differently, the question is whether self-consciousness can be accounted for in terms of self-reference.

If “I” is a referring expression, then it is “guaranteed to refer” or “secure against reference-failure” in three senses. First, the “I”-user cannot fail to exist so long as she makes use of “I”. Second, so long as the “I”-user makes use of it, “I” cannot fail to get hold of an existing and present object. In effect, the way of thinking in virtue of which “I” refers must ensure the existence of the referent of “I” by ensuring its presence. For if it could operate in absentia, then the existence of the referent would be open to doubt. What is more, it must ensure that it is materially present to consciousness. For merely intentional presence would leave room for doubt as to the existence of the referent (Anscombe 1975, 28). And since the only thing that is materially present to thought no matter what is the activity of thinking, the essence of the referent of “I” must consist in such activity (as Descartes contended). Third, so long as the “I”-user makes use of it, “I” cannot fail to get hold of the right object; in other words “I” must be “immune to error through misidentification” (Anscombe 1975, 28, 29–30).

If we construct a name that everyone uses only for himself, it will satisfy the first two requirements but not the third one (Anscombe 1975, 27, 30). For “I” to refer with all three degrees of immunity at once is for each use of “I”, so for each thinking of “I”, to guarantee the existence and the identity of its referent by guaranteeing its material presence. This is possible only if the referent of “I” is freshly defined with each use of “I” through the very act of thinking of it and if it remains continuously present (in the material sense) while it is being thought of. For otherwise the issue of its repeated identification would arise again; nothing would ensure that one caught hold of the right object in thinking the I-thought. Even so, a single continuous identification of the referent of “I” is not secure against the peril of unnoticed substitution. Thus, even a short-lived self does not meet our requirements. In the end, nothing but an instantaneous self could do. In truth, it would seem that if the possibility of mistaking the referent of “I” for something else is to be precluded, what is taken for the referent of “I” in the act of thinking of it must be defined by this very act. In other words, the only way in which the thinking of the I-thought can identify the referent of “I” without appealing to some prior criterion of identity is if it itself constitutes the criterion of the identity of its referent—if it “has the criterion within himself”, as it were (Anscombe 1976, 51). The referent of “I” is not present to consciousness except as that to which all conscious presentations are made (Anscombe 1975, 32). Thus, if “I”, in my mouth, refers to myself, then only I can understand how it does. The view of “I” as a referring expression presupposes the intelligibility of the concept of a private language centered on “I”, which in turn suggests that the fantasy of a private language is at the source of the Canonical Equivalence, CE.

To summarize, if “I” refers, then “I” either is a regular proper name (albeit one of a special kind) or it merely behaves logically like one (that is to say, it is a device of singular reference of another kind). But if “I” is a regular proper name (of a special kind), then “I” is not guaranteed always to refer to the right thing, which is absurd. If on the other hand “I” is not a regular proper name (of a special kind) but rather a referring expression of another kind, then while it might indeed be guaranteed to refer, how it earns this privilege remains altogether unintelligible, which again is absurd. Either way, the consequences are too unacceptable not to cast doubt on the initial assumption that “I” refers.

It is worth stressing, first, that Anscombe’s conditional contention that “If ‘I’ is a referring expression, then Descartes was right about what the referent was” (Anscombe 1975, 31–2) is not a premise of her two-pronged argument, but a by-product of the reductio undergone by the idea of “guaranteed reference” (see Descombes 2014); second, that her argument leaves entirely unaffected the grammar of “I”. The charge of paradox laid against Anscombe’s account of “I” rests in good part on a failure to disentangle certain features of the grammar of “I” from CE.18

Our conclusion that “I” is not a referring expression has two important immediate consequences. First, it implies that calling “I” a “first person pronoun” is most infelicitous (as indeed some linguists have long recognized).19 For the word “I” is not a pronoun and it does not designate the first of three persons. It is not a linguistic expression whose function is to deputize for a noun and so to stand for what a noun stands for. Unlike the “autonomous pronoun” “me” (Ego, moi), “I” does not so much as resemble a proper name in its employment. “I” refers to a person (in the standard case, the person uttering it, i.e., the person out of whose mouth it is coming) only in the benign sense articulated by the “fundamental rule of reference”. It does not stand on a par with “she/he/it”. It belongs with “you”, which likewise is not a substitute for a logical subject of predication. The whole notion of a “personal pronoun”, with its attendant tripartition, is spurious. The faulty assimilation of “I” to a pronoun both epitomizes and fuels the philosophical confusion encapsulated in CE.

Second, our conclusion implies that utterances of the form “Elsa thinks that she* …” cannot be analyzed on the model of “Elsa thinks that the bus is coming”. They cannot be analyzed as ascriptions of a “propositional attitude”, i.e., of an attitude toward a proposition (see Castañeda 1999; Geach 1972; Lewis 1979). “Elsa thinks that she* …” means “Elsa self-thinks that …”.

Finally, although the so-called fundamental rule governing the use of “I” can neither capture self-consciousness (Anscombe 1975, 25) nor establish that “I” is a device of singular reference (Anscombe 1975, 33), it points toward an all-important question, if only by bringing out the importance of the question “Whose assertion?” (Anscombe 1975, 33):



There is a real question: with what object is my consciousness of action, posture and movement, and are my intentions connected in such fashion that that object must be standing up if I have the thought that I am standing up and my thought is true? And there is an answer to that: it is this object here.

(Anscombe 1975, 33)




At the end of Anscombe’s essay, we are left with this new question and with Anscombe’s simple yet undeveloped answer to it.




3.2 A Second Look at Wittgenstein’s Blue Book

We can now return to Wittgenstein’s Blue Book and reconsider the terms of the dispute broached earlier (see Subsection 2.2). We just saw that Anscombe introduces the idea of immunity to error through misidentification as the purest expression of the grammatical illusion that gives rise to CE. This casts doubt on the claim that this idea is embraced by Wittgenstein.

Among those who suspect the anti-referentialist approach to self-consciousness of being in the grip of a Cartesian picture of the workings of “I”, many take Anscombe’s approach to be a radicalization of Wittgenstein’s, at least as expounded in the Blue Book. In their view, Anscombe pushed Wittgenstein’s position in the wrong direction by giving prominence to its anti-referentialist strand. This account of the relation between Anscombe and Wittgenstein’s respective stances comprises four tenets. It is held, first, that in the Blue Book Wittgenstein rightly admitted that “I” functioned as a referring expression in one of its uses, namely in what he there calls its “use as object” (which involves the recognition of a person) (see e.g., Longuenesse 2008, 6); second, that he rightly characterized the contrasting non-referring use of “I”, namely, its “use as subject” (which involves no such recognition), as being “immune to error through misidentification” (Evans 1982; Longuenesse 2008); third, that he mistakenly took this characterization of the “use of ‘I’ as subject” to imply that “I” could not be functioning as a referring expression when it was so used, because he mistakenly took it to preclude “I” from referring to anything else than a Cartesian Ego; fourth, finally, that the anti-referentialist approach articulated by Anscombe in “The First Person” amounts to a generalization of this mistake (Evans 1982).

All four claims appear to be wrongheaded.

It must be noted at the outset that the distinction between the use of “I” “as object” and its use “as subject” is introduced for the purpose of exposing the fallacy behind the claim that “I” refers to an immaterial substance. The fallacy takes the following form: the consideration of first-person utterances that do not hinge on the recognition of a particular person by means of her bodily characteristics, coupled with the insistence that “I” serves to recognize something even in such cases, “creates the illusion that we use this word to refer to something bodiless, which, however, has its seat in our body” (BB, 69).

But the reason why Wittgenstein singles out psychological utterances for attention is not that he regards them as exhausting the range of unmediated first-person utterances. Rather, the reason is that they coincide with the ones for which Descartes had a predilection. The unmediated thoughts preferred by Descartes, notes Anscombe,



(…) all have this same character, of being far removed in their descriptions from the descriptions of the proceedings, etc., of a person in which they might be verified.

(Anscombe 1975, 75)




The Cartesian contention that “I” refers to an immaterial substance specifically results from mishandling the grammar of “the Cartesianly-preferred thoughts” (Anscombe 1975, 35). Not only are Cartesianly preferred thoughts, like all unmediated thoughts, not based on facts about the speaker, since they do not turn on the recognition of her body by means of her bodily characteristics, but also they are not directly verifiable by attending to facts about the speaker. In this regard, they are unlike unmediated thoughts that convey non-observational knowledge, like “I am standing”, whose descriptions do coincide with descriptions that are directly verifiable through observation. Wittgenstein is not out to impugn the postulation of a Cartesian Ego because he thinks that if “I” (per impossibile) could refer, then it would necessarily refer to a Cartesian Ego. Rather, he proposes that the crucially problematic move is the initial one of holding “I” to perform an act of identification.

In any case, Wittgenstein nowhere suggests that “I” ever plays the function of a target of reference in the sense of a logical subject of predication. There is no suggestion that “I” ever functions as a logical proper name, i.e., a device of “singular reference”. As we saw in Subsection 2.2, even first-person utterances in which “I” figure “as object” have no room for error at the locus of their syntactical subject. Only third-person utterances can be wrong at this locus, because such utterances are predicative connections in the logical sense. Conversely, that first-person utterances do not have room for error at the locus of their syntactical subject is of a nature to suggest that they lack a logical subject. Saying that the use of “I” as object involves on the part of the speaker an act of recognition through which she identifies a particular living human body as being the same as hers—an act of the form <This body is my body>—is not at all the same as saying that it involves on her part an act of ‘self-identification’, i.e., an act of identification of herself*. As for the statement “I am this body”, it is simply not an identity statement, as we saw in the previous subsection (3.1). I conclude that Wittgenstein’s contrast of the two uses of “I” lends no credence to the view that “I” refers in at least some of its uses.

The interpretation of the use of “I” “as subject” in terms of its “immunity to error through misidentification” quite evidently goes hand in hand with the interpretation of the use of “I” “as object” in terms of singular reference. If “I” can function as a device of identification exposing the speaker to error, then the possibility that it should so function remains conceivable even when it is excluded, since that possibility could have obtained.




3.3 Anscombe’s Second Line of Thought Against the Canonical Equivalence

A second line of thought impugning CE and also stemming from Wittgenstein can be extracted from Anscombe’s work.

We have seen two derivative senses in which an utterance in which “I” figures as syntactic subject might be said to concern its utterer, none of which is a sense in which it is about its utterer (leaving aside, as before, the sense derived by the so-called fundamental rule of reference, which courts equivocation): first, a mediated bodily utterance like “I have a bump on my forehead” can be said to concern me inasmuch as it concerns a particular living human body whom I must recognize by observation to be such that I am it; second, an unmediated bodily utterance like “I am standing” can be said to concern me inasmuch as it concerns this body, whom I am—and here it must be remembered that nothing, in particular no observation, shows me which body is the one (Anscombe 1975, 34). For “I am standing” normally claims to express my unmediated knowledge of my posture—that is to say, the posture of this body, whom I am—and it is directly verifiable or falsifiable in happenings concerning this body, whom I am (Anscombe 1975, 34–5). That my consciousness of posture is “connected with” this object here, which is my body (Anscombe 1975, 33), however, does not imply that it is about me. It does not imply that it is the consciousness of the posture of an object to which “I” refers. “I am this body here” need not be an identity-statement. Indeed, it cannot be one if “I” does not refer.

But if “I” is a referring expression, then even expressive claims (Äußerungen) concern me, since they are—at least in some way or to some degree—about me (where “me” designates whatever object “I” refers to). Conversely, if expressive claims (Äußerungen) concern me, then this can only be in virtue of being about me, that is to say, in virtue of “I” figuring in them as a device of reference, since they cannot concern me in any derivative sense: thus, for expressive I-utterances to concern me is just for them to turn on acts of self-reference and to be acts of self-predication. But the view that “I” figures in expressive claims as a subject of predication, so that they can be said—at least in some sense or to some extent—to bear on the object to which “I” refers, and so presumably on the utterer of “I” (in virtue of the “fundamental rule of reference”), presents two unpalatable consequences.

First, if the I-utterances (i.e., unmediated utterances) that can be grouped under the heading of expressive claims (Äußerungen) are about an object to which “I” refers, so that they in some way convey how things stand with this object, then they turn on grounds for believing that things do so stand with it, grounds implicating the object to which “I” refers; and no I-utterance pertaining to this class can ever be equivalent in truth-value to an utterance whose content is not tainted by a psychological stance. No utterance whose content is not “subjective” in this sense is ever detachable from an I-utterance from this class (see Descombes 2014, 363–4). If “I” refers, then either the two assertions “I believe that there will be a third world war” and “There will be a third world war” (and likewise the two assertions “I intend to take my daughter for a visit to the zoo” and “It is good to take my daughter for a visit to the zoo”) are debarred from ever being equivalent in truth-value, as the first in the pair, being an expressive I-utterance, bears at least partly on how things stand psychologically with me, while the second does not; or they are equivalent, but only because the second, despite the appearances, also bears on myself, if only tacitly. Either way, no “objective” statement can ever be detached from an expressive claim (see also Descombes 2002).20

In any event, the asymmetry that expressive claims present with their third-person counterparts consists precisely in the fact that the former do not turn on certain grounds explaining why things stand in a certain way with the speaker. Either it makes no sense for me to adduce grounds for my expressive claim (what could be my grounds for saying “I have a headache”?), or it does make sense, but then the grounds in question do not have to do with me, but only with the world (my grounds for asserting “I believe his story” are grounds tending to show that the thing believed is true; my grounds for asserting “I want an apple” are grounds for wanting an apple).21

Second, if the I-utterances (i.e., unmediated utterances) that can be grouped under the head of expressive claims (Äußerungen) are about an object to which “I” refers, then a certain gap cannot fail to open between the utterer of “I” and the object to which “I” refers within his utterance (Descombes 2014, 298). A distance will inevitably arise between the “speaking subject” and the “subject” of whom it allegedly speaks, that is to say, between the agent of the speech-act performed in and by uttering the I-utterance and the referent of the subject of predication (“I”) allegedly figuring in the uttered sentence.

The second line of thought that was examined in this section invokes against CE the second of the two negative criteria of self-consciousness (see Subsection 2.1). But this hardly shows that it invokes the Transparency Principle as formulated previously. For if Anscombe is right, what the principle presents as a transition between two things is no transition at all, as there is only one thing.

The second line of thought impugns the logical possibility of the “self”, like the first one. However, it is clear that it can also be seen as impugning its logical necessity. Emphasizing the logical impossibility of the “self” and emphasizing its logical superfluity possess symmetric advantages and disadvantages. In emphasizing its logical impossibility, we run the risk of making the rejection of CE appear privative and therefore deflationary in character: it may look as if there were some intelligible possibility that we are denying. Hence, the impression that Anscombe’s conclusions are “extraordinary” (Evans 1982) or “dramatic” (Longuenesse 2017). Showing the “self” to be unnecessary can free us from this misimpression.

Symmetrically, in emphasizing the logical superfluity of the “self”, let alone its “absence”, we run the risk of making the rejection of CE appear relative to some prejudicial views regarding the function that the “self” is supposed to fulfill and the manner in which it is supposed to be presented in consciousness. On the second score, it will be objected that it should come as no surprise that the “self” should neither call for prospection nor allow for inspection in the way other objects do. The philosophical idea of the “subject” is after all the idea of “something that is indeed not presented, because it is what presentations are made to”, “an area of darkness out of which light shone on everything else” (Anscombe 1976, 56). The “subject” is, in a word, “invisible” (Anscombe 1975, 32); it necessarily eludes consciousness, as consciousness turns back to get hold of it, because it lies “behind” consciousness (TE, 122). Thus, we are led back to the necessity of bringing out the inconsistency of the concept of the “self”.

This oscillation suggests that we must show the impossibility and the superfluity of the “self” to be functions of each other. What must self-consciousness be, so that it can have nothing to do with self-reference?






4. Sartre’s Critique of the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness

Throughout his philosophical evolution, Sartre rejected CE as unintelligible.22 Just as Anscombe denies that self-consciousness can be explained as a special, reflexive sort of reference, in the same way Sartre denies that self-consciousness can be explained as a special, reflexive sort of intentionality.23 Notwithstanding some irreducible differences between their philosophical outlooks, both authors share this negative diagnosis: the logical structure of self-consciousness stands at odds with the structure exhibited by a predicative nexus. As I shall now try to show, Sartre’s negative findings are not any more paradoxical than Anscombe’s.24


4.1 Sartre on the Non-Thetic Character of Self-Consciousness

The only place where Sartre argues explicitly and directly against CE is in his long early article from 1936, The Transcendence of the Ego, whose eponymous thesis he was to regard as all but definitive. There, Sartre argues against CE along all three modalities. Being and Nothingness neither repeats nor expands on these arguments, but simply takes them for granted. Certainly, it does not mitigate them.25 Contrary to a common assumption, we should take Sartre at his word on this score (see LN, 142).

But although Being and Nothingness does not argue directly against the notion of an immanent Ego and rests content with summing up the central thrust of the earlier essay (LN, 142), it argues for a thesis that is closely related to, and in fact entails, the thesis of the incoherence of the notion of an immanent Ego: namely, the thesis that the structure of self-consciousness is radically at odds with the “intentional structure” that characterizes all consciousness, the structure by virtue of which all consciousness is “of” something, or “directed at” something. In doing so, the book as a whole secures the unity between the three arguments of the essay and it puts them on firmer foundations.

Since this fundamental point is forcefully made in the third section of the Introduction to Being and Nothingness, at the risk of anachronism, I shall first consider this text before turning to Sartre’s arguments in the early essay. Sartre brings out the following dilemma: on the one hand, my consciousness of something cannot so much as exist without being somehow conscious “of” itself; on the other hand, it cannot be primarily conscious “of” itself in the sense in which it is conscious “of” the thing “at which” it is “directed”.

Sartre argues by reductio against the claim that my consciousness is primarily conscious “of” itself by directing itself at itself (LN, 18–19). Like Anscombe’s first argument against RSC, this argument by reductio turns on the rejection of the intelligibility of a subjective reflective diathesis, i.e., an act of reflection by which a subject relates to herself, takes herself as object, but qua subject.26 For my consciousness of a thing to be conscious “of” itself in the way it is conscious of that thing, namely by directing itself at itself, would be for it to know itself to be conscious of that thing, or at any rate to reflect itself as conscious of that thing. As the knowledge relation imports a distinction between subject (knower) and object (known), this means that self-consciousness would at once divide into subject and object and overcome its own division. But then it would be a question how consciousness, as knowledge of itself, is guaranteed to be about itself (see Gardner 2009, 46). Sartre concludes that in its primary mode the consciousness that all consciousness has “of” itself cannot be a knowledge or quasi-knowledge (reflection) of itself. The structure of self-consciousness (conscience de soi) is not that of self-knowledge, i.e., knowledge of oneself* (connaissance de soi) (see also CSCS, 148–9).

Our predicament is that all consciousness of something must perforce be conscious “of” itself, yet it cannot without inconsistency be directed “at” itself. But how on earth can my consciousness of something be self-conscious otherwise than by being conscious of itself? How can it be self-conscious otherwise than by reflecting upon itself? An answer is broached on the basis of the well-known example of the act of counting the twelve cigarettes left in a pack of cigarettes (BN, 9).

So long as I was busy counting the cigarettes and I had not yet completed the action of counting them, and thus not yet found it to be the case that “there are twelve”, my consciousness was directed at the world—at these cigarettes-to-be-counted—just as the conclusion that I reached is about the world. Yet, had I been asked, “What are you doing?”, I would have spontaneously made the reply, “I am counting”, without so much as interrupting my action of counting the cigarettes and so without ceasing to be absorbed in my counting of them. This spontaneous reply attests not just to my ability to reflect upon what I am doing as I utter these words, but also, and more importantly, to my having been able all along to utter them in virtue of having been all along unreflectively aware “of” counting those cigarettes. Although or precisely insofar as it was directed at the cigarettes to be counted and toward the completed action, and thus did not know itself to be counting, my consciousness “of” counting was all the while conscious “of” itself*.

While I am counting the cigarettes, my consciousness “of” counting does not “posit” itself or take itself as its own object in the way it “posits” the object of which it is conscious. Rather, it is “non-positionally” or “non-thetically” conscious “of” itself. Thus, the view that reflection (i.e., thetic consciousness of consciousness) is the primary or default mode of consciousness “of” consciousness is not simply an impossible one, but also an unnecessary and de facto unwarranted one.

If now we probe further the relation between the two principles of intentionality (that all consciousness is thetically conscious of something) and self-consciousness (that all consciousness is non-thetically conscious of itself*), we shall find that it is one of duality. On the one hand, all thetic consciousness of something is non-thetically conscious of itself*. On the other hand, all non-thetic consciousness of oneself* is thetically conscious of something.

The task becomes that of understanding how intentionality and self-consciousness can be at once absolutely distinct and absolutely inseparable or, rather, be the one in virtue of being the other. Sartre underlines that it is really one and the same consciousness that determines itself “in a single stroke” (d’un seul coup) as non-positional consciousness of itself and as positional consciousness of an object, so that one’s spontaneous consciousness of one’s consciousness is strictly “one with” (ne fait qu’un avec) the latter (LN, 20).

The thetic “of-structure” of intentionality and the non-thetic “of-structure” of self-consciousness are not to be conceived as two species of a genre. The use of one and the same sign (“of”) to symbolize these two structures is potentially misleading insofar as it blurs what is an absolute categorial distinction. A more perspicuous notation will resort to two distinct signs. To forestall any risk of equivocation, Sartre famously inserts parentheses around the “of” that belongs with non-thetic consciousness and reserves the unadorned “of” (sometimes italicized) to thetic consciousness, that is to say, to intentionality. Thus, he systematically writes “consciousness (of) itself/oneself” (conscience (de) soi) to mark the non-thetic character of such consciousness and to contrast it with “consciousness of itself/oneself” (conscience de soi) which, being positional, presupposes reflection.

In the terms of our previous discussion, we can say that the parentheses around the “of” indicate that the reflexive appended to it—the word “self” and its composites—must be understood to be the indirect reflexive and therefore not to be a device of singular reference. Using as before Castañeda’s star-symbol “*” as a specific marker of the indirect reflexive, we might say that consciousness (of) itself/oneself is necessarily consciousness of itself*/oneself*. The point of Sartre’s typographical innovation is to make perspicuous a logical distinction that the syntax of ordinary language elides. In English, the same notational purpose can be attained, with less artifice, by the ante-position of the reflexive indicator, as in the phrase “self-consciousness”, and more generally by the ante-position of first-person indicators, as in the phrases “I-thought” or “I-sentence”. This is of course the convention to which this chapter has resorted all along.27

At the beginning of The Transcendence of the Ego, Sartre asks whether there is place for a referent of “I” in a first-degree or unreflected consciousness of something, given the way in which such a consciousness is conscious of itself, namely non-thetically. His answer is without appeal: “of course not” (ToE, 8). To secure this negative conclusion, Sartre successively challenges the necessity, the possibility, and the actuality of an immanent referent of “I” lying behind every consciousness. Which is to say that he successively challenges the necessity, the possibility, and the actuality of CE. He concludes this three-pronged argument as follows:



There is no I [Je] at the unreflected level. While I am running to catch the tramway, while I am looking at the clock, while I am absorbed into the contemplation of a portrait, there is no I. There is consciousness of the-tramway-having-to-be-caught, and so on, and non-positional consciousness of consciousness. In fact, I am then immersed in the world of objects, they constitute the unity of my acts of consciousness, present themselves with values, with attractive and repulsive qualities, but me [moi], I have vanished, I have annihilated myself. There is no room for me [moi] at this level, and this does not stem from an accident, from a momentary lapse of attention, but from the very structure of consciousness.

(ToE)




This passage is echoed by a passage from the lecture “Conscience de soi et connaissance de soi” (CSCS) that strongly suggests that for Sartre the thesis that one’s consciousness of an object is non-thetically conscious of itself* and the thesis that it has no room for an I (at least on its own) go strictly together, so that they cannot be understood apart from each other:



There is consciousness of oneself [conscience de soi] with an underlined “of” in the case where we have a reflective consciousness of ourselves. If on the contrary we consider that I ignore at this moment that I exist, that I am so absorbed that, when I will be removed from my reading I will ask where I am, but that my reading may nonetheless imply the consciousness of my reading, then the consciousness of my reading cannot posit itself, as the consciousness of the book standing before me posits it.

(CSCS, 149)




We are reminded at once of Wittgenstein’s remark (quoted earlier in Subsection 2.2) that “If a man says to me, looking at the sky, ‘I think it is going to rain, therefore I exist’, I do not understand him” (Evans 1982, 225). The unmediated character of our knowledge of our own intentional actions, i.e., the fact that it does not rest on “self-observation” (Selbstbeobachtung) (to use Wittgenstein’s phrase, quoted earlier), is reflected by the possibility of eliding the first-person indicator in stating them—a possibility which, far from impairing the ability of our statements to display self-consciousness, hangs on it (for what shows forth need not be said):



Say I go over to the window and open it. Someone who hears me moving calls out: What are you doing making that noise? I reply “Opening the window”. (…) But I don’t say the words like this: “Let me see, what is this body bringing about? Ah yes! The opening of the window”. Or even like this “Let me see, what are my movements bringing about? The opening of the window.

(Anscombe 1957, §28, 51; see also §22, 35)



Sartre’s standard examples evince a striking congruity with Anscombe’s. When it comes to the topic of intention, her examples typically feature pairs of statements of intentional actions cast in the first and second persons of the present progressive (which is a morphological marker of the imperfective aspect), say, “Why are you pumping?”—“I’m replenishing the water-supply.” (Anscombe 1957, §23, 38–9; see Thompson 2008, Chapters 5 and 8, 2011) Sartre relishes using the equivalent formula in French, in which the imperfective aspect is marked periphrastically.28 This bias is methodologically motivated. It aims at counterbalancing the prevailing bias in favor of “Cartesianly preferred I-thoughts”, which has imposed “a diet of examples”. We are apt to forget that one way to express an intention is by giving a wider description of what one is doing (Anscombe 1957, §22, 34–5). These examples are meant to free us from a philosophical picture according to which to know someone’s intentions is to be apprized of the contents of her mind (Anscombe 1957 §4, 9); a picture that would have us “find in every genuine straightforward rationalization a movement from inner to outer, from mind to world, from ‘desire’ to ‘action’ ” (Thompson 2008, 90).29

However, the distinctive focus of Sartre’s examples is on absorptive activities, a paradigmatic example of which is the activity of reading a story (TE, 100–1; CSCS, 149–50). The hallmark of an absorptive activity is that, while I am engaged in it, I “forget myself”, as we like to say, and my surroundings alike.30

However, Sartre does not regard such evocations as compelling by themselves. They are not meant to supplant argumentation. The evocation of the absorptive action of running to catch the tramway, in the preceding quoted passage, is meant to illustrate Sartre’s three-pronged argument, not to replace it. He is quite aware of the perils incurred by any attempt at showing the absence of something (see De Coorebyter 2000, 253). Moreover, absorptive activities are only meant to bring into relief the ontological absorption that characterizes all consciousness of something.

The convergences between the two authors extend to their arguments, in particular, to their arguments against the intelligibility of CE.

The first argument adduced by Sartre in The Transcendence of the Ego against the possibility of CE (i.e., his first argument that a consciousness, qua self-conscious, cannot have room for a self, that the “I” is, as he puts it, destructive of (nuisible à) self-consciousness) (TE, 98–9; see also CSCS, 150–1) is consonant with the second argument that I extracted from Wittgenstein and Anscombe in the previous section.

A “subject” lying behind every consciousness, conscious of itself qua “subject” would be, to use Husserl’s apt formula, a “transcendence in immanence”. In this sense, an “I”, no matter how “formal” or “pure” it might be, would necessarily be an inhabitant of consciousness (CSCS, 151). Even if it is infinitely contracted, like a geometrical point, an “I” constitutes “a center of opacity” within consciousness (TE, 98). But consciousness is “all-lightness, all-transparency” (toute légèreté, toute translucidité) (TE, 98), it is literally nothing but the act of positing its object in front of itself:



It becomes conscious of itself only insofar as it is[en tant qu’elle est]conscious of a transcendent object. Everything is clear and transparent [lucide] in consciousness: the object is in front of it, with its characteristic opacity, but it, on the other hand, is purely and simply consciousness of being consciousness of this object, this is the law of its existence.

(TE, 98)




A pure “I” would ruin the transparency that is the very mode of existence of consciousness qua intentional, as it would necessarily stand in its way. It would, as we shall see in Subsection 4.3, destroy its constitutive polarization (namely, − → +).

Furthermore, Sartre’s argument against the necessity of CE (i.e., his argument that a consciousness need not have room for a self in order to be self-conscious, that the “I” is, as he puts it, “superfluous”) (TE, 96–7) also finds a counterpart in Anscombe’s work. In effect, the first of the three arguments adduced by The Transcendence of the Ego is directed against the claim that only an “I” can confer to a consciousness of something the unity and individuality without which that consciousness would disintegrate into thin air (on this argument, see Gardner 2009, 22; Longuenesse 2017, 46).

The parallelism can be taken further. According to Sartre, when I am running to catch the tramway (or reading this novel), my consciousness wholly transcends itself in (dans) the tramway-to-be-caught (the novel-to-be-read) and toward (vers) my catching of the tramway (my finishing the novel). In other words, my consciousness directs itself receptively at (sur) an object of perception (disclosed in light of an end of mine) to which I can egocentrically refer by means of a demonstrative and practically toward (vers) the finite end that I am currently pursuing (the possibility of achieving which is disclosed through perception). While I am thus engaged and absorbed in the intentional action of running, I am non-thetically conscious (of) it. This means that the consciousness that my intentional action of running has (of) itself is “unmediated” in Anscombe’s sense. Indeed, it does not rest on the “quasi-observation” that, for Sartre, defines “reflection” (see Longuenesse 2017, 50, 62).

But if my awareness (of) my intentional action of running (or of reading this novel) cannot be thetic, at least so long as I am engaged and absorbed in the action, then neither can the mode of bodily awareness that it involves. Like the former, the latter must be non-thetic. Thus, while I am running, I am non-thetically aware (of) my legs; while I am writing with a pen, I am non-thetically aware (of) my hand. Likewise, when I am struggling to make out the words on the page because of the lack of light, I am non-thetically aware (of) the pain in my eyes: I do not posit my body as an object. Along that dimension, the body has the diaphanous character of consciousness.31




4.2 How to Reflect the Unreflective. A Methodological Predicament and Its Solution

Against the foregoing parallelism between Sartre and Anscombe’s respective accounts of self-consciousness, it is natural to object at once that it overlooks a glaring divergence: Sartre consistently admits, whereas Anscombe emphatically denies, that “I” is a referring expression. Indeed, Sartre expressly countenances that each of us is “intimate with” her own “Ego”. His claim is not that “I” does not refer to an object, but that the object to which it refers is not immanent but transcendent, just like any object.

This objection, however, is shortsighted. First, it misses the heart of the matter. The crucial point is that, for Sartre, self-consciousness is not underwritten by the consciousness of one’s Ego. Saying that the Ego is a by-product of reflective consciousness is not at all the same as saying that it is the correlate of self-consciousness. Sartre concurs with Anscombe’s contention that insofar as it manifests self-consciousness, “I” is not, need not, and cannot be in the business of referring. On the one hand, my consciousness of myself*, as non-thetic consciousness (of) myself, is not “directed at” anything, it has no “correlate”. Self-consciousness is not a relation. On the other hand, my Ego, far from lying at the center of all my thoughts, is only the by-product of some of them (those that are instances of impure reflection) and it belongs wholly to the world without me, where it stands on par with all the objects at which my consciousness may be directed. Thus, not only the concept of self that Sartre countenances under the name of “Ego” is not the same as the one that figures in CE and that Anscombe impugns, but also it is part and parcel of his criticism of CE.

Second, as early as in The Transcendence of the Ego, Sartre readily maintains that “I” can figure in the formulation of an unreflected thought, without undermining the non-thetic character of its consciousness of itself* (as shown in its formulation) and thereby carrying it onto the reflective level (ToE, 40; Longuenesse 2017, 47, 50). This is possible because “I” can figure in the formulation of a thought without actually referring to the self (“Ego”) of the speaker. “I” then functions as an “empty concept” and is devoid of referent:



It is however certain that the I appears on the unreflected level. If I am asked, “What are you doing?” and I reply, all busy, “I am trying to hang up this picture”, or “I’m repairing the rear tire”, these sentences do not transport us onto the level of reflection, I pronounce them without ceasing to work, without ceasing to have in view exclusively the actions insofar as they are done or to be done—not insofar as I am doing them.

(ToE, 40)




Conversely, their being expressible by I-utterances does not debar “unmediated agent-or-patient conceptions of actions, happenings and states” in Anscombe’s sense (Anscombe 1975, 36) from being “self-conscious” in Sartre’s sense, i.e., non-thetically conscious of themselves*. I can spontaneously declare, “I’m falling!” (what Baldy might have done, had he not suffered a momentary lapse of self-consciousness), “I’m being carried across the room”, or “I’m going upstairs to fetch my camera” without leaving the unreflected level (see Longuenesse 2017, 62).

In particular, the proposal that intentional actions are ones to which the question “Why are you X-ing?” has application (Anscombe 1957, §§5–6; Rödl 2007, 44), which question evidently calls for an essentially first-personal form of explanation—in the paradigmatic case, “I am X-ing because I am Y-ing” (see Anscombe 1957 §23, 38; Rödl 2007, 55–63; Thompson 2011, 206)—does not imply that the unmediated, non-observational knowledge that their agents have of these actions is not located on the pre-reflective level.32

The point is not that the series of questions “Why?” is anyway only an artificial device (like Aristotle’s series of practical syllogisms) to bring out the order of intentional action, since such a series “cannot occur very often” (Anscombe 1957, §42, 80), but rather that giving an answer to the question “Why are you X-ing?” (e.g., “I’m taking the 7:51 bus to Mehringdamm” in reply to “Why are you running?”, or “I’m fetching my camera” in reply to “Why are you going upstairs?”) need not disrupt one’s absorption in one’s ongoing intentional action.33

Third, the possibility that the word “I” (or at any rate a first-person inflexion, like the “-o” ending in Latin) may occur otherwise than as the outcome of reflection appears to be analytically contained in the concept of a “pre-reflective Cogito”, if the latter is not to be reckoned ill-named or ineffable. If there is room for a “pre-reflective Cogito”, then there is room for a subjectless Cogito.

The preceding objection nevertheless touches on a genuine difficulty. In a nutshell, the difficulty is this: how can the non-thetic character of self-consciousness be the subject of philosophical elucidation if philosophy is an essentially reflective, hence thetic, activity? (see De Coorebyter 2000, 351). To understand the nature of this difficulty, it is necessary to take a closer look at Sartre’s assessment of the Cogito in The Transcendence of the Ego (TE, 99–104). We shall thereby find ourselves in a position to examine Sartre’s third and last argument against CE in that essay, his argument that no “I” can be found in self-consciousness.

As Sartre notes, Kant’s thesis that “The ‘I think’ must be able to accompany all my representations”, given its stress on the embedded modality (that of possibility), does not appear to be meant to settle the de facto question of whether the “I think”, in point of fact, does accompany any representation of ours.34 In contrast, the performance encapsulated in Descartes’s Cogito provides an effective counterpart to Kant’s thesis, an effective route to the conclusion that the “I think” can be prefixed to any representation of mine. But the crucial question whether in doing so the Cartesian performance settles the de facto question that is Sartre’s concern proves a tricky one. Sartre argues that, contrary to what one might have hoped, the reflective Cogito does not, because it cannot, settle that question.

Suppose that, only an hour ago, I was absorbed in reading this novel, and that I now recall having been reading. I can recall what I was then reading as well as the circumstances in which I did. But I can also recall my having been reading this novel, that is to say, I can recall that it was I who was then reading it. In other words, I can perform any recollection “on the personal mode” (TE, 99). In that sense, the “I think” can indeed be prefixed to all my representations. But does my recollection “on the personal mode” establish that, while I was reading, I was already aware, not just of doing so, but also of my doing so, i.e., of myself doing so? The question is in fact fundamentally equivocal as it stands.

It is worth dwelling on the reflective structure of the Cartesian Cogito (TE, 99–100). “I think” (= cogito) insofar as it is directed at or posits another consciousness, namely my consciousness (of) thinking, gives expression to a reflecting consciousness. This reflecting consciousness is non-thetically conscious (of) itself, just as the unreflected consciousness that it posits was non-thetically conscious (of) itself before it was subjected to reflection and thereby made into a reflected consciousness. So that I became conscious of my reflecting consciousness, a third-order consciousness directed at my reflecting consciousness would be required. This means that “I think”, although it gives expression to my reflecting consciousness of my consciousness (of) thinking and it speaks about my consciousness (of) thinking, is not the expression on my part of a consciousness’s reflective consciousness of itself* (TE, 100). “I” and “think” never stand on the same level since the “I” that appears at the horizon of reflection never appears as the source of the spontaneous consciousness that thinking implies (TE, 124, 127).

Hence it is not clear that the “I” figuring in my articulation of my consciousness (of) thinking also pertains to the structure of my reflecting consciousness, nor that it already pertained to the structure of my unreflected consciousness prior to its being reflected. For all we know, it might well be my act of reflection that endows my unreflective consciousness (of) thinking with the “I” that I employ to articulate it. We must be all the more alert to this possibility as reflection is apt to modify the reflected. Sartre concludes that, at the very least, reflection cannot itself settle the question whether it confers an “I” or finds one that was there already.

However, it is obvious that this argument is double-edged. In establishing that the reflective Cogito does not in fact show that consciousness, qua self-consciousness, must be centered on an “I”, it also establishes by the same token that reflection cannot show that consciousness, qua self-consciousness, is not centered on an “I”. It thus cuts both ways. It seems as if Sartre has cut the branch on which he is sitting (see De Coorebyter 2000, 343).

At this point, Sartre invokes the possibility of unreflective recollection as a way out of this apparent predicament. Thus, I can unreflectively recollect my past awareness of reading this novel. To do so, it is necessary and sufficient that I should reflect exclusively on the circumstances and the content of my reading (TE, 100–1). On the one hand, it is enough, given that I cannot recall reading this or that in such and such circumstances without thereby resurrecting my past unreflective awareness of doing so. It is not merely that I cannot recall reading without being unreflectively aware of doing so, just as I cannot read without being unreflectively aware of doing so, but rather that I cannot recall reading this or that in such and such circumstances without thereby resurrecting my past unreflective awareness of doing so. On the other hand, provided I reflect exclusively on the circumstances and the content of my reading, in recalling them I can recall my past awareness of reading without reflecting on it and thus without ascribing it. As I direct my recollection on them, I recollect my past awareness of them, but only laterally or indirectly, as it were. The past awareness lurks in the background of my present recollection. My present recollection carries it along with itself. I am thus in a position to consult an unreflected memory of that awareness. As I consult it, I find that this awareness was exclusively directed at what I was then reading. I was wholly absorbed in my reading. My awareness made no room for an “I” (TE, 101–2).

Thus runs the third and last argument of the Transcendence of the Ego against CE. The passage in the Introduction to Being and Nothingness where the “pre-reflective Cogito” makes its first appearance is obviously a descendant of the last-cited passage. Recall Sartre’s claim that my spontaneous reply, “I am counting the cigarettes”, “is not only aimed at (vise) the instantaneous consciousness which I may reach by reflection, but also at those that have passed without having been reflected, those that are forever unreflected in my immediate past” (BN, 9; translation modified). But in Being and Nothingness Sartre no longer holds the certainty of “pure reflection” to be restricted to the instant (see De Coorebyter 2000, 350–2). In light of this reappraisal of the power of reflection in its pure guise, the spontaneous reply “I am counting” can now be said to reflect my counting as something that I was already aware (of); it reflects an immediate stretch of past awareness “as being already there” (comme étant déjà là) prior to being reflected and as making possible this very reflection (CSCS, 150). This new analysis dispenses with the contortions inherent in unreflective recollection.

The pure reflective consciousness underlying the spontaneous reply, “I am counting the cigarettes”, does not endow the intentional action thereby brought to light with an “I” (i.e., an Ego). In uttering this reply, the utterer expresses his own ongoing intentional action of counting the cigarettes, but he does not predicate “counting the cigarettes” to a referent of “I”. This is not to say that, in his use of “I”, his non-thetic consciousness (of) his counting consciousness of the cigarettes does not get expressed. But he does not express it. Rather, this non-thetic consciousness (of) his counting consciousness of the cigarettes, hence his non-thetic consciousness (of) himself counting the cigarettes, expresses itself in his I-utterance. For this reason he neither need nor can express it. Self-consciousness, i.e., non-thetic consciousness (of) oneself, shows itself in such a use of “I”. Thus it is that the pre-reflective consciousness preceding and making possible reflective consciousness can be at once a cogito (an “I-think”) and subjectless.

Once it is revised in accordance with the advances made by Being and Nothingness, the third argument put forward by The Transcendence of the Ego against CE, far from being secondary, proves uniquely compelling, as it brings into display the unity of the other two arguments. It shows the logical impossibility and the logical superfluity of “selves” to be functions of each other. It thus helps us move from the realization that self-consciousness and intentionality are not incompatible to the realization that each is made possible by the other. We begin to understand how self-consciousness, far from disrupting the ontological absorption of all consciousness in its intentional object (see Subsection 4.1), can be the principle of such absorption. Which is to say that we begin to understand the sense in which consciousness can be said to be essentially diaphanous.




4.3 The Ontological Underpinnings of Sartre’s Anti-Referentialist Account of Self-Consciousness

One should beware of reading the initial account that the Introduction to Being and Nothingness offers of the relation between intentionality (consciousness of something) and self-consciousness (consciousness (of) oneself) as self-standing.35 It is perhaps the book’s main claim that the internal relation between intentionality and self-consciousness is bound to remain unintelligible as long as it is not analyzed in terms of the categories of being and nothingness. One fateful consequence of a truncated reading of the book is the assimilation—which is nearly as disastrous as it is widespread—of the opposition between thetic and non-thetic consciousness with any or all of the following oppositions: explicit vs. implicit, express vs. tacit, frontal vs. lateral, direct vs. indirect, actual vs. potential, focal vs. peripheral, about X vs. concerning X, and so on. Behind these faulty assimilations lurks the Epistemic View of Self-Consciousness.

We must come to understand the exact content of the suggestion, made in the Introduction of Being and Nothingness, that a consciousness’s being non-thetically conscious (of) itself is but the other side of its being (thetically) conscious of its object, while conversely its being thetically conscious of its object is but the other side of its being (non-thetically) conscious (of) itself.

The suggestion that the following triad of propositions will be understood together or not at all affords a crucial clue here:



	One’s consciousness transcends itself in the transcendent object at which it is directed, in the sense that it is nothing but the positional consciousness of that object.

	One’s consciousness (of) one’s positional consciousness of the object, hence one’s consciousness (of) oneself, is non-positional.

	Self-consciousness, i.e., one’s consciousness (of) oneself, isn’t about anything.




Negation essentially occurs in all three propositions in one guise or another. Accordingly, the leading thread of Being and Nothingness as a whole is the following claim: the single key to an elucidation of the internal relation between self-consciousness and intentionality lies in a proper account of negation, which account requires in turn a proper understanding of the mutual irreducibility of being (être) and nothingness (néant). Sartre’s main thesis is that the distinction between these two categories is absolute. This means that being (être) and nothingness (néant) can neither exchange roles nor mix with each other (see Narboux 2015, 60, 63).

To make a long story short, the single key to making all three claims intelligible lies in recognizing that all consciousness is at once, qua positional consciousness of the object at which it is directed, an ontological affirmation of that object, and, qua non-positional consciousness (of) itself, an ontological negation (of) itself (see Sartre 1943, 58, 116). More precisely, all consciousness is the ontological affirmation of its object to the exact extent that it is the ontological negation (of) itself, and conversely. While in the midst of counting the cigarettes, I am absorbed in counting them in virtue of the fact that my consciousness is negating itself so as to make room for, i.e., posit, the cigarettes to be counted. It is one and the same thing for my consciousness to posit some transcendent object as that which it is not and for it to negate itself as not being that transcendent object. For my consciousness to be directed at the cigarettes to be counted is precisely for my consciousness to negate itself as not being these cigarettes.

Non-positional consciousness (of) oneself is not a lack of positional consciousness. It is the internal negation (of) one’s positional consciousness of the object. Conversely, one’s positional consciousness of the object is the internal negation (of) one’s non-positional consciousness (of) oneself, that is to say, the internal negation (of) one’s negation (of) oneself. In this sense, all consciousness can be said to be at once anti-symmetric and bipolar.

The reversal of word order ensuing from the ante-position of the reflexive “self” in the term “self-consciousness” perspicuously renders the fact that the intentional relation to something and the relation (to) oneself that is but its other side run in opposite directions. My positional consciousness of something and its non-positional consciousness (of) itself are but one and the same bipolar anti-symmetric relation, – → +, now read in one direction (from source to target), now read in the opposite direction (from target to source). Self-consciousness is not to be pictured as a second arrow directed at the arrow of intentional consciousness or as an arrow doubling back onto itself, but simply as that arrow itself looked at from its end (see Narboux 2015, 87–90). This clarifies why the structure exhibited by self-consciousness has nothing to do with that of retroverted intentionality. The notion of directedness that figures in our formulation of the Transparency Principle (see Subsection 2.1) is misleading. For “world-directedness” is the only directedness there is. Thus, we find again that the Transparency Principle cannot be accepted as it stands. Again, what it presents as a mystifyingly smooth transition is really no transition at all. Even once it is no longer in service of the “inner gaze model” of self-consciousness, talk of “transparency” can only be provisional on Sartre’s account, given that it maintains in place the picture of consciousness as a medium.

The assimilation of non-thetic consciousness to “implicit consciousness” and of the non-thetic, pre-reflective Cogito introduced in Being and Nothingness to a “tacit Cogito” misses the whole point of Sartre’s opposition between thetic consciousness (intentionality) and non-thetic consciousness (self-consciousness). By misconstruing the opposition between affirmation and negation, it dilutes the opposition between being and nothingness, in contradiction to Sartre’s claim that such dilution is absurd. If Sartre’s analysis is at all on the right track, then the idea that my consciousness of something might “concern me” without being “about me” is simply unintelligible. For it is not simply that self-consciousness fails to be retroverted intentionality: retroverted intentionality is exactly what self-consciousness is not.






5. Conclusion

I have argued in this chapter that the Canonical Equation of self-consciousness with consciousness of one’s self, together with the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness that underwrites it, must be rejected as unintelligible, on account of the specificity of self-consciousness. The two principles of Immunity and Transparency have turned out to be unstable compromises, irresolute attempts at accommodating criticisms of the equation within its compass.

But the denial that self-consciousness is consciousness of one’s self is categorial in character. In a different terminology, the negative statement, “ ‘I’ is not a referring expression”, is a grammatical one. This means that what it rejects is not an intelligible possibility but a piece of confusion. What is rejected by “ ‘I’ is not a referring expression” does not make any more sense than what is rejected by “ ‘I’ does not climb stairs.” There is this difference however: because we are not tempted to give a sense to “ ‘I’ climbs stairs”, we are not tempted to construe its negation as a privation. By contrast, “ ‘I’ is not a referring expression” cannot but be heard at first as a privation. Whence the fantasy that “I” could have been or should have been a referring expression? The one thing that I have not done in this chapter is to exploit the many resources that the thoughts of Sartre and Wittgenstein afford to address this question.36



Notes

1. In a fuller version of this chapter, I argue that CE also conceals another and equivalent substantial claim, namely that “Self-Consciousness is self-knowledge” (Epistemic View of Self-Consciousness). Accordingly, I maintain against RSC and ESC:

	NR “I”, qua manifestation of self-consciousness, is not a referring expression.
	NE “I”, qua manifestation of self-consciousness, is not a manifestation of knowledge.


   I try to explain why Sartre and Wittgenstein both resist the assimilation of self-consciousness to self-knowledge.

2. A notable exception is Béatrice Longuenesse’s recent work on the first person, to which this chapter as a whole is much indebted, however divergent its conclusions may be from hers. See especially Longuenesse (2008) and Longuenesse (2017).

3. One simple way of formulating this fundamental divide is as a divide over the legacy of Descartes’s Cogito. At the acme of the First Meditation, Descartes raises the following question for himself: “Someone is thinking the thought that ‘I am being fooled by the evil demon’, but is it I?” According to Descartes, in realizing for myself that I cannot make sense of this doubt, I recognize this chain of truths:

	C1 For me to be conscious is for me to be conscious of being conscious, or self-conscious. (Existence of self-consciousness)
	C2 For me to be conscious of being conscious, self-conscious, is for me to be conscious of the being of my self. (Existence of “I”)
	C3 For me to be conscious of being conscious, self-conscious, is for me to be conscious of my self as being a conscious thing. (Essence of “I”)


   Virtually all of Descartes’s readers, including those who belong to the two aforementioned schools of philosophy, have granted the first implication (from C1 to C2), thereby embracing CE, and denied the second (from C2 to C3). By contrast, Sartre and Wittgenstein (and Anscombe after him) have denied the first implication, thereby rejecting CE, and granted the second (see Descombes 2013; Narboux 2018a).

   This accounts for what would be otherwise a baffling feature of the dispute between proponents and detractors of the Referentialist View of Self-Consciousness, namely that each side charges the other side with relapsing into a form of Cartesianism that is deeper and more gripping than the one it professes to overcome. Because Sartre and Wittgenstein are not concerned with criticizing the second implication (Anscombe goes so far as to concede the conditional truth of C3), they have been said to be in the grip of some “ultimate Cartesian error” (Strawson 1959; McDowell 2009). They have been charged with replacing Descartes’s dualism between two radically distinct kinds of reference with a dualism of reference and non-reference or, as one might also put it, with a dualism of being and nothingness (see Strawson 1959, 98).

   From the standpoint of Sartre and Wittgenstein, however, mainstream phenomenology and mainstream analytic philosophy have erred alike in failing to take the criticism of Descartes’s Cogito far enough. They have denounced the Cartesian specification of the reference of “I”, when what needed to be questioned was the very assumption that “I” so much as referred to anything in the first place.

4. This recalls a famous passage in Sartre’s article, “Intentionality: a Fundamental Idea of Husserl’s Phenomenology”: “There is nothing in [consciousness] but a movement of fleeing itself, a sliding out of itself. If, per impossibile, you could enter ‘into’ a consciousness, you would be seized by a whirlwind and thrown back outside, near the tree, in the thick of the dust, for consciousness has no ‘inside’ ” (IFI; translation modified).

5. Wittgenstein writes: “There are two different cases in the use of the word ‘I’ (or ‘my’) which I might call ‘the use as object’ and ‘the use as subject’. Examples of the first kind of use are these: ‘My arm is broken’, ‘I have grown six inches’, ‘I have a bump on my forehead’, ‘The wind blows my hair about’. Examples of the second kind are: ‘I see so-and-so’, ‘I hear so-and-so’, ‘I try to lift my arm’, ‘I think it will rain’, ‘I have a toothache’. One can point to the difference between these two categories by saying: The cases of the first category involve the recognition of a particular person, and there is in these cases the possibility of an error, or as I should rather put it: The possibility of an error has been provided for. (…) It is possible that, say in an accident, I should feel a pain in my arm, see a broken arm at my side, and think it is mine, when really it is my neighbour’s. And I could, looking into a mirror, mistake a bump on his forehead for one on mine. On the other hand, there is no question of recognizing a person when I say I have a toothache. To ask ‘Are you sure that it’s you who have pains?’ would be nonsensical” (BB, 66–7).

6. This is the feature of the grammar of “I” that is standardly but mistakenly (according to the central contention of this chapter) rendered by the claim that “I” is “guaranteed to refer” in all of its uses, whether it is used in such a way that it additionally displays “immunity to error through misidentification” or not.

7. See Anscombe (1957, §28, 50): “If a man says that his leg is bent when it is lying straight out, it would be incorrect to say that he had misjudged an inner kinaesthetic appearance as an appearance of his leg bent, when in fact what was appearing to him was his leg stretched out.” See also Anscombe (1957, §8, 13); Anscombe (1962, 73). I examine Anscombe’s line of reasoning in Narboux (2018a).

8. First, we are endowed with what Evans characterizes as “a general capacity to perceive our own bodies”, a capacity comprising “our proprioceptive sense, our sense of balance, of heat and cold, and of pressure” (Evans 1982, 220). Second, “we are able to know our position, orientation, and relation to other objects in the world upon the basis of our perceptions of the world” (Evans 1982, 222): in short, we can locate ourselves relative to objects of outer perception upon the basis of our perceptions of them. Third, we can have knowledge of our own intentional bodily movements and more generally of our own intentional actions, as we ourselves move and act in the world (Evans 1982, 207, 224 note 34; McDowell 2009).
   Capacities of all three types give rise to judgments that are immune to error through misidentification. When the relevant capacities are actualized, it does not make sense to ask, “Someone’s legs are crossed, but is it my legs that are crossed?”, “Someone is hot and sticky, but is it I who am hot and sticky?”, or “Someone is being pushed, but is it I who am being pushed?” (Evans 1982, 216, 221) Neither does it make sense to ask “Someone is in my bedroom, but is it I?”, “Someone is moving, but is it I?”, “Someone is standing in front of a tree, but is it I?” (Evans 1982, 222). Nor, finally, does it make sense to ask “Someone is pushing the boulder, but is it I?”
   In other words, in none of these three cases is it possible to drive a wedge between one’s awareness (or apparent awareness) that a certain physical property (say, the property of being F) is being instantiated and one’s awareness (or apparent awareness) that it is being instantiated by oneself. In all such cases, being aware (or apparently aware) that a certain physical property holds for someone is precisely being aware (or apparently aware) that it holds for oneself.

9. First, Evans’s characterization of the mediating component runs afoul of Anscombe’s denial that statements of the form < I am b > are identity statements, which is an immediate consequence of her denial that “I” is a referring expression (Anscombe 1975, 33; McDowell 2009, 195). Second, in Anscombe’s view, it is at best very misleading to trace the unmediated knowledge that we can have of our own bodily postures and motions to “a faculty of internal self-scanning” (Evans 1982, 230), thereby entertaining the false suggestion that “sensations” of position stand on par with sensations in the proper sense and only differ from the latter in that they are turned inward (see Anscombe 1962, 72–3).

10. It might be objected that one can ascribe certain beliefs and intentions to oneself on the basis of observation. Let us suppose that I sneak in my psychotherapist’s office, rummage through his notes in the file that bears my name, and hit upon his interpretation of a dream of mine of which I have no memory. Assuming that I find his interpretation compelling, or simply take him at his words, would I not be in a position to conclude that “I unconsciously believe that other people envy me and I unconsciously intend to get fired” from the conjunction of “This man unconsciously believes that other people envy him and he unconsciously intends to get fired” and “I am this person”, just as I can conclude that “I got a sunburn” from the conjunction of “The person whom I see in the mirror got a sunburn” and “I am this person”? If so, my conclusion is obviously vulnerable to error through misidentification relative to the first person, since the psychotherapist might have misplaced his notes or I might have misread the tag on the file. However, for this parallelism to hold, the truth of the second premise should have no rational bearing on the truth of the first, the truth of the first premise not be subject to reassessment in light of the truth of the second. So to assume is to think of belief in such a way that a belief can lie inert at the bottom of my mind like a stone at the bottom of a pond. The concept of unconscious belief that figures in the first premise would cease to be recognizable as a concept of belief. Although it stretches the grammar of the concept of belief, the psychoanalytic concept of unconscious belief does not overstretch it in that way. Only I can (retrospectively) acknowledge a repressed belief because only I can acknowledge (retrospectively) my having failed or denied to acknowledge it. Correlatively, a psychoanalytic interpretation is irreducibly second-personal in character. That I may need to talk with a fellow human being in order to figure out what I believe and intend does not mean that I ever figure it out in a third-personal way.

11. This suggests that there is more than one way of understanding the diagnosis made in this passage: “Our thoughts about ourselves are in no way hospitable to Cartesianism. Our customary use of ‘I’ simply spans the gap between the mental and the physical, and is no more intimately connected with one aspect of our self-conception than the other” (Evans 1982, 256). Although there is a sense in which Sartre and Anscombe wholeheartedly endorse this diagnosis, on a second look, the agreement turns out to be little more than verbal. Evans’s own way of fleshing out this diagnosis turns on the invocation of what he calls “the Generality Constraint”. The crucial point, for Evans, is not so much that Immunity is not confined to the realm of narrowly psychological self-ascriptions, as that it enables self-thinking to meet the Generality Constraint by allowing self-identification with a bit of matter to get a grip. But on the very different view that Sartre and Anscombe take of the preceding diagnosis, Evans’s idea evinces a relapse into Cartesianism. Thus we find, unsurprisingly, that the dispute over the legacy of Wittgenstein’s reflections on “I” broached in the present section is echoed in the dispute over the legacy of Descartes’s Cogito broached in Section 1, note 3.

12. Even though an I-statement does not by itself tell its addressee of whom (i.e., of which object) it speaks, since the I-sentence asserted by X mentions no ordinary proper name of X, it does not express a general thought. Unlike the truth-conditions of a general statement (like “Somebody shall be banished” or “The murderer of Laius shall be banished”), and like those of a singular statement (like “This man over there shall be banished”), the truth-conditions of an I-statement cannot be grasped apart from some knowledge of whom (i.e., of which object) it speaks (Descombes 2014, 289).

13. In order to expose this mistake, it will be expedient to imagine, after Anscombe, a society in which everyone is labeled by two names, the second of which (say, “Alex”) is stamped on everyone’s wrist (in that way, it is the same for everyone), but is used by each whenever he is to make reports on his own actions (in that way, it is used by each only to speak of himself)—which he does only on the basis of observation, or at any rate never without observation (see Anscombe 1975, 24–5). The name “Alex” obviously conforms to the same rule as “I”: “Alex” designates the one who utters it. If we call a report whose syntactical subject is “Alex” an “Alex-report”, then we have the following truth-functional equivalence: an Alex-report issuing from the mouth of an individual named “N” is true if and only if what it reports is true of N. Like I-reports, Alex-reports do not by themselves tell their addressee of whom they each speak. For all that, their truth-conditions are not general but singular. Again, Alex-reports are just like I-reports in this respect. Any Alex-report issuing from the mouth of N will be about the object that N (in fact) is, since it will report an action of the object that N (in fact) is. For N to make an Alex-report is for N to speak of himself. Any observation-based Alex-report issuing from the mouth of N will rest on N’s observation of an action of the object that N (in fact) is. Therefore, any such report will be a function of N’s consciousness of himself. And yet it is obvious that one’s consciousness of oneself, in that sense, falls short of what we mean by “self-consciousness” and which manifests itself in our use of “I”. Thus, the difference between “I” and an ordinary proper name is not a trivial one. It is far from reducing to the fact that everyone makes use of “I” only to speak of himself. That the members of the imagined society are competent Alex-users goes no way toward establishing that they possess self-consciousness (see Anscombe 1975, 24–5, 36).

14. On this dialectic, see Haddock, unpublished.

15. Consider, for example, these three pairs of statements: (a) “Through that single slip of the tongue, the man revealed that he D was the guilty party”, (b) “The man confessed that he I was the guilty party”; (a´) “The prisoner harmed himself D on the barbed wire while running to escape” (b´) “The prisoner admitted to having harmed himself I so as to be taken to the infirmary”; (a˝) “In declaring that the murderer of Laius was to be banished, Oedipus, unbeknownst to himself, declared of himself D that he D was to be banished”, (b˝) “In declaring that the murderer of Laius was to be banished, Oedipus did not declare that he himself I was to be banished”. In all three cases, the content reported in the second statement cannot be specified otherwise than by a counterpart first-person utterance placed in the mouth of the individual whose operation is reported (Castañeda 1999; Geach 1972, 128–9; Anscombe 1975, 22): what the man confessed is: “I am the guilty party”; what the prisoner admitted is: “I have harmed myself so as to be taken to the infirmary”; what Oedipus failed to declare is: “I am to be banished.”
   In English, as indeed in most languages, the distinction between the direct and the indirect reflexive is not marked morphologically. This makes for some ambiguity. Thus the utterance “Out of anger, the child locked herself in her room” admits of two incompatible understandings, according to whether the feeling of anger is apprehended as the cause of a slip (in which case “herself” must be construed as the direct reflexive) or as the reason of an intentional action (in which case “herself” must be construed as the indirect reflexive). Castañeda famously resorted to the star-symbol “*” to remedy this defect, using it as a marker of the indirect reflexive (Castañeda 1999). In Attic ancient Greek, there exists a special form for the indirect reflexive whose use is in order whenever the completive clause in which the reflexive occurs reports the thoughts or words of the syntactical subject of the main clause (Humbert 2004, 63; Anscombe 1975, 22; Descombes 2004, 138–9). This is also true of some West African languages. Claude Hagège coined the term “logocentric pronoun” to designate the special form present in these languages (see Hagège 1974; Thompson, unpublished).
   Thus, the indirect reflexive can be seen as a device for mapping a first-person statement onto a third-person statement (Descombes 2004, 138; Descombes 2010, 503). The crucial point is that it enables language to cast a first-person statement in the mold of a third-person statement without, for all that, cancelling the irreducibility of the former to the latter. The availability of such a device makes it intelligible that a third-person statement could be expressive of self-consciousness and even express an immediate thought, despite the logical originality of the first person and the asymmetry between the first and third persons of psychological verbs in the present indicative.

16. Saying that “I” has the syntactical look of a proper name (Anscombe 1975, 23; Descombes 2009, 92) is not the same as saying (as John McDowell puts it in a passage intended as a reformulation of Anscombe’s view) that “I-statements have, as it were, the look of predications, with ‘I’ in subject position” (McDowell 2009, 187) (where the notion of predication is a logical one), let alone the same as saying that I-statements look to be predications. As Descombes underscores, “Anscombe nowhere suggests that the ordinary use of first-person forms of expression is a source of mystification” (Descombes 2010, 504), and for her “the myth of the self does not originate in ordinary language” (Descombes 2010, 511). It can be traced to the grip exerted by the phrase “self-consciousness”, but this phrase originates in philosophy, as Anscombe notes (Anscombe 1975, 25).

17. Accordingly, the true difference between “I” and our invented proper name “Alex” is that the use of “Alex” does involve the apprehension of the referents of its repeated occurrences in the mouth of one and the same speaker as being the same (Anscombe 1975, 27). “Alex” is so defined that it cannot fail to get hold of an existing object, but it can fail to get hold of the right object. In effect, the “Alex”-user might mistake someone else than Alex for “Alex” (Anscombe 1975, 30). If “I” were a regular proper name, then it would be liable to that kind of mistake.

18. It is worth reviewing some of these features, if only to dissipate the misunderstandings that attach to them.
   First, that the utterer of “I”, call her “N”, does not thereby identify herself obviously does not mean that her identity (her being N) is immaterial to the truth-conditions of the predicative utterance to which her first-person utterance is truth-functionally equivalent in virtue of the rule governing the use of “I”. If N tells me “I am reading Ulysses”, not only am I entitled to hold N to be telling me that she* is reading Ulysses, but also what I am being told by N is true if and only if N is in fact reading Ulysses. What is more, barring a few odd cases, when N tells me “I am reading Ulysses”, her utterance enables me (and is put forward by her so as to enable me) to know who (i.e., which person) is being said to be reading Ulysses and in that sense to identify who is being said to be doing so. I need only advert to the mouth out of which, or to the grain of the voice with which, “I” is being proffered. If moreover I happen to know that the utterer of “I” is called “N” (in contrast with “M”, “O”, “P”, etc.), then her utterance even enables me to identify the person who is being said to be reading Ulysses as being N (rather than M, O, P, etc.).
   We remarked early on, in Subsection 2.3, that what shows forth in my I-sentences, is not whom I am speaking of, but only that I am speaking of myself. The other side of the coin is that the task of identifying the speaker is assigned by the speech-act to its addressee (Descombes 2004; Descombes 2014). Far from expressing an act of self-identification prior to the speech-act, “I”, like all grammatical persons, serves to identify an individual only in virtue of the position that the latter occupies in the speech-act. The function of identification accruing to “I” is mediated by the actual speech-act. Thus, it is not enough to say that “I” designates the one uttering it. It would be far more accurate to say that “I” designates the one among the two of us currently addressing himself or herself to the other, in other words, the one presently performing a bipolar speech-act, i.e., an I/You-speech-act (Descombes 2004; Descombes 2007, 403). The preceding qualification—the exclusion of “odd cases”—is required because we need to make room for the (logical) possibility that the body out of which “I” is proffered (say, N’s body) should be “possessed” by someone else (say, by M) (Anscombe 1975, 33).
   Second, that someone called “N” does not identify herself when she speaks of herself in the first person of course does not imply that she cannot identify herself, since she may do so by speaking of herself in the third person, if only by using her own name (see Subsection 2.3). When N speaks of herself in that way, say by uttering the sentence “N was born in London”, her utterance will encapsulate or even constitute itself an act of “self-identification”, in what are two perfectly acceptable senses of that phrase. First, her utterance of the sentence “N was born in London” presupposes an act of “self-identification” to the extent that the name “N” singles her out as the reference of the logical subject to which “was born in London” is predicated. If, moreover, in the context at hand, the utterance “N was born in London” counts as an answer to the query “who (among M, N, O, P) was born in London?” rather than as an answer to an alternative query like “in which town was N born?” then N herself can be said to be singling herself out by means of these words, and to be identifying herself in the sense of “casting” herself in the role of one born in London.
   Third, finally, that the utterer of “I” does not thereby identify herself certainly does not imply that for someone to declare “I am N” is not for her to convey information about her own identity. Declaring “I am N” is tantamount to presenting a piece of ID. In declaring “I am N”, I may either identify (= “cast”) myself as being N or identify (= “place”) my name as being N, as the case may be, according to whether my utterance qualifies as an answer to the question “which among these names (‘M’, ‘N’, ‘O’, ‘P’) is yours?” or to the question “who among you is called N?” In order to convey information about the speaker’s identity, the proposition “I am N” need not be an identity proposition. In any case, the loss of identity that can result in the inability of someone named N to recognize that she* is N (where “she” is the indirect reflexive), or that that person whom she would point to in pointing to herself (where “herself” is the direct reflexive) is N, has nothing to do with the lapse of self-consciousness evinced by Baldy in James’s Story (see Subsection 2.3) (Anscombe 1975, 33; Larmore 2009, 122).

19. See Benvéniste (1946, 230–1), Benvéniste (1956, 255), and Tesnière (1959, 117).

20. Anscombe makes the same point about a related case in this passage:

If something is a correct observation, we ought to be able to detach what is observed from the statement of the observer’s perception of it, and simply say it was so. / Now it is perfectly true to say that the explicit statement of the case is ‘I see these reds to match’, and if ‘I’ is a name of something involved in this, it is difficult to see how the detachment could ever be justified.
(Anscombe 1976, 54)



21. Anscombe writes:

It may be senseless to speak of my having reasons, grounds, for what I say, or it may be good sense. It is senseless in the case of “I have a headache” and good sense in the case of “I believe his story”. Senseless in the case of “I have a headache”, for what could the ground be? The headache? The datum itself? How can a sensation imply anything? It would have to be the statement of sensation that was the ground: but that is simply “I have a headache”, which was the statement in question. It is good sense in the case of “I believe his story”: but then one’s grounds are grounds for believing, i.e. grounds tending to show that the thing believed is true. In either case, there is a dissimilarity between the first and the third person in the simple (assertoric) present indicative: consider the grounds one might have for “He’s got a headache” and “He believes that story”. Equally, though I may have grounds when I say “I want an apple”, these would be, generally, not reasons for judging that I want an apple, but reasons for wanting an apple, whereas grounds for “He wants an apple” should be reasons for judging that he wants an apple.
(Anscombe 1963, 60–1)


22. In CE, the English term “self” translates, as before, the terms “moi” and “ego”. Sartre draws a sharp distinction between the “Ego” (which I translate as “the self”, following the convention inaugurated by Locke) and “le Soi” (which I translate as “the Itself”), on the one hand, and “le soi” (which I translate as “the ipse”), on the one hand, just as he draws a sharp distinction between two concepts of reflection, namely “reflection” in the sense of “réfléchir” and “reflection” in the sense of “refléter”. I reserve the term “reflection” for the former. An examination of the significance of these two distinctions falls outside the purview of this chapter. Suffice it to say that many misunderstandings of Sartre turn on a lack of attention to these distinctions.

23. What makes it possible to bring together Sartre’s concept of intentionality and Anscombe’s concept of reference is that Sartre, unlike Anscombe (see Anscombe 1965, 4), conceives intentionality as an object-dependent relation and not as a purely internal relation, while Anscombe, on her part, underlines that the relation of reference at stake in her discussion is object-dependent.

24. My interpretation of the mutual relevance of Sartre and Anscombe’s thoughts thus departs from the ones propounded by Vincent Descombes and Béatrice Longuenesse. Although they assess Anscombe’s diagnosis in opposite ways (Descombes endorses it, whereas Longuenesse rejects it) and although they read in opposite ways Sartre’s evolution between The Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness (Descombes regards Sartre’s mature account as more consistently paradoxical than his earlier account, whereas Longuenesse maintains in her2008 essay that the deflationary account of self-consciousness advocated by Sartre in his early work is importantly qualified and mitigated in his later work), they concur in the view that Sartre’s mature account is irremediably paradoxical. In brief, Longuenesse reads Anscombe in the way that they both read Sartre. Descombes reads Sartre and Anscombe as lying at the opposite ends of the philosophical spectrum.
   According to Descombes, Sartre does not challenge RSC so much as he brings it to a climax (Descombes 2009, 78). Descombes concedes that Sartre is fully cognizant of the paradoxes attending any account of self-consciousness in terms of self-reference (Descombes 2004, 106; Descombes 2009, 78–9). But he maintains that Sartre, for lack of a better alternative, is unable to forsake this model, so that he ends up reading these paradoxes into the structure of self-consciousness itself (Descombes 2004, 106; Descombes 2009, 79) To be more accurate, in Descombes’s reading, Sartre wavers between tracing these paradoxes to the very structure of self-consciousness and trying to lift the air of paradox by helping himself to typographical distinctions—such as the one between two notions of “of-ness”, respectively marked by the lack or presence of parentheses around the preposition. In the one case, Sartre admits to finding no satisfactory—because no non-contradictory—formulation for his views and he indulges in “dialectical formulas” (Descombes 2004, 106–7; Descombes 2009, 79). In the other case, Sartre contrives a rhetorical expedient in order to keep the contradiction at bay (Descombes 2016).
   I take issue with both horns of this dilemma in this part. I address elsewhere Descombes’s objections against Sartre’s analysis of the syntactic role played by the third-person reflexive (“soi”, “se”) in pronominal constructions like “Il s’ennuie” (“He is getting bored”) or “Il se penche” (“He is leaning”) at the beginning of his inquiry into the ontological structure of non-thetic consciousness (of) oneself at the beginning of Part 2 of Being and Nothingness (Descombes 2004, 105–7; Descombes 2009, 78–9). See Narboux (2018b).

25. On this score, the present reading is in disagreement with the one propounded in Longuenesse (2008).

26. It is reminiscent of Fichte’s negative insight into the insuperable paradoxes plaguing the proposal that self-consciousness is the act in which the self turns back into itself (see Henrich 1982; Frank 1991; Frank 2007). Unlike Fichte, however, and like Wittgenstein and Anscombe (see Tugendhat 1986; Descombes 2004), Sartre does not think that the alternative proposal according to which “The self posits itself as self-positing” is a satisfactory way out of these paradoxes.

27. On this convention, “self-consciousness” is by definition “consciousness (of) itself”, which is necessarily consciousness of itself*/oneself*. Had Sartre been writing in English, he could have dispensed with the device of the parentheses around the preposition “of” and instead resorted to that alternative notational expedient. The two notations are strictly equivalent with respect to both expressive power and perspicuity.

28. See e.g. CSCS, 150: “I’m reading [Je suis en train de lire]. I reply to you, ‘I’m reading’ [Je lis], as you ask me what I am doing.”

29. On the significant convergences between Sartre and Anscombe on the topic of intentional action, see Webb (2016).

30. As Dan Zahavi puts it: “As long as we are absorbed in the experience [of reading a story], living it through, no Ego appears. It is only when we adopt a distancing and objectifying attitude toward the experience in question, that is, when we reflect upon it, that an Ego appears” (Zahavi 2005, 100–1; see also 34–5).

31. Sartre calls this non-thetic mode of bodily awareness the “body-for-itself” (corps pour-soi). To recognize that my non-thetic consciousness (of) being thetically conscious of something, or self-consciousness, generally involves a non-thetic consciousness (of) my* body, is to recognize that my default relation to my body is one of being non-thetically conscious (of) myself, that is to say, a mode of self-consciousness. This mode of self-consciousness, i.e., the body-for-itself, need not be the only one. Nor is the body-for-itself, of course, the only relation that I can bear to my own body. I can, for example, see or touch—and so be thetically conscious of—my own body (that is to say, of this thing here, that I am). But if it is true that for my “unmediated agent-or-patient conceptions of actions, happenings and states” of this body to be “unmediated” is for them to be conscious (of) themselves, then it is for them to partake of the non-thetic mode of bodily awareness that Sartre calls the “body for-itself”.

32. Certainly, in calling unmediated agent-or-patient conceptions “reflective consciousnesses of states, actions, motions, etc.” (Anscombe 1975, 34), Anscombe does not mean that they rest on reflection (réflexion) in Sartre’s sense (see Longuenesse 2017, 69–70).

33. At any rate, giving such answers can very well be “spontaneous” rather than “deliberate” (on this contrast, see Anscombe 1957, §27, 47). When she motivates her methodological shift to an analysis of the concept of intentional action by noting that we can safely identify at least some of a person’s intentions simply by saying “straight off” what she actually did or is doing, Anscombe says that most of the things that one would thus say “would coincide with what [s]he could say [s]he was doing, perhaps even without reflection, certainly without adverting to observation” (Anscombe 1957, §4, 8).

34. Kant’s dictum, with its notable emphasis on the words “be able”, appears to imply: first, that “I think”: (or “I think that”) is entitled to be prefixed to the expression of any thought whatsoever (a characteristically de jure claim); second, that as a matter of fact “I think” need not be so prefixed, that it may well “part company” with a given thought (a de facto claim).
   This still leaves room for understanding in a variety of ways the claim that the “potential for reflectiveness” (McDowell 2009, 201) that essentially pertains to our thoughts need not be actualized in a given case.
   Not only is Kant’s position compatible, for all he says, with “I think” never actually occurring, but also, as a matter of fact, he appears to make this very point. In any case, given the nature of his inquiry, there is no need for him to put forward any particular view about the nature of the relation that someone’s empirical uses of “I”—as distinct from the use of “I” in the logical prefix “I think”—bear to the human being that she is (McDowell 2009, 194–5).

35. Readers of Sartre’s treatise have all too often shown themselves prone to confine themselves to the conceptual resources of its introduction in articulating his view of this relation. However, the Introduction makes no claim to have made this relation intelligible, quite the contrary. As one would expect from an introduction, it does not solve a problem, so much as it delineates one. Only by the end of the first half (i.e., the first two parts) of the book has the relation in question become intelligible. The progression of the book cannot be understood apart from the regressive method underwriting that progression.

36. Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the University of Porto (2012), the University of East Anglia in Norwich (2013), Auburn University (2013), and Patras University (2017). I am grateful to the members of these audiences for insightful comments and objections. I am especially indebted to discussions with Arata Hamawaki, Eric Marcus, Matthew Boyle, Adrian Haddock, James Conant, Oskari Kuusela, John McDowell, Sofia Miguens, Richard Moran, Sebastian Rödl, and Charles Travis.
   This chapter was completed during a stay at the Institute for Advanced Study of Berlin (Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin) in 2017–2018. During this period, I benefited from a Prestige Co-Financing Grant Award (Marie Sklodowska Curie Actions COFUND) and from an International Mobility Grant by the Career Development Program of the University of Bordeaux (IDEX). These institutions are gratefully acknowledged.
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‘Life and World Are One’. World, Self and Ethics in the Work of Levinas and Wittgenstein

Anne-Marie Søndergaard Christensen


1. Having a World—The Road

The main aim of this chapter is to unfold the interdependence between the notions of world and self as well as their relation to ethics in the early work of Ludwig Wittgenstein and Emmanuel Levinas. In order to get this interdependence in focus, we may consider an example of someone coming to have a self and coming to have a world, and how this development brings with it a challenge to develop an ethical approach to what is present in this world. In Cormac McCarthy’s 2006 novel The Road, we follow two characters, a father and his son, walking across a post-apocalyptic version of North America. We are at some point in the future, after some unnamed catastrophe has brought total devastation to the world, leaving the few survivors without institutions, without safety and without food. The novel is very much a novel of a world, tracing out landscapes covered in ashes, with scorched, black trees, decaying cities, car wrecks and deserted gas stations. Equally prominent in this world is the presence of the other, or rather the others, but mostly in a negative sense, as the presence of other human beings mainly takes the form of a continuous looming possibility of confrontation and violence that shapes the thoughts and fears, actions and choices of the father and the son, even when they are actually all alone. In The Road, no one can be trusted and every outsider is a potential enemy.1 The novel is, however, also a story of the world of community, the community of the father and the son, their love, their mutual attention and anxiety for each other. As it is described in the novel, they are in the beginning indeed “each other’s world entire” (McCarthy 2006, 5).

When we enter the novel, the boy is fully embedded in this world of two, starving and fearful of the world, but resting in his father’s reassurances that they will indeed be able to survive, that they have a meaningful purpose in life in their quest to find a warmer place and reach the ocean, and that they are indeed “the good guys”, the ones who are “carrying the fire” (see e.g. ibid. 65, 70, 109, 116, 155, 162, 235). However, as the novel develops and the boy gets older, he slowly grows into an independent self, and this development pulls him out of the embedded state of childhood and forces him to face the wider world on his own terms, making up his mind about how he will approach it. For the boy, this raises a number of questions, for instance of whether the two of them can be right in stealing food from others, of whether and when they ought to try help other people, and of how to understand and justify their surviving amidst the suffering and death of so many others. In a crucial scene, the man and the boy find an old house in the basement of which a large number of people are held captive. The two want to free the prisoners, but before they find a way to do so, the gang of people, or rather, the gang of cannibals living in the house, return and the man and boy are forced to flee. The incident leaves the boy in a state of uproar, both because of the father’s insistence that they cannot go back to rescue the prisoners, and because of his dawning understanding of why the people in the basement are held captives, of what humans can do to each other, and what they can become. After the incident, the boy falls into a long period of silence, but, finally, when the father insists that he shares his thoughts, the boy bursts out, “We would never eat anybody, would we?” The father concurs, but the boy still presses on, insisting,



But we wouldn’t.

No. We wouldn’t.

No matter what. No.

No matter what.

Because we are the good guys.

Yes.

(ibid. 108–9)




What the boy seems to be realising is that a world is not just something that he is in, pushed and drifting from one place to another, doing whatever the circumstances bring him to do. Rather, having a world means having to be in the world, having to take a stand towards it and act in it one way or the other, and this presupposes having a view of what he will accept as possible in terms of action and choice, and what not. What the boy comes to realise is that developing such a view is something that he will have to do himself, and that this means being forced to consider what it is he wants to be in this world. In this way, this view comes to be constitutive of who he is as a person.

After the encounter with the prisoners, the boy starts to question and sometimes oppose the decisions of the father, who has as his sole purpose in life to shield the boy and ensure his survival. The result is that on several occasions the boy goes against the father by deciding that the two should help strangers, something the father is very reluctant to do, both because it exposes them to the threat that other people represent, and because they are themselves always living on the edge of annihilation. On one such occasion, the boy gives some of their foodstuff to a man, resulting in the following conversation between the man and the father.



The old man fitted the tins into his knapsack and fastened the traps. You should thank him you know, the man said. I wouldnt have given you anything.

Maybe I should and maybe I shouldn’t.

Why wouldnt you?

I wouldnt have given him mine.

You dont care if you hurt his feelings?

Will it hurt his feelings?

No. That is not why he did it.

Why did he do it?

He looked over at the boy and he looked at the old man. You wouldn’t understand, he said. I am not sure I do.

Maybe he believes in God.

I don’t know what he believes in.

He’ll get over it.

No he wont.

(ibid. 146)




The two agree that offering help was not a reasonable thing to do, that is, they fully agree on the folly of the boy. They do however also wonder at the source of the resolve to offer help that the boy exhibits. It is not motivated by a rational judgement, it is not an outcome of an emotional reaction, and it does not spring from some belief in God. Moreover, the father insists that it is no passing folly; it is not something that the boy will ‘get over’. If we should venture a conjecture of its source, it seems as if the boy has found his own way of approaching or responding to the world, in helping wherever he possibly can. This we could call his ethical stance. And such ways of approaching the world is, or so it will be argued here, the very form that ethics take in the early thinking of both Wittgenstein and Levinas.

In the following, we will trace how Ludwig Wittgenstein and Emmanuel Levinas identify an interdependence between the notions of world and the I or self, and how they both insist that ethics arises from the intimate relationship between the two, even if we will also see that the two thinkers ultimately give different descriptions of the source of this connection. The chapter will unfold as follows. First, the mutual dependence between self and world in the early work of Wittgenstein is presented, and after this, it is argued that Wittgenstein’s understanding of ethics arises from this dependence, which undermines the metaethical concepts of realism and antirealism normally used to analyse and categorise philosophical accounts of ethics. In order to clarify this move, we will turn to a similar connection between world and self in Levinas’ Totality and Infinity, also intimately connected to ethics. The main theses to be investigated are that the notions of world and self are interdependent, that this interdependence is ethical, and that this means that ethical questions can never be settled with reference to the world or to the self in isolation. In the final section, we will turn to another important aim of the chapter, to show how an understanding of the interdependence between self and world enables a conception of ethics that dispenses of the need to choose between forms of realism or antirealism in ethics and instead points to the transcendental and experiential dimensions of ethics. We will close by considering an important difference in the way Wittgenstein and Levinas present the unity of self, world and ethics.




2. World, Self and Ethics in Wittgenstein’s Early Thinking

The notion of the world is introduced in the very opening of the Tractatus, where we read: “The world is all that is the case” (TLP 1). By choosing this opening, Wittgenstein simply bypasses the traditional metaphysical question of ‘Why there is something rather than nothing?’ in favour of the simple assertion that there is indeed something: The world is. And the world is all that there is. How are we to understand this? We could see it as a quasi-empirical, metaphysical claim about what there is.2 However, this does not seem to be an adequate description of the presented sentence, because, really, Wittgenstein is here not telling us anything. Rather, what he is pointing out is that the notion of the world is what we employ in order to talk about all there is. If Wittgenstein was to make a substantial claim, he would instead have to claim that the world really is not all that there is—or that there really is no world at all. The opening sentence of the Tractatus is thus not presenting a metaphysical claim, as it does not present anything that can be supported or undermined.3 It is rather a sentence making explicit how we understand the very notion of a world, and in this way, the sentence is not really ‘about’ anything in a substantial sense. We can see this as parallel to the way that tautologies are not about anything, namely by admitting “all possible situations” (TLP 4.462) and allowing for no surprises (TLP 6.1251). According to this reading, the sentence ‘The world is all that is the case’ is really not saying anything in the sense of saying something informative, rather it is trying to elucidate how such an all-encompassing notion of the world already shows itself as necessary for our using language at all. What shows itself in this way is in general the necessary conditions for different ways of dealing with reality, and we find this use of the notion of showing at play, for instance when Wittgenstein notes that logic shows itself in all uses of language (TLP 4.121) and that the idea of natural laws shows itself in the descriptions made in the natural sciences (TLP 6.36).4 In this way, what show themselves are aspects of logic that Wittgenstein insists, “cannot be said” (TLP 4.1212).

With the sentence, ‘The world is all that is the case’, Wittgenstein is simply beginning with the beginning, trying to clarify for us the fact that something exists, that this, we call the world, and that the particular feature of the world that it is comprised of everything that there is, which means that if something really is, it is in the world. In this way, the sentence works as a reminder, one of the ‘elucidations’ of the Tractatus, aimed at “the logical clarification of thoughts” (TLP 4.112).5 In the following, we will therefore consider the sentence to be a form of elucidation of the conditions of our language that can be appreciated simply by reflecting on our uses of words.

Having thus established the interpretative approach of the present investigation, we can return to the question of the presentation of the world in the Tractatus. In the opening remarks, we are soon shown that the notion of the world is characterised by more than being what encompasses everything. If we take the first remark in isolation, the world seems to dissolve, instantly, falling to pieces, not in singular objects, but in a motley collection of singular facts. This is, however, not how we approach the world, as a disordered heap of facts. In order for someone to talk about something as a world, to address it as a unity, it must be organised; for something to be understood as a world it has a certain form that ensures its internal unity and the relations between facts. This is a necessary feature of anything aspiring to appear as world, for instance, when we are introduced to the world of the father and the boy in The Road, we are not introduced to one fact, ashes, and then another, a burnt tree, a third, an abandoned car. Rather the facts of their world, the ashes, the burnt trees and abandoned cars, make up one world, as they all stand in possible relations to each other, that is, are organised in a way that allows for the man and the boy’s orientation in their world.

Wittgenstein presents this feature of the world by saying that the world is an organisation of facts in logical space, that “The facts in logical space are the world” (TLP 1.13). However, this organisation is not itself part of the world, is not itself a thing in the world. This is one of the central insights offered by the elucidations of the Tractatus, that all forms of organisation or form, the organisation of individual facts, the logical organisation of propositions, as well as the organisation of the world, logical space, are not themselves facts. For the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus, this means that these forms of organisation, necessary for uses of language, cannot be described, they cannot themselves be objects of language, as they rather show themselves in uses of language or in the way that facts present themselves to us. That facts in the world are organised in logical space is not, on Wittgenstein’s part, meant as a metaphysical claim about the organisation of reality; it is a logical observation about the necessary conditions of something being a fact or a world. It is logical in the sense presented much later in the Tractatus, in the late 5.55s, as that which can be clarified independently of any actual experience, as that which is “prior to every experience […] prior to the question ‘How’, not prior to the question ‘What?’” (TLP 5.552). And, as he goes on to note, it is no accident that logic applies to the world, because if it was, then logic would itself be a contingent fact in the world. Instead, logic is simply the organisation of our world; the two are interdependent (TLP 5.5521). In this sense, we can, paraphrasing Wittgenstein, say that ‘The world and logic are one’ (cf. TLP 5.621).

Organisation or logical form is, however, not the only necessary condition of something being a world. A world is first a world when it is indeed a world for someone—or so Wittgenstein aims to show in the 5.6s of the Tractatus.6 The section begins with an elaboration on the insight that logic and the world are one, where Wittgenstein points out that this has the implication for the self that “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world” (TLP 5.6). What I can talk about and what can be in the world is in this sense one and the same, because what could be in the world is what there is to talk about (per definition one is tempted to say). The unity of logic and world is what is available for a self. What brings the self into this elucidation of ‘the world’ is that a world is what shows itself for a self, because, as Wittgenstein notes, “the world is my world” (TLP 5.641). A world is not just there, a world is always a world for someone, and the self is necessary as the perspective from which the world is available and is ordered.

According to this understanding of the self, we could say of the boy in The Road, not that he slowly discovers the world, but rather that the two develop together, his world takes shape, as he slowly becomes a self. The example may be somewhat misleading, however, as it may tempt us to think that Wittgenstein in the Tractatus is illuminating a substantial notion of self—such as exemplified in the very particular self of the boy. This is however not the case. What Wittgenstein is working to elucidate is solely the aspect of the self that it is a necessary condition of having a world and a language. This fundamental understanding of the self, what Wittgenstein calls the philosophical self, is, as he notes, “not the human being, not the human body, or the human soul, with which psychology deals” (TLP 5.641), in other words, it is not itself part of the world. A substantial notion of the self involves an understanding of contingent facts in the world, for instance of the existence of particular human beings, particular bodies or souls. As such, it could not serve to clarify a necessary condition of having a world, because “no part of our experience is at the same time a priori” (TLP 5.634). Wittgenstein is trying to elucidate the insight that the notion of a world presupposes the notion of a self that is experiencing this world, in the same way that any notion of a visual field necessarily presupposes a particular viewpoint from where the visual field is experienced (cf. TLP 5.633–5.6331). And as the seeing eye is the origin of this view point, but not itself one of the facts occurring within the visual field, the self that conditions the world is not itself a fact occurring in this world, but rather what shows itself when we reflect on how the world always reveals itself from a particular perspective (and never, for instance, from a view from nowhere). In this way, the self is “a limit of the world” (TLP 5.632).7 The perspective of the self is not itself a part of the world, rather it is a perspective on whatever happens to be in the world, and it thus works as an organising principle of this ‘whatever’, in the same way as the view point of the eye works as the organising principle of the visual field. And just as we cannot come to know anything about the eye simply from reflecting on the necessity of the view point in a visual field (cf. TLP 5.633), we cannot come to know anything concretely about the philosophical self. It cannot be described or said, it simply shows itself as a condition of our notion of a world.

We can bring Wittgenstein’s point out by looking at an example. Imagine a woman sitting by her desk, aware of the facts that surround her: the laptop in front of her, the coffee mug on her right, papers on her left, the pile of books on the side table. She can see all of these things; she knows how they look, where they are placed, etc.; a knowledge that she can put into language, and that she draws on in her actions, writing on the laptop, drinking from the coffee mug and checking various things in her papers. We can, however, imagine that she comes to consider the relationship between her spatial placement in the world and the possibilities for action to which this relationship gives rise; how the mug on the right allows her to reach it without having to move, and how she has to be careful when getting up as not to tilt the pile of books nearby. Eventually, she comes to understand the connection between her spatial presence and her ability to interact with the world. The example highlights two features of the notion of self developed in the Tractatus. Firstly, the example parallels Wittgenstein’s insistence that the philosophical self is not itself a thing in the world. In the example, no matter how many descriptions we give of the way the woman interacts with her surroundings, these descriptions can never be ‘about’ the connection between presence and action of which the woman has become aware; rather, the connection works as a condition of such descriptions. Secondly, we can use it to illuminate one of Wittgenstein’s more difficult insights; following from the question of “how much truth there is in solipsism” (TLP 5.62). An aspect of what the woman becomes aware of is that the facts surrounding her are all given in spatial relations to her, but also that this simply means that these facts all are where they are in the world. We find a similar dialectic in Wittgenstein’s twofold point that on the one hand, solipsism can claim the insight that the world is always given for a self (it is always ‘my world’), but as this self is not itself a thing in this world, this insight does on the other hand simply leave the world as it is, it does not change or add to anything in the world. In this way, solipsism “coincides with pure realism” (TLP 5.64).

Parallel to the insight of the woman in the example, Wittgenstein is trying to make us aware of how the perspective of the philosophical self is a condition of having and talking about a world.8 That is, he is developing the conceptual point that for something to be a world, it has to be a world for someone, to include the insight that the notion of a world is tied to a perspective. The question is how we are to understand this notion of the philosophical self as a perspective on the world. Wittgenstein addresses this question explicitly in the Notebooks. Here he asks, “can we conceive a being that isn’t capable of Will at all, but only of Idea (of seeing for example)?” and goes on: “In some sense this seems impossible. But if it were possible then there could also be a world without ethics” (NB 21.7.16). These remarks involve two points crucial to the present investigation. The first point comes out if we consider Wittgenstein’s remark that it is ‘in some sense’ impossible that there should be a being capable only of idea, but not of will. What we have seen is that the philosophical self is the perspective from which the world is approached, and as such, this perspective is neither arbitrary, because as a self, I am always looking here rather than there, I am moving here rather than there, nor is it necessary, because I could always look or move in a different direction. That is, the form of organisation constituted by my perspective on the world is neither contingent nor a priori; rather, it is actualised as result of what we can recognise as will. The second point is related to this. If the notion of the philosophical self necessarily implies a notion of will, then having a perspective on the world also means having to deal with that world, having to will something in particular. As one’s perspective on the world is shaped by one’s will, being a self involves responsibility for this perspective, for what one wills, and in this way the will of the philosophical self is the source of ethics. Or, as Wittgenstein sums up these two points, “If the will did not exist, neither would there be that centre of the world, which we call the I, and which is the bearer of ethics” (NB 5.8.16). In this way, the willing self is a condition of the world (cf. NB 15.10.16). What we are presented with is a picture according to which ethics arises because the self having a world is dependent on will which means that having a world thus necessarily implies the self having to will something, that is, having to deal with this world in one way or the other, which in turn implies having to take some facts in the world as more salient, more important, and indeed more valuable than others. Thus, the necessary role of the will in the self’s perspective on the world means that this perspective does in fact become an attitude; the will is to be understood as “an attitude of the subject to the world” (NB 4.11.16, cf. TLP 6.423). The question is what establishes such salience and value. According to Wittgenstein, this is a result not of the will itself, but of the relationship between the will and the world, the way the self responds to the world, for as Wittgenstein goes on to note with a phrase borrowed from Joseph Butler “Things acquire ‘significance’ only through their relation to my will. For ‘Everything is what it is and not another thing’” (NB 15.10.16). The attitude or relation to the world established by the will of the self is thus also an establishment of significance for which the self is ethically responsible. Moreover, as the world is precisely what is given for the self, what the self makes an object of its will is at the same time made the object of its life and its world. In this sense, Wittgenstein insists, “The world and life are one” (TLP 5.621). This does however also mean that the will does not add anything to the world, in the form of value for example, because, as Wittgenstein insists, “The world is independent of my will” (TLP 6.373); significance is rather only given in the way that some things stand out as central, and others not, in the self’s perspective on the world.

The unity of world and life should not be understood in the sense that the self has the power to determine what its world is like, because what makes up this unity of the world/life is a given reality with which the philosophical self is confronted and which it cannot alter, and this means that part of what is demanded in ethics is to accept world/life as it is. As Wittgenstein remarks in the Notebooks, the will of the philosophical self, the ethical will, “enters into the world completely from outside as into something that is already there” (NB 8.7.16), And whatever ethical perspective the self takes on the world, it cannot change the facts of which this world consists. The world is what it is. “If the good or bad exercise of the will does alter the world, it can alter only the limits of the world, not the facts—not what can be expressed by means of language” (TLP 6.43), as Wittgenstein sums up in the Tractatus. “The facts all contribute only to the task, not to the solution” (TLP 6.4321; translation amended).9 Of course, how the self relates to the world will in turn affect how it as ‘a human being, a human body, a human soul’ lives and acts, and, in turn, also the facts of the world, but what is ethical is neither its specific emotions, actions and choices nor the consequences of its actions and choices, but rather the conditions under which it acts and chooses in this way. On Wittgenstein’s view, ethics cannot be established by reference to any facts regarding the actual self or the actual world.

Instead, ethics concerns how the self relates to the facts of the world in which it finds itself, it is the ethical perspective of the self that organises what the self sees a valuable and what not, what the self finds acceptable and what it does not, what it praises and what it condemns. In the words of one commentator of Wittgenstein’s early view of ethics, “a perspective is a way of looking at (and not just feeling about) things; it is a way of ordering how the world is represented in one’s thoughts” (Pianalto 2011, 261). In this way, the ethical perspective of the self is of course crucial to what the self can come to want or do or be; however, as a way of relating to the world, as what organises the self’s ethical responses to the world, the perspective is not reducible to psychological content. It also involves for instance the concepts employed by the self to describe the world, what the self takes notice of, what facts it takes as ethically relevant and to what it responds. This is why Wittgenstein insists that there are no ethical sentences. Ethics is not part of what we can describe, but conditions how we approach and respond to what we can describe.10 In the Tractatus, we find this point generalised, not just with regard to ethical judgements, but with regard to anything that concerns value. “In the world everything is as it is, and everything happens as it does happen: in it no value exists—and if it did, it would have no value” (TLP 6.41). Ethics is not in the facts, past, present or future, rather ethics is our perspective on these facts. In this way, ethics cannot be accounted for on factual terms, it “cannot be put into words”, but is indeed transcendental (TLP 6.421).

What Wittgenstein is trying to draw out is that the question of ethics arises because of the mutually constitutive relation between self and world. Having established this, we are now in a better position to present a Wittgenstein-inspired understanding of the resolve of the boy in The Road. What we see is that his resolve ‘never to eat anybody’ is an ethical move, as it determines his will by setting up a condition under which he will from now on live and act and approach the world. The resolve is of course related to the world as it is the boy’s response to what he has experienced here (the reality of cannibalism, for example), and it is of course also related to himself, it is his response to this world. In this way, it changes how he will from now on relate to his world. ‘No matter what’, as he insists. In a very straightforward sense, however, the resolve does not alter anything in the world, it does not alter what will happen to the boy, and it does not give him any more power over the consequences of his actions or the realities of his life. No matter how carefully we go on to describe his world, we do not encounter his ethical resolve here. We would not encounter the resolve in a psychological description either.11 If we try to include it in such a description, for example through a psychological description of the resolve as arising as a consequence of his character and his psychological resources, that would perhaps enable us to explain how he was able to come to this resolve, but we would not get a hold of what makes it ethical, what makes it stand fast for him. Yet, in another sense, the resolve alters the whole world of the boy, as it alters the conditions under which he lives and with it the possibilities of choices and actions available to him. In this sense, his resolve, his will changes ‘the limits of his world’, and because of this, we can call it ethical on a Tractarian understanding of ethics.




3. Problems of Placement—Neither a Realist nor an Antirealist Be

In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein is trying to clarify how the notions of the world and the willing self is interdependent in a way that confronts the self with the ethical question of how to relate to the world, with its ethical perspective. It seems safe to say that this is a quite unusual conception of ethics. This becomes particularly clear if we try to approach the Tractarian conception of ethics via what is in contemporary metaethics often presented as the most fundamental distinction between ethical positions, the distinction between realist and antirealist understandings of ethics. How to flesh out this distinction is much debated: one way of approaching it is as a distinction between positions presenting ethics as arising from factors that exist independently of human beings, in “a mind-independent manner”, and those presenting ethics as dependent on some fact or facts about human beings, for example psychological, linguistic, conventional or expressive facts and involving “the denial of the thesis that moral properties […] exist mind-independently” (Joyce 2015). An attempt to interpret the conception of ethics developed in Wittgenstein’s early thought on the basis of this distinction could proceed along the following lines: First, we may note how Wittgenstein repeatedly insists that ethics does not concern facts, that it is not in the world, and that it cannot be described by language. This means that Wittgenstein cannot be advocating a form of moral realism. Second, we note how Wittgenstein ties ethics to the will of the self, and from there we conclude that he must instead be developing a form of antirealism, arguing that ethics arises from our emotions, volitions, preferences or projections. According to this line of interpretation, Tractarian ethics is therefore indeed ‘mind-dependent’.12 That is, if we start from the dichotomy between forms of ethical realism and antirealism, then an interpreter of the conception of ethics in the Tractatus seems to be forced to presuppose that ethics must be ‘placed’ somewhere, and if ethics is not placed in the world, it has to be placed elsewhere: it has to be placed in the self. However, this line of interpretation of Tractarian ethics as a form of antirealism conflicts with the way Wittgenstein consistently and forcefully insists that all facts concerning actual selves, human beings or human souls, are facts like any other facts, and that they are therefore ethically irrelevant. What is shown in the Tractatus is that with regard to ethics, facts about our inner lives are as facts not possible sources of ethics. Rather, as we saw, ethical significance arises in the relationship between the willing self and the world. In this way, Wittgenstein simply rejects or discards the idea that the distinction between realism and antirealism, between mind-independent and mind-dependent facts, is of fundamental relevance for an understanding of ethics.

If we are interested in the view of ethics presented in the Tractatus, this leaves us with two options. The first is to persist in our attempt to give an interpretation of Wittgenstein’s conception of ethics that correspond with conventional, metaethical distinctions; that is, to persist with the attempt to ‘place’ ethics somewhere, for instance by attempting to ‘place’ it outside the realms of mind-independent and mind-dependent facts, i.e. in a supernatural realm.13 However, the Tractarian view of ethics presented earlier indicates that this is not the right way to go, because the very attempt to ‘place’ ethics in some kind of facts is fundamentally mistaken in a number of ways: by assuming that ethics should be understood with reference to facts either subjective or objective—or supernatural, by seeing the notions of self and world as radically independent of each other, where they are rather mutually dependent, and by not seeing that ethics arises from and concerns this very interdependence. In other words, an attempt to figure out where to ‘place’ ethics rests on a strong distinction between self and world that the early Wittgenstein does not accept. The problem is not just that the realism-antirealism distinction invites misinterpretations of the Tractatus. It is rather that the elucidations of the Tractatus pose a fundamental challenge to the very framework set up by this distinction for discussing the nature of ethics. This leads us to the other option available for us as interested in the view of ethics presented in the Tractatus, which is to develop our understanding of this view as an alternative that undermines the realism-antirealism distinction.14

One way to get a clearer grasp both of Wittgenstein’s reasons for dismissing the realism-antirealism distinction as relevant or useful for an understanding of ethics and of his alternative understanding of ethics as arising from the interdependence between world and self, is to turn to the early thinking of Emmanuel Levinas, whose view of ethics also involves both these themes.




4. World, Self and Ethics in the Thinking of Levinas

The crucial move in Wittgenstein’s undermining of the use of the distinction between realism and antirealism in investigations of ethics is his elucidations of the ethically motivated interdependence between world and self. We find a related move in the ethical thinking of Emmanuel Levinas, and this motivates turning to the work of Levinas in order to get help in understanding the relation between self, world and ethics. As a start, we can note a number of similarities between the two thinkers with regard to the relation between world and self. The first is that Levinas, like Wittgenstein, rejects the idea that ethics can find a foothold solely in facts. The second is that he also insists on a fundamental interdependence between world and self, insisting that the relation to the world is what singles out the self, and that the self is what introduces the structure of a world. Finally, Levinas, although in a manner somewhat different from that of Wittgenstein, also insists that the dependence between the self and the world always raises ethical questions. In the following, we will look at these three similarities, keeping in mind that there are, of course, also differences between the ways the connection between world, self and ethics is conceived—we will indeed return to one such difference at the end of this chapter.15 Before we begin, however, a short comment on a possible complication meeting our comparison of Wittgenstein and Levinas. Until now, we have used the word ‘self’ for Wittgenstein’s particular notion of ‘the philosophical self’. When engaging with Levinas’ work, we will be concerned with his remarks about how to become an ‘I’. The assumption of the following is that Levinas’ investigation points in the same direction as that of Wittgenstein: towards what has to be in place in order for us to be able to conceive of something as a self. I will thus take the difference between their choices of words as primarily a question of terminology and will in the following use ‘self’ and ‘I’ interchangeably to denote this shared notion of the most minimal conditions of realised selfhood.

In developing the concept of justice in Totality and Infinity, Levinas explicitly rejects the idea that we can reduce our understanding of ethics to an understanding of either subjective or objective facts. On the one hand, it is central to his thinking that being a self means being responsible, and as living up to this responsibility is essentially the self’s own task, this means that what ethical responsibility amounts to cannot simply be determined by something factual, to ‘what there is’ or ‘what has been’ (to ‘mind-independent’ facts). Ethically, the self cannot “be guided by the evidence of history. It is given over to risk and to the moral creation of the I—to horizons more vast than history, in which history itself is judged,” Levinas insists and continues, “Objective events and the evidence of philosophers can only conceal these horizons” (TI, 246). On the other hand, we should not take this to imply that the ethical responsibility of the self can be resolved with reference to facts about the self (to ‘mind-dependent’ facts), because the ethical responsibility of the self in ethics “does not consist in flattering his subjective tendencies and consoling him for his death, but in existing for the Other, that is, in being called to question and in dreading murder more than death” (ibid.). In this way, ethics is instead what demands of the self that she reaches beyond herself and beyond that which concerns her.

Levinas thus presents ethical responsibility as inapproachable on purely factual, historical and theoretical grounds. However, in order to understand why, we need to understand the relation between self and world at play in Levinas’ ethics. The first thing to note is that he distinguishes between two different ways of approaching ‘the whole’, the whole considered as totality and considered as world, where we will start by looking at the first notion, before we return to the latter. Totality and Infinity opens with a critique of what Levinas calls “totality”. This term is coined to denote the conception of the world found in the phenomenological tradition in which Levinas has his philosophical background, but he also takes it to apply to the conception of the world found in the philosophical tradition at large, namely the view of the world as essentially understood on ontological and epistemological terms. The notion of totality implies that anything can be approached through thought and representation, as objects that can be categorised under particular concepts. That is, ‘the whole’ is here approached as a potential totality where everything can be organised within a common framework—we could say, everything is approached as if it could be placed within what Wittgenstein calls logical space (cf. TLP 1.13).16 According to Levinas, this way of approaching the whole “consists in neutralizing the existent in order to comprehend or grasp it. It is hence not a relation with the other, but a relation of the other to the same” (TI, 45–6). This is, according to Levinas, the way that philosophy has traditionally approached ‘what there is’, as if everything was graspable in thinking and representation. However, this “ideal of Socratic truth” rests, Levinas continues, “on the essential self-sufficiency of the same, […] its egoism” (TI, 44). By approaching the whole as a totality, the philosophical tradition has presupposed an understanding of being where everything can be assimilated in thought and where everything is also on a par, on the same level.

The point, according to Levinas, is that such a notion of totality does not leave any room for an understanding of a self, because it does not leave us with a way to single out such a self—we cannot account for the special role that our self plays in our experience. And relatedly, as everything in totality is subsumable under the same, totality alone cannot account for a notion of a world either, as there is no perspective from which ‘the totality’ is seen—it always appears as if from ‘a view from nowhere’, with no particular beginning or end. This brings Levinas to investigate the conditions of something being a self, an I. Being a self is not merely a matter of self-reference, because simple self-reference cannot establish a difference between the self and anything else, and the self thus becomes indistinguishable from its surroundings. To be a self requires that the self is singled out for itself, that the self has a role different from everything else, and this cannot be accomplished by what Levinas calls the ‘A is A formalism’. He writes:



The identification of the same in the I is not produced as a monotonous tautology: ‘I am I’. The originality of identification […] would thus escape attention. It is not to be fixed by reflecting on the abstract representation of the self by the self; it is necessary to begin with the concrete relationship between an I and a world.

(TI, 37)




Levinas admits that we can imagine a conscious being characterised solely by simple self-reference, but such a being would not have any notion of its particular stand in the world, it would rather be completely absorbed in its own self-sustainment, what Levinas often refers to as being constituted as enjoyment or happiness (see e.g. TI, 299). Such a being would be unable to distinguish itself from its surroundings and would therefore—even if conscious—be fundamentally unthinking.

In order to get this idea more clearly into view, we can turn to a smaller text from 1954, “The I and the Totality”, where Levinas notes that such a being would live as if it was itself everything, living subsuming totality or being subsumed by totality—which would really be one and the same thing. In contrast, a thinking self necessarily involves an understanding of her own identity or particularity—or her own perspective, we might say—as well as an understanding of the exteriority with which she is confronted. For there to be thinking, it must be possible to distinguish a particular someone, who is thinking, who for itself stands out from the rest of the whole. Thinking presupposes a situation where the self “situated within the totality is not absorbed by it” (IT, 15). This means that even if thinking is the attempt to grasp everything there is, as if it simply consisted in a totality, the totality itself can account neither for what does the thinking—the self—nor for what confronts the self—the exteriority of the world. Thinking presupposes both a self and a world in ‘the concrete relationship between an I and a world’; a condition of thinking that is only annulled in death, when, as Levinas vividly puts it, “the living being enters the totality, but no longer thinks anything at all” (ibid.). A consequence of this is that if thinking were the sole characteristic of the self, then the living self would not in any substantial way differ from the dead (cf. IT, 26–7). In this particular sense, Levinas insists, “Generalization is death; it inserts the I into, and dissolves it into, the generality of its work” (IT, 27). Just as the identification of the self cannot be accomplished by means of mere self-reference, it cannot be accomplished by reference to particular features that distinguish the self from other individuals, to categories established in thinking, either. The identification of the self is rather tied to the self being positioned at one and the same time in the totality and outside of it, to her being a particular perspective on that totality. It is accomplished by what establishes the self, not as being in totality, but as having a world (cf. IT, 16).17

Here, we encounter notions of self and world very similar to those of the Tractatus, where ‘what there is’ in order to be a world has to be organised in a structure—the logical space of the Tractatus or the totality of thinking in Totality and Infinity—but where this organisation is also revealed as insufficient for an understanding of ‘the whole’, as the totality is revealed only through the interdependent emergence of a particular perspective on what there is and of that which is seen from a particular perspective, of the self and the world. In this way, both Wittgenstein and Levinas thus hold as a necessary insight that the world is indeed my world (cf. TLP 5.641). Their reasons are similar, namely that the notions of self and world emerge together, as interdependent, and that neither notion can be reduced to the totality itself. These reasons are what put stress on the distinction between realism and antirealism in ethics. However, in order fully to understand why this distinction is misguided as a tool for understanding ethics, we need to draw out another theme in Levinas’ thought, again echoing a theme in the work of Wittgenstein, namely the necessary connection between ethics and the unified emergence of the self and the world.

In Levinas’ explication of the relationship between self and world in Totality and Infinity, he writes:



The world is for me—this does not mean that I represent the world to myself as being for me, and represent this me in its turn to myself. This relation of myself with myself is accomplished when I stand in the world which precedes as an absolute of unrepresentable antiquity. To be sure, I cannot think the horizon in which I find myself to be an absolute, but I can stand in it as in an absolute. Standing is precisely different from ‘thinking’. The bit of the world that supports me is not only my object; it supports my experience of objects.

(TI, 137–8)




This quote echoes with a number of points from Wittgenstein’s elucidations of the relationship between world and self. One such point is that I cannot think the world, or myself, or my place in the world. Levinas’ rejects—as does Wittgenstein—the idea that our basic understanding of self and world can be thought or represented, that is, accounted for in terms of a (thinkable) totality, because both of them rather condition thinking and experience. Another point is that even if the emergence of the world and the self is interconnected, this emergence is not self-sufficient; rather, it is dependent on something else. For Levinas, what makes my perspective on the world unique and thereby identifiable is that as a self I am standing in the world, I occupy a particular place in the world, which also reveals the world as indeed all that there is, the absolute in Levinas’ terminology. However, this now raises the question of what makes this ‘standing’ evident for the self.

Wittgenstein’s answer is that the philosophical self comes to light through the double insight that ‘The world is my world’ and that having a world means that I have to will something or other in this world, which means that the perspective from which ‘my world’ appears and the focus of this perspective, my attitude to the world, is essentially a result of my will. In other words, self and world emerge through the perspective of the self, essentially tied to its will, and this is in turn what introduces the question of ethics for the self. Levinas’ answer is rather different. According to him, what makes my standing in the world evident is that which in and of itself resists absorption into the totality, that is, a metaphysical presence that thinking and experience cannot assimilate. Only this form of fundamental resistance can accomplish the separation between world and self, which allows for something beyond mere reference to self, that is, which makes true individuation of the self possible. This resistance is thus necessary in order to establish both world and self. The world does not emerge as independent of the I by itself; its independence has a different source, namely that it introduces the I to something that the I cannot grasp in willing and in thinking. In some sense, this idea should be taken quite literally, as when Levinas notes that what are given in the world become possible objects of my will only because some of these things are sometimes unavailable for me. “Things derive their original independence from the fact that they do not belong to me—and they do not belong to me because I am in relation to the men they come from” (IT, 17). The presence of the other breaks with totality by snatching parts of it out of my reach; in this way, the other establishes a world. Similarly, what are in the world become possible objects of thought only because there is something that breaks with my expectations, thus calling me to think. This ‘something’ is the other. In Levinas’ words, “To think a freedom exterior to my own is the first thought. It marks my very presence in the world” (IT, 17). Moreover, the confrontation with the other is also what constitutes the self, because in its separation from the other, the self appears as a standing in the world and thus as individuated and identified (see e.g. TI, 299–300).18

The presence of the other transcends totality and my grasp of things and thus constitutes the difference between self and world, because this presence introduces something that is unexpected, unpredictable, new, something that resists me, and in every way exceeds “the idea of the other in me” (TI, 50, cf. 25–6). What Levinas calls face is this presence of the other, of transcendence or infinity. Infinity is here not to be understood as a particular quality of the other or a matter of degree—as in ad infinitum, but rather denotes from the fact that there is no common ground for the self and the other. Levinas thus draws on a Cartesian notion of infinity, where the infinite “designates a relation with a being that maintains its total exteriority with respect to him who thinks it” (TI, 50), that is, “is characteristic of a transcendent being as transcendent; the infinite is the absolutely other” (TI, 49). As infinite, the other is that which resists or challenges the concepts and categories of the self, and which is in this radical sense foreign (cf. TI, 194).

This way of describing the role of the presence of the other in the constitution of world and self can make it seem as if the freedom of the other really constitutes the limit of the freedom of the self, but Levinas denies this and insists that the freedom of the self becomes possible only in the encounter with the other. In thinking, the self is not free or unfree; here everything is, to borrow the phrase that Wittgenstein borrowed from Joseph Butler, what it is and not another thing. Thinking cannot establish any difference or significance in the world which could give rise to or account for the freedom of the self. Freedom springs from another source, namely the separation from the other, because rather than challenging the freedom of the self, the other calls the self to responsibility and thereby founds and instigates its freedom (TI, 197). The infinity of the other calls attention to the possibility of existing as something other than pure egoism, of existing for the other. Freedom is thus made possible, when I am placed in a relation to the other characterised by responsibility and forced to choose whether to live up to this responsibility or not. Freedom as well as the I depend on the relation to the other. “To utter ‘I’ […] means to possess a privileged place with regard to responsibilities for which no one can replace me and from which no one can release me. To be unable to shirk: this is the I” (TI, 245, cf. 225). I am individuated, I am a self, because the responsibility for the other is irreplaceably mine. Moreover, this responsibility marks my break with the sameness of totality, because in relation to the other, there are some things that I can do or not do; there are things that become more significant or valuable than others. In this way, responsibility constitutes my freedom and reveals that the question of ethics is fundamental to the relation between self and world. Or, in Levinas’ words, this relationship between the ‘I and the totality’ is really “a relationship with human beings whose face I recognize. Before them, I am guilty or innocent. The condition of thought is a moral consciousness” (IT, 17). Because of the presence of the other human being, my existence cannot be reduced to a place in a totality; in being ethically responsible, I am singled out as irreplaceable: here no one else can take over for me.




5. Experiences of Ethics

In the thinking of both Levinas and Wittgenstein, the notions of self and world implies that the self faces a world in which some things, some facts, are torn out of the sameness of being in the perspective of the self, either by the will or in the confrontation with the other, and in both cases, ethics arises as the responsibility placed on the self for these differences in significance and value.19 That is, the two thinkers agree in rejecting views of ethics as arising from the particulars of facts, those being mind-dependent or mind-independent in favour of a view of ethics as arising from the relation between self and world and the perspective realised in this relationship.

The Wittgenstein-Levinas view of ethics is important to consider because it breaks with the way ethics is conceptualised in contemporary moral philosophy. It involves a resistance towards all attempts to reduce ethics to either realist or antirealist foundations, and, even more radically, towards all attempts to make a fundamental distinction between the realist and the antirealist dimensions of ethics. By rejecting the thought that ethics is indeed ‘placed’ anywhere, this view allows us to avoid the incessant oscillation between the realist and the antirealist camp and instead explore a completely different way of conceiving of ethics as that which is constituted in the self’s relationship to the world; that which shows in our relations, interactions and responses to facts, in our doings and living in a world. On this view of ethics, to understand the resolve of the boy in The Road not to eat anybody, no matter what, and his resolve to help even when helping is unreasonable, we should not turn to the facts of his world (these facts are in fact what make his resolve unreasonable) or to his feelings (which develop and change independently of his resolve) or to a belief in another sort of facts such as a belief in a god (which still could not account for his resolve). We should rather understand the boy as coming to see that being a self, that living in a world, requires that he in his life has to realise a specific attitude to or relationship with the world, and that whatever relationship to the world he realises in his particular way of living, is a relationship that he takes on responsibility for. In aiming to help and attend to the needs of others, in rejecting the very possibility of cannibalism he is giving shape to this, his particular attitude towards the world.

The view of ethics as the particular relationship of a self to a world is not a view easily described, because it does not fit into the dominant, epistemological model of description as description of facts—the one explored in the Tractatus. We see signs of Wittgenstein struggling with this problem in the Tractarian remarks on ethics, and this struggle is an explicit theme in “A Lecture on Ethics”. Here, Wittgenstein’s investigation of ethics leads him to consider particular experiences such as wondering at the existence of the world or feeling absolutely safe. However, in trying to express such experiences, he finds himself in a quandary, because, as he notes, “all I wanted to do with them was just to go beyond the world and that is to say beyond significant language” (LE, 12). The question of whether language can only express descriptions of facts is complicated and cannot be treated here. No matter how we stand on this issue, it is easier to follow Wittgenstein, when he concludes that on his view, ethics “can be no science. What it says does not add to our knowledge in any sense” (LE, 13). Levinas agrees wholeheartedly with the insight that ethics does not spring from particular facts and is not a relevant subject for science and knowledge, but he reacts to the difficulties involved in this insight, not by insisting that ethics shows itself as a condition of our lives, but rather by turning to an understanding of metaphysics as breaking with the dominance of epistemology and ontology in the philosophical tradition at large and by installing ethics as first philosophy (see e.g. EFP).

The difficulties involved in providing a description of ethics on Wittgenstein’s and Levinas’ view are tied to another similarity between their views, namely that what constitutes ethics does in some sense exceed or go beyond what is given in the world. The two do, however, have different understandings of the origin and character of this ‘excess’. In the Tractatus, it springs from the fact that ethics, the responsibility involved in the perspective of the self, in its willed attitude to the world, is a transcendental condition of self, world, language. In Levinas’ thinking, the excess rather arises from the infinity or transcendence of the other. This is a real difference between these two views, which we will return to in a moment. Still, it is striking that in developing this, the ‘excess’ of ethics, its transcendental or transcendent dimension, both thinkers tie it to familiar experiences such as the experience of facing another person or being surprised in conversation, in the writings of Levinas, or at feeling absolutely safe or wondering at the existence of the world, in the writings of Wittgenstein. In this involvement of familiar experiences the two thinkers show us how the ‘going beyond’ of ethics is a real feature of our ordinary experiences, of the way we relate to others, to our life and to the world, that show us how, in relations to what is not ourselves, we are confronted with responsibilities that do not reduce to the particularities of the world or ourselves, but rather condition all such particularities.

This leads us to the question of how to evaluate the difference between the notions of the transcendental and the infinite character of ethics drawn on by Wittgenstein and Levinas, respectively. In Totality and Infinity, the possibility of self, world and ethics is established by the resistance of the infinity of the other that singles out the self in its ethical responsibility. Here, the relation of the I to the world is always a relationship to the world of humanity, of the plurality established by the presence of the other, or, in Levinas’ words, “The I is in relationship with a human totality” (IT, 22–3, italics added). In the Tractatus, the notions of self and world is shown to be interdependent as the world is what is approached from a particular perspective, that is, is a world for someone. Humanity and plurality does not enter into the picture, rather ethics is transcendental because it is tied to the self’s confrontation with the world and with the necessity of living and acting as this specific self.20 As Wittgenstein reflects in the Notebooks, on his view of ethics, the question “Can there be any ethics if there is no living being but myself?” must be answered in the affirmative (NB 02.08.16). Here, the self’s confrontation with the world in itself establishes a transcendental responsibility with regard to how the self shapes her life/world. Or, in the striking prose of Elizabeth Anscombe,



There is a strong impression made by the end of Tractatus, as if Wittgenstein saw the world looking at him with a face; logic helped to reveal that face. […] The world thought of, not as how things are, but as however they are—seen as a whole—is the matter of logic; thought of as my life, it is the matter of ethics.

(Anscombe 1959, 172)




Because my world is my life, it raises responsibilities—it too, in a way, has a face.

How are we to evaluate this difference between the views of Wittgenstein and Levinas, the difference between the transcendental or transcendent character of ethics, between responsibility as arising from facing the world or the face? One way to do so is to return to the boy in The Road. We could note that the first ethical reflection of the boy in the novel arises as a reaction to the first encounter with another human being; this is what destabilises the boy’s embeddedness, his ‘uncontested dwelling’ in the world of the father.21 While the father and boy are trying to get through a rough area in the mountains, they pass a man fatally wounded by a lightning strike, and because of fear of the man, of their food running out, and of them dying of the mountain cold, the father urges them on, but the encounter spurs pangs of guilty conscience and remorse in the boy. Moreover, in the novel, the connection between ethical reflection and the relation to other people is quite stable. The boy’s ethical reflections often follow encounters that he and his father have with others, and besides his compassion for strangers, the main concern of the boy is indeed his concern for his father. We could take this to support Levinas’ view, that even on the road, where other people primarily stand for the possibility of danger and death, the other is still the source of ethical responsibility. Or we could follow Wittgenstein by returning to the point made in the beginning: that simply facing a world in itself seems to raise ethical questions of how to approach it. Or we could, and this is in my eyes the most attractive option, work toward a reconciliation between the views of Wittgenstein and Levinas by seeing how the encounter or confrontation with the world as well as with the other presupposes an ethical perspective of the boy, of the self, of any of us.



Notes

1. In this portrayal of the life of man, McCarthy seems to be inspired by a Hobbesian understanding of the state of nature. It lives up to Hobbes’ description in so far as there really is no industry, no farming, no navigation or building, “no Knowledge of the face of the Earth; no account of Time, no Arts, no Letters, no Society”, a situation which makes the knowledge and the sensitivities of the father appear odd and irrelevant to the current life of him and the boy. In their lives, there are indeed, as Hobbes phrases it, “continual feare, and danger of violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (Hobbes 1651/1985, Part I, chap. XIII, 186).

2. As the sentence would indeed be interpreted on a metaphysically inclined reading of the Tractatus, see e.g. Hacker (2000).

3. This fact is of course an argument against metaphysical readings, but it also raises problems for a central idea involved in resolute readings of the Tractatus, that what is presented in the bulk of the work are quasi-metaphysical claims to be eroded or revealed as nonsense during the engagement with the work, see especially Diamond (1991, 2000), Conant (2000), and Conant and Diamond (2004).

4. This idea of showing and its implications for an understanding of ethics in the Tractatus are discussed in Christensen (2004 and 2005).

5. This view of the method of the Tractatus is in line with the interpretation developed by Marie McGinn, see 2006, especially Chapter 1. Lugg also offers an analysis of the opening sentence of the Tractatus as clarifying the notion of the world, but he insists that the sentence is itself “properly understood as presenting/showing, instead of describing/saying” (Lugg 2014, 252).

6. A supporting argument for why this is so will emerge as we turn to the thinking of Lévinas.

7. In the Notebooks, Wittgenstein describes the point like this: “The situation is not simply that I everywhere notice where I see anything, but I also always find myself at a particular point of my visual space, so my visual space has as it were a shape. In spite of this, however, it is true that I do not see the subject” (NB 20.10.16).

8. In the Tractatus, Wittgenstein does not mention the feature of the self which is within the phenomenological tradition now often taken to be constitutive of selfhood and isolated in what is called ‘the minimal self’, that is, an understanding of the self that denotes simply the first person character of all experience, the experiential character of mineness. However, in some remarks of the Notebooks, Wittgenstein explicitly mentions the consciousness of the perspective of the philosophical self, thus relating to the idea of minimal self. Here he notes that “Only from the consciousness of the uniqueness of my life arises religion—science—and art” (NB 1.8.16), and the next day, in direct continuation of this, he adds “And this consciousness is life itself” (NB 2.8.16).

9. The German ‘Aufgabe’ means not so much a problem (which can be purely intellectual) as a task, something that one has to do. It can be used e.g. in relation to home work (as noted by Anscombe 1959, 171), but also in a more general way, referring to whatever task one is currently facing.

10. As Wittgenstein phrases it in “A Lecture on Ethics”, ethics could never be a science, because even if we imagine an omniscient human with knowledge of everything that ever happened in the world this would not in itself enable him to describe or understand ethics. “[S]uppose this man wrote all he knew in a big book, then this book would contain the whole description of the world; and what I want to say is, that this book would contain nothing that we would call an ethical judgment” (LE 6).

11. See e.g. Pianalto for the same point: “[Psychological] explanation does not establish that our judgements—or the absolute normative force we attach to them—are justified. That our judgements seem to have this causal connection with our feelings and experiences makes it understandable that we judge as we do” (Pianalto 2011, 257).

12. See e.g. Harcourt (2013), Schulte (2001), and Westergaard (2000).

13. Some have opted for this third line of interpretation of ethics in the Tractatus, where ethics is ‘placed’ outside the world and the subject, in the supernatural. We find an example of this in the work of Martin Stokhof, who in Life and World as One insists that: “What can be the case coincides with what can be expressed, and so both value and its expression belong to another realm” (Stokhof 2002, 212).

14. This line of argument is supported by Jeremy J. Wisnewski’s insistence that Wittgenstein’s view of language shows us how “both realism and antirealism (at least in their most popular forms) rely on a conception of language that forces a strong distinction between language and being—between what is and what can be said—and it is precisely this common assumption that requires further investigation” (2008, 127). In Morality and Our Complicated Form of Life, Peg O’Connor presents a Wittgenstein-inspired critique of the realism-antirealism distinction in metaethics (see O’Connor 2008, especially Chapter 3).

15. We should also note another important difference between the two thinkers, namely the difference between their views of the status of their philosophical investigations. Where Wittgenstein sees the work done in the Tractatus as elucidations of our already familiar notions of for example world, self and ethics, Lévinas sees himself as offering the forgotten metaphysical conditions of the dominant epistemological approach to world, self and ethics in philosophy (see e.g. TI, section I.A and EFP). Unfortunately, there is not sufficient room to develop this difference here.

16. This may seem to imply that Lévinas’ critique of the traditional way of approaching the whole as a totality also applies to Wittgenstein of the Tractatus. However, what we have done so far is precisely to show how Wittgenstein insists that there are conditions of the world, the willing self for instance, that cannot be represented in this way and thus cannot be reduced to totality.

17. In Totality and Infinity, Lévinas’ terminology is somewhat different as he there distinguishes between two notions of ‘world’. He uses the notion of first world for my uncontested dwelling, the world that I master. In this world, there are no differences that cannot be subsumed in the totality and I am free to make the world my home, thus, it is a place, where my egoism unfolds unhindered. It is what we earlier saw Lévinas call a state of enjoyment or happiness (see e.g. TI, 37–8). However, this world is not self-sustained, because it can account for neither self, nor world. This leads us to an understanding of second world, the world in the sense found in the Tractatus, independent of and resisting my will. This notion of the will is for Lévinas conditioned by the encounter with the absolute other; a point we turn to below.

18. Lévinas draws out a similar figure to account for the condition of language. In totality, there is nothing to give rise to language, because there everything can be incorporated into the same, and there nothing spurs the need to speak, because everything is already mapped out—in ‘logical space’, we could say drawing on a Tractarian vocabulary. Lévinas’ point is that the possibility of language is dependent on my need to respond to the unknown, the infinity of the other, and the need to express myself in her presence. The expressive function of language is thus fundamental and prior to the possibility of using language to subsume anything under concepts, of the possibility of totality. “Language presupposes interlocutors, a plurality. […] The relationship of language implies transcendence, radical separation, the strangeness of interlocutors, the revelation of the other to me. In other words, language is spoken where community between the terms of the relationship is wanting, where a common place is wanting or yet to be constituted” (TI, 73). Or, in yet other words, I only speak in response to what is foreign to me, and if the other was not foreign, there would be no need to speak and no language. Lévinas thus installs a priority in the relationship between language and logic in so far as expressive language makes the universality and generality of logic possible, in contrast to the point made in the Tractatus that language and logic are mutually dependent.

19. We return to the question of the absence of the other in the TLP later.

20. In the Tractatus, ethics does not spring from a relation to the other. However, I have argued elsewhere that Wittgenstein in some of his later remarks introduces the idea that ethical reflection involves a relationship with the other, not as judge, but as example and addressee, and that he in these remarks considers ethical reflection to be essentially relational (see Christensen 2011).

21. In Lévinasian terminology, this encounter with another human being marks a break in the boy’s life as ‘enjoyment or happiness’—if we can bring ourselves to call it this.
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