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ABSTRACf

This thesis caUs into question a currently orthodox view of Ludwig
Wittgenstein's post-Tractarian philosophy. This view is that the social and
political implications of Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations are
conservative and relativiste That is, Wittgenstein's concepts such as
1 forms of life', 'language-games' and ' rule-following' defend and promote:
a rule-determined and context-determmed rationality; or an incomparable
community-determined human understanding; or a neutralist,
nonrevisionary, private or uncritical social and political philosophy.

In order to challenge and correct this conventional ur~derstanding the
thesis sets up as 1obje~ of comparison' a varlety of very different
examples of the use of Wittgenstein in social and political philosophy.
These uses are neither relativist nor conservative and they situate
understanding and critical reflection in the practices of comparison and
dialogue. The examples of this 'comparative-dialogical' Wittgenste:nian
approach are found in the works of three contemporary philosophers:
Thomas L. Kuhn, Quentin Skinner and Charles Taylor.

This study employs the technique of a survey rather than undertaking a
uniquely textual anaiysis because it is less convincing to suggest that
\Vittgenstein's concepts might he used in these unfamiliar ways than to show
that they have been put to these unfamiliar uses. Therefore 1 turn not to a
\\'ittgensteinian ideal but to examples of the 'comparative-dialogical' uses
of \-Yittgenstein. In so doing 1 am follo\ving Wittgenstein's insight in
section 208 of the Philosophical Investigations:"I shall teach him to use
the \vords by means of examples and by practice.-And \vhen 1 do this, 1 do
not communicate less to him than 1 know myself." Thus it \\'ill be in a
survey of various uses and applications of Wittgenstein's concepts and
techniques that 1 will show that 1 and others understand them.
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RÉSUMÉ

Cette thèse mets en question l'inteprétation actuellement orthodoxe de la
philosophie que Ludwig Wittgenstein a élaborée dans les années qui suivent
la publication du Tractatus logicus philsophicus. L'ortodoxie courante
soutient que la portée sociale et politique d'une oeuvre telle que les
Investigations philosophique est conservatrice et relativiste. Les concepts
1 forme de vie', 'jeu de language', 'adoption de la norme' auraient l'effet
de protéger et promouvoir soit une rationalité determinée par la norme et
le contexte, soit une forme de connaissance humaine qui est à la fois
incomparable et determinée par la communauté, soit une philosophie sociale
et politique à caractère ~rivé et neutraliste qui ne permet ni révision ni
critique.

Pour mettre en question et corriger cette inteprétation doxique, l'étude
deploie comme 'objets de comparaison' une série d'exemples qui démontrent
comment la philosophie sociale et politique de Witttgenstein peut être
utilisée dans des directions qui ne sont ni relativistes ni conservatrices,
et qui, pultôt, situent la connaissance et la réflexion critique dans le
champ pratique de la comparaison et du dialogue. Ces exemples d'une
methode qui s'approprie de la pensée de Wittgenstein tout en demeurant
'comparative-dialogique' proviennet des oeuvres de trois philosphes
contemporains: Thomas L. Kuhn, Quentin Skinner, et Charles Taylor.

Cet étude emploie la techinque du "tour d'horizon" aussi bien que des
analyses textuelles parce qu'il est plus probant de démontrer ce qu'on a
déjà accompli avec les concepts élaborés par Wittgenstein, plutôt que de
suggérer ce qu'on pourrait éventuellement accomplir à partir de ces
concepts. Conséquemment, je ne m'occupe pas d'un Wittgenstein idéal, je
examine plutôt les eXP!!lples d'un usage 'comparatif-dIaiogique' de
Wittgenstein. Dans cette approche, je suis la pensée exprimée par
Wittgenstein dans la séction 208 des Investigations philosophiqes: "Je lui
enseignerai à employer les mots par les exemples et la pratique. - Et
lorsque je fais cela, je ne lui communique pas moins que ce que je connais
moi-même." Un tour d'horizon des différents usages qu'on peut faire des
concepts et techiques élaborés par Wittgenstein est, donc, la meilleure
façon de demontrer que ceux-ci ont été compris par d'autres philosophes de
même que par l'auteur de cette étude.
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CHAPTERI

'Leaving the World as It Is': Wittgenstein, Conservative, Relativist

Introduction: A Prevailing Ol1hodoxy

•

ln the Phi/osopJzica/ Investigations, Part 1, Wittgenstein \\Tites:

23....Here the term " language-ga me" is meant to bring into
prominence the fact that the speakillg of language is part of an activity,
or of a form of life....

124. Pru~.)sophy may in no \vay interfere \vith the actual use of
language; it can in the end only describe it. For it cannot give it any
foundation either. It leaves everything as it is....

126. Philosophy simply puts everything before us, and neither
explains nor deduces anything.- Since everything lies open to view
there is nothing to explain. For \\'hat is hidden, for example, is of no
interest to us.

211. Ho\\' can he knOl\' ho\v he is to continue a pattern by
himself - \\'hatever instructions you give him?- Well, ho\v do 1
know?- If that means "Have 1 reasons?" the answer is: my reasons
,vin soon give out. And then 1 shaH act, \vithout reasons.

217. IIHowam 1 to obey a ruIe?"-if this is not about causes,
then it is about the justification for my follo\\'ing the rule in the ,,'ay 1
do. If 1 have exhausted the justifications 1 have reached bedrock, and
my spade is tumed. Then 1 am inclined to say: "This is simply l"hat 1
do." ....

219. ...\Vhen Iobey a ruIe, 1 do not choose.
1 obey the rule blind/y.

241. "So you are saying that human agreement decides ,,'hat is
true and \\'hat is faIse?"-1t is \\'hat human beings say that is true and
false; and they agree in the language they use. This is not agreement in
opinions but in form of life.

Furthermore, in Part D, xi, 226e, he \vrites:

\Vhat has to be accepted, the given, is-so one couid say-jorms
of Life.
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These short remarks are \vell kno\\'n and often quoted. They are examples of

\Vittgenstein's concepts of 'rule-following' and 'form of life' which are used to

illustrate the 'background' conditions of reason and understanding. These

passages also appear to offer insights on the nature of human society and of

human social relations.That is, they seem to he signs of \Vittgenstein's

enigmatic and unaccounted for social and political philosophy.

~\'Iy aim is to examine ~ prevailing nrthodoxy about ',\ hat the concepts cr

, rule-follo\\'ing' and 'form of life' entait for social and political philosophy.

For many commentators these concepts, particularly as they are explained in

the passages cited, entail a relativist approach. By 'relativist' they mean a

varlety of daims such as: the vie\\' that having a frame\vork or scheme for

knO\ving or grasping reality is a chimera or dispensable (and so "'e should

resign ourselves to the natural and causally contingent character of the

universel; or that reason and understanding are unavoidably context-bound

or rule-determined. In both cases philosophy can at best he a therapy against

foundational daims to know rather than an activity that allo\vs us to

compare and evaluate and (depending on the purpose) mediate, reconcile,

arbitrate or adjudicate conflicting daims to truth. Furthermore this

'relativism' entails an attitude of 'Pyrrhonïst' political conservatism.I

1 Richard PlIpkin argues thal the Pyrrhonian sceptic is to oc distinguishcd from the '[)ogmatists',

wh(l a..'crted that ..orne truth about the world can be known, and the Academic sceptics, who assertèd that wc

ro~"'essn<) guaranteed critcrion or absol ute standard for determining which of uur judgcmenlo;; are true or

false. The Pyrrhonists considered that both the Dogmatists and Academies as~ertcd too much ('sumething can

bc known' and 'nothing can be known') and proposed inslead to suspend judgcment on ail questions on which

there "Ccmed to bc conflicting, insu fflaent or inadt.'quatc evidenee, "including the question of ,,,-hcthcr (lr not

..omething could be known." Richard H_ Popkin, "Prefacc" Tire I-lis/ory of Sœpticism fram frasmus to Spino=a

Œerkelcy and Los Angeles: University of California Pre~.;, 1979) xv. The -.ccptiés activity was charactcrized

by: the practicc of doubt, throu~~h thcdcployrncnt ofcountcr-argurncnts to oppose.' any daims tu know; t'poché,

or the mental attitude <If 'u.;pensc or as"Cnt or bclicf aehlcved through the practicc <If doubt; and 1taraxia - the

gUill of l'pocht', suspCnSilln ufjudgernent -quietudc, the unperturbèd and tranquil mmd, in which the -.ccptic

WilS Oll longer concemed about mattef"'; beyond appearances. D,n-id R.Hiley, '11ll' Decp Challenge (If
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1 \\rill argue that there is another \\'ay of reading \'\'ittgenstein, one that does

not entail such relativist and conservative implications. On this vie\--\" it does

not follo\\' from our recognizing that there may be a varlety of different

practices and different \vays of seeing things that we must also abandon our

attempts to find overlapping similarlties, to compare, Mediate, arbitrate,

adjudicate or reconcile rival, conflicting or uncombinable practices. Nor does

it follo\\' from the fact that our practices are \voven into our languages of

explanation and understanding that our concepts can ooly be uncritical

endorsements for prevailing customary activities. \\Tith this non-relativist

\Vittgensteinianism we can critically reflect on, assess, compare or evaluate

our practices; \\'ith this non-conservative Wittgensteinianism \\'e do not

simply folIo\\' customary understandings but \\'e make judgements about

them too, \ve 'obey the rules' and 'go against them in actual cases.'

Gellner's Attack Against WiUgenstein's 'Neutralism'

One of the first philosophers to level the charge that \Vittgenstein's

implications for social and political philosophy are relativist and

conservative \"'as Ernest Gellner. In his s\\'eeping attack on \Vittgenstein, in

Pyrrhontiln 5ccpticism," laun/ai of tire f!istory of l'Itilosoplry 25, 2 (April, 19~7): 188. Scepticism was thus.1

thl'r.:lpy, a cure "for the disease callcd Do~matismor rashnt.'Ss." Popkin, Ibid, xv. David Hiley adds that

bl'causc the Pyrrhonists directcd their attack against the dcsirability of knowlcdge as agamst ilo; possibility

thl" had a fundamcntally moral character sinœ what was at issue WolS \vhether kno\\r1cdge could bring

holppinL.....s. Ibid., 1~5. According to Hiley by emphasizing sccpticism's doubt about the possibiiity of

knuwlcdge, contemporary cpistemology has lost the moral point ofancient and carly modem sœptici-;m,

nc1mcly il.; doubt about the desirability of knowlt.'dge.lt is this moral purpose of Pyrrhonian sccpticism which

pO"C'.:l dceper challenge, becausc the practical consequences of ils anti-phil~ophicalposition is an apolo);y

for the existing order. Ibid., 1HK-89. The 'Pyrrhonian' is, following Popkin, someone \...·ho liv..'S according to

hcr natural inclination..., the appearancl."i he is aware of, and the laws and customs of hcr society, "withllut

l'wrcllmmittinghimsclftoanyjudgcmentaboutthem." Popkin, Sapticism, xv. Following Popkin and Hiley 1

will U'C thc term 'Pyrrhonian' to dcnote not simpl)' the oppo..ition to the dogmatism of phllosophical theory,

but a 1"'(1 to identify the political implications of ..uch an 'anti-philosophical' epistemology. 1cmploy the term

t(1 IndlC.Jtl' thl' pnl!tical glIal of Pyrrhonism: the su..pension of bclicf in ordcr tll live tranqullly in accordancc

\VIth cu... t(lm . Hile)', lXil-X7.
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V\'ords and Tlrillgs, Gellner concludes that the implications of linguistic

philosophy for politics ~~ean he described as either neutralist, or conservative,

or irrationalist."l Neutralism follo\vs from the remark that "philosophy

leaves everything as it is" which for Gellner means that Ilto specify the

general rules of the game describable as lpolitical thinking' is not to take sides

in it or to make moves within it: to specify the rule of chess is not to play

chess." The implications of the rule-following argument is either "that the

rules carmot or need not or should not he changed" or that IIto change or to

specify them is not a move \\'ithin the game", or that IIto change them is

extra-philosophical or extra-political." Gellner adds l'But, of course, political

conflicts have for centuries been about and not withill the general conceptual

game."J ln his Legitimation of Belief, Gellner continues this line of attack by

interpreting \Vittgenstein's daim that "What has to be accepted...is...forms of

life" as IIthe immodest, dogmatic and carte blanche endorsement of all and

any 'form of life'." He sees this passage as an "unnitieal endorsement of each

and every little local culture and circle of ideas."4

Winch: The Authority of Wittgenstein's Rule-Essentialism

The assumption that Wittgenstein's philosophy is seeptieal and its

implications for SOCIal and political theory are eonservative runs throughout

the literature. But one need not tum to such a hostile erilie as Gellner to find

similar conclusions about \Vittgenstein's remarks on rule-foLlo\\"ing and

forms of life. In fact in 1958, a year prior to the publication of GeUner's Words

and Things, Peter \Vinch implied very similar relativist conclusions in his

2 Ernest Gdlnt!r, Words and 17lirlgS: 1\ Critic:a/ i\C:CO(lTlt of J.ù'g14istic l'lri/osophy alld " St14dy ill

[dcalo~y (London: Victor Gllllancz Ltd.• lY59) 223.

3Ib.d .

4Erne.. t Gl'Ilm'r. l.t'gitimatiorr of Hcfief(London« New York: Cambridge Umvt!r"Slty PrL-';"i, lY74) lU.
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The Idea of a Social ScÎellce alld ils Relatioll to Philosoplty.5 Here Winch uses

\Vittgenstein's remarks about rule-foUo\'\'ing as the basis of an attack against

the idea of a positivist social science. But Winch's reading of rule-follo\'\ing is

based on an assumption about the context-dependency of understanding, and

it is here that it slips into a kind of relativist approach. \Vinch interprets

\Vittgenstein's remark that \~te grasp the meaning of a concept by 'obeying the

rule' in actual cases as the daim that "the analysis of meaningful behaviour

must aBot a central role to the notion of a rule" and "that aH behaviour

\\'hich is meaningful. ..is ipso facto rule-governed."n For \Vinch the acceptance

of authority is essential to rule follo\\'ing #not just something "'hich, as a

matter of fact, you cannot get along \\'ithout if you ",'ant to participate in rule­

governed activities." Rather, to participate in rule-governed activities, "is in

a certain \\'ay, to accept authority."7 Winch tells us:

To esche\\' aH rules - supposing for a moment that ",'e understood \vhat
that meant - would not he to gain perfect freedom, but to create a
situation in which the notion of freedom could no longer find a
foothold. But 1 have already tried to sho\v that the acceptance of
authority is conceptuaUy inseparable from participation in rule­
governed activities.s

\Vinch considers an objection to this vie,,', that there are some kinds of

activi ty, or \"ays of life tha t are not circumscribed by ruIes: "The free-thinking

anarchist", for example "certainly does not live a life \\'hich is ércurnscribed

5 Pl'tcr Winch, nit' ldt'a of;\ Social Scicrrcc ami its Relatiorr ta JllrilosopJry (London: Routledgcand

KI.·g..1n P..1ul, 1~5H).

tl Ibid., 52-53.

7 Peter Winch, "Authority," Politieal Pltilosoplry, l'do Anthony Quinton (Oxford: Oxford Univcr-oity

Prl.·..... 1~tJ7) 99. Sl'e oll"ll Pl'ter Winch, "Ccrtainty and Authority," Wittsenstà" Ce"tcnary fssays l>d. A.

PhIlip.. Gnfflth.. (C..1mbndl;c: Cambridge Uni\'cr-ity Pres.., 1':191) 223-237.

H Winch, "Authority" 102.
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by rules in the same sense as does the monk or the soldier...."9 While the

anarchist eschews explicit norms as far as possible, Il ••• that does not mean that

we can eliminate altogether the idea of a rule from the description of bis

behaviour."lO This is because the anarchist's way of life is Q way of life and can

be distinguished, for instance "from the pointless behaviour of a herserk

lunatic. The anarchist has reasons for acting the way he does; he makes a

point of not being govemed by explicit rigid norms." Although he makes

choices, the anarchist's m()l:fe of behaviour "presupposes the notion of a

rule."ll Winch uses tlts against Oakeshott's daim that human behaviour can

never be captured by explicit "precepts", that human behaviour can he

adequately described in terms of the notion of habit and custom.12 Winch's

reply is that rules, (which may he inarticulate rules) are essential to human

social activity, consequently correct understanding is a matter of having

acquired an implicit rule.t3 It is also important to note that Winch interprets

,acting differently' to mean doing the opposite of a rule:

Understanding something involves understanding the contradictory
too: 1understand what it is to act honestly just 50 far as and no farther
than 1 understand what it is not to act honesUy.14

!\1y argument is that for Wittgenstein, 'going against' a rule is not simply

doing its opposite, but rather the ability to use a word in new and creative

\-vays and to take a multitude of paths that lead off in every direction.

\Vinch is of course, not referring to 'general' rules \vhen he says social

9 Winch, DIe ldea ofa Social Science 52.

10 lbid.

Il lbid., 53.

12 Ibid., 55-57.

13 lbid., 57, 58-63.

14 lbid., fiS.



• relations are rule-govemed, and he persuasively uses Wittgenstein against

the prevailing daims that understanding is simply the application of general

laws and statistical or causal regularities to particular situations. As he states:

'Understanding', in situations like this, is grasping the point or
meaning of what is being done or said. This is far removed from the
world of statistics and laws: it is doser to the realm of discourse and to
the internai relations that link the parts of a realm of discourse. The
notion of meaning should he carefully distinguished from that of
function, which is popular with certain sociologists. The latter is a
quasi-causal notion, which is perilous to apply to social institutions.l 5

7

•

For Winch, it is clear that general rules cannot apply to human activities

because such activities are "governed by conventions" and where one is

dealing with conventions, "one is dealing with internaI relations."16 But this

vie\v lends itself to another form of relativism. Because ideas are intemally

connected with Ila way of living", therefore "ideas cannot he tom out of their

context" 50 no kind of comparison across different social relations is

possible.17

T\vo more recent examples of Wiugensteinian relativism are evident in the

arguments of Richard Rorty and Saul Kripke. Rorty's relativism stems from

rus anti-foundationalism, while I<ripke's stems from his context­

determinism.

Rorty' Scepticism: "Breaking the Crust of Convention"

Perhaps the most well-kno\vn example of the 'relativist' reading of

\Vittgenstein that rejects the very idea of a 'frarnework' for knowing is the

argument of Richard Rorty in PhilD50phy and the A1irror of Nature. Rorty's

15 fbid., 115-116.

16 Ibid., 13l.

17 Ibid., 107-111.
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attack on epistemology-eentred philosophy which he takes to he the posing of

questions conceming the 'foundations' of knowledge is simultaneously a

rejection of the very idea that there is a successor-subject or alternative to

traditional epistemology.1 8 According to Rorty, the three most important

philosophers of this century - Wittgenstein, Heidegger and De\\'ey - each tried

in his early years to find a new way of making philosophy Ilfoundational" - a

ne\v ,vay of formulating an ultimate context for thought. In his later work

each of the three broke ~ee from the IIKantian conception of philosophy as

foundational, and spent time waming us against those very temptations to

\vhich he himself had once succumbed." Accordingly, Wittgenstein's post­

Tractarian philosophy is "therapeutic rather than constructive, edifying

ra ther than systematic, designed to make the reader question his own

motives for philosophizing rather than to supply him \vith a new

philosophical program."19

\Vith this reading, Wittgenstein is placed squarely in the camp of Pyrrhonist

political scepticism. As a "great edifying philosopher" Wittgenstein is

peripheral and reactive not constructive. He does not Iloffer arguments" and

is "'skeptical primarily about systematic philosophy, about the whole project

of universal commensuration." He makes it as difficult as possible to take his

thought Ilas expressing views on traditional philosophical problems, or as

making constructive proposals for philosophy as a cooperative and

progressive discipline."2o Wittgenstein's therapeutic, edilying philosophy is

1~ Richard Rorty, Plri/osoplty and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton: Princeton University Press,

1979) 380.

19 lhid., 5-6, .367-68. The notions of "foundations of knowledge" and of philosophy as revolving

around the Cartesian attempt to answer the epistemologicaf sceptic are set aside by the philosophers Rorty

reviews. He says 'c;et aside' becausc their attitude toward the traditionaJ problematic is that it is pointless to

addre...s the bad arguments of their prcdl.'Ccssors.lbid., (,

20 Ibid., 368, 369.
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aimed at "continuing a conversation rather than at discovering truth."21 Its

goal is IIthe infinite striving for truth over 'all of Truth'''22, "to keep inquiry

going" and IIto see keeping a conversation going as a sufficient aim of

philosophy, to see wisdom as consisting in the ability to sustain a

conversation... to see human beings as generators of new descriptions rather

than beings one hopes to be able to describe accurately."23

If \ve see knO\\ing not as having an essence, to be described by scier tists
or phi1osophers, ',ut rather as a right, by current standards, to believe,
then \ve are weil on our way to seeing conversation as the ultimate
context within which kno\vledge is to be understood."24

Rorty calls this view 'relativist' but not in the pejorative sense of the anti­

epistemologist who is attacked for lacking moral seriousness because she will

not joïn in IIthe common human hope" the lIuniversal human aspiration"

tow'ard objective truth and 'commensuration'. Rather,

... to look for commensuration rather than simply continued
conversation-to look for a way of making further redescription
unnecessary by finding a way of reducing an possible descriptions to
one-is to attempt to escape from humanity. To abandon the notion
that philosophy must show all possible discourse naturally converging
to a consensus, just as normal inquiry does, would be to abandon the
hope of being anything more than merely human. It \\'ould thus he to
abandon the Platonic notions of Truth and Reality and Goodness as
entities \\'hich may not be even dimly mirrored by present practices
and beliefs, and to settle back into the 'relativism' which assumes that
our only useful notions of 'true' and 'real' and 'goOO' are extrapolations
from those practices and beliefs.25

21 fbid., 373.

22 rbid., 377.

23 rbid., 37778.

24 Ibid., 3M9.

25 rbid., 377.
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50 the point of edifying philosophy is to keep the conversation going rather

than to find objective truth. In the view Rorty is advocating such truth "is the

normal result of normal discourse." But edifying philosophy is "abnormal"

and "can only be reactive" having sense "only as a protest against attempts to

close off conversation by proposaIs for universal commensuration through

the hypostatization of sorne privileged set of description."26 Edifying

philosophy IlfaUs into St-lf-deception \vhenever it tries to do more than send

th~ conversation off in aU new directions."27

According to Rorty such "new directions", conceptual innovations, are not

the point of edifying philosophy, "only accidentai byproducts." The point of

this philosophy

...is always the same--to perform the social function which Dewey
called 'breaking the crust of convention', preventing man from
deluding himself with the notion that he knows himself, or anything
else, except under optional descriptions.28

And so, following this reading of Wittgenstein, Rorty offers neither a new

theory nor a "grounding for the intuitions and customs of the present"29 but

"only suggestions about why the search for such a theory is misguided." His

book "like the \\Titings of the philosophers [he admires] is therapeutic rather

than constructive."30

26 lbid., 377.

27 Ibid., 378.

28 Ibid., 379.

29 Ibid., 12.

30 fbid., 7.
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Kripke: Wittgenstein and Community-Agreement

A different example of Wittgensteinian relativism is offered by Saul Kripke

in ms Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language. Kripke's daims about

Wittgenstein's scepticism (and the debates surrounding them) are well­

kno,vn, and 1 \vill not rehearse the conflicting positions of the debate here.31

Instead l am interested in showing the ways that Kripke's interpretation of

\Vittgenstein entails a vie\\" that, while in many ways is very different from

Rorty' s, is in other ways quite complementary and thus contributes to a

misrepresentation of Wittgenstein that 1 want to oppose.

Kripke explains that Wittgenstein identifies a sceptical problem that emerges

because a rule applied many times in the past should, but does not, "uniquely

determine" or "compe!" ne\4l instances or applications.32 Wittgenstein's

solution to the 'sceptical paradox' that emerges from the rule-anarchism he

itientifies is to replace a "theory of truth conditions" with a "theory of

assertability conditions" and thereby found meaning on the enforcement of

community standards. Kripke states:

31 The most impressive (and highly polemical) responsl! to Kripke by far is oftered by G.P.Baker and

P.M.S. Hacker, Sœpticistn, Ru/es and umguage (Oxford: Basil Blackwcll, 1984), (currently out-of-print) and

Baker and Hacker, Wittgenstein Ru/es, Grammar and NeCl'ssity: An Alla/ytica/ Comme1ltary on tire

Philosoplrical Investigations, Va/ume 2 (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985). AJso impressive is the response to

Kripkc offercd by David Stem, Wittgenstdrr on Mind and Language (New York and Oxford: Oxford

Univcr-;ity Press, 1(95) 175-186. See also: Arthur Collins, "On the Paradox Kripke Finds in Wittgenstein,"

/vfidu'('st Studies in Plrilosophy Volumt' XVII: TIle Wittgellstei" Legacy, ed. Petcr A. French, Theodore E.

Uchling, Jr., and Howard K. Wettstein (Notre Dame Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1992) 74-88;

Barry Stroud,"Mind, Meaning and Praetice," Till' Cambridge Companiorr ta Wittgensteirr, cd. Hans 51uga and

David G. Stem (Cambndge: Cambridge University Press, 1996) 296-319; Souren Teghrarian, "Rule­

Sccpticio;m and Wittgen"tein's Theory of Meaning," Plri/osoplry of Lau', Politics and Society: Proceedings of tl,e

12t1l fntenlotial/al Wittgel/stein Symposium, cd. Ota Weinbergcr, Peter Koller and Alfred Schramm (Vienna:

Hi:'lldcr-Pichler-Temp.;ky, 19R8) 342-345.

32Saul Kripke, Wittgt'1lstcÏ71 ail Rules and Privatt' Language (Cambridge. Mass: Harvard University

Pre".,. 1982) 7-10.
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...Wittgenstein 's theory is one of assertability conditions. Our
community can assert of any individual that he follows a rule if he
passes the tests for rule following applied to any member of the
community .33

Kripke daims that this is not to give necessary and sufficient conditions for

correct use,34 but depends on "agreement, and on checkability - on one

person's ability to test whether another uses a term as he does."35 The

1 sceptical solution'

...tums on the idea that each person who daims to he following a rule
can he checked by others...in the community [who] check whether the
putative rule follower is or is not giving particular responses that they
endorse, that agree with their own.36

It is hard to see how ' testing' and 1 checking' can exist at ail on I<ripke's account

in the absence of strict rules for use. Nevertheles~. even if there are none,

sorne authoritative standard followed uniformly by the community is

imposed. The community will "have justification conditions for attributing

correct and incorrect rule following to the subject, and these will not he

simply that the subject's O\\tn authority is unconditionaily to he accepted"37

and lia deviant individual whose responses do not accord with those of the

community in enough cases \\ill not he judged, by the community, to he

following its ruIes; he may even be judged to he a madman, following no

coherent rule at all."38

33 Ibid., 110.

34 Ibid., 87.

35 Ibid., 99.

36 Ibid .• 101.

37 Ibid., 119.

38 Ibid., 93.
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Lear: Wittgenstein's MDoctrine of Noninterference"

In "Leaving the World Alone" Jonathan Lear invokes the same relativist and

conservative assumptions defending a vie\\t that VJittgenstein's philosophy is

essentially 'nonrevisionary' and a Ildoctrine of noninterference". The task of

philosophy is "to understand the Ylorld, not to change it." \Vhatever its

value, "philosophy should leave our linguistic practices and, in particular,

our theory of the world as they are."39 5înce no explanation will guarantee

understanding, therefore learning the correct use of our terms is a matter of

sharing "routes of interest, perceptions of salience: it is a matter of his being

rninded as we are." Thus the fact that we acquire our concepts in the correct

\·vay on the basis of our language training has "no explanation or justification:

it is sirnply something we do." Lear adds, that there is lino legitimate vantage

point from ".'him to compare the content of our training with what we get

out of it; there is no place from which to measure our experience in

independence of our beliefs and judge that there is slack between them."40

According to Lear,"the central task of philosophy, for Wittgenstein, is to make

us a\vare of our mindedness." This task will be obscured l'SO long as "7e think

that sorne of our key practices...have any justification." However, \vhen "'e

are freed from "the need to construct spurious justifications for our practices"

then "",'e are at last able to say, 'that's simply what we do."'41 "Insofar as

philosophy makes us a\\'are of our mindedness, it \\7Ïll awaken us to beliefs

and practices that have no explanation or justification. There is no room to

offer philosophical arguments for or against beliefs and practices for \vhich

there are no reasons."42 However, this does not imply that philosophical

reflection will never have any revisionary effect upon any of our beliefs and

39 Jonathan Lcar, "Leaving the World Aronc,"Tlle {olirrra/ of Pililosop/ry LXXIX. 7 Quly 1982): 382.
40 Ibid., 394.
41 Ibid., 401 .

42 Ibid., 391.
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practices, but such effect is and should be unintenàed, a "by-product" of

philosophical activity.43

Duon: An Inadequate Philosophical Approach to Rational Critique

Observing the conventions apparent in these examples of Wittgensteinian

scholarship, John Dunn captures the spirit of the orthodoxy when he writes:

Thus far, it seems fair to say, no one sympathetic to Wittgenstein's
philosophy has succeeded in giving a very convincing account of its
implications for ~ocial or political philosophy.The vie\\" that these are
in fact inadvertently and ludicrously conservative has been pressed
from an early date by Ernest Gellner; and, on this score at least his
argument have never received a cogent answer.44

Following the account given by Gellner, Winch, Rorty and Lear, Dunn argues

that it is easy ta identify the negative and conservative implications of

\Nittgenstein' s writings; these arise from Wittgenstein's emphasis that

practices and forms of life constitute "a reality beyond which no human

appeal cao be made." White this "may be philosophically valid", what

remains elusive Iris just what positive implications it would have, if it were

indeed valid, for ethical, social and political values."45 The prevailing debates

do not help since they provide "less than felicitous guesses" as to their

presumed positive implications for social and political philosophy. Dunn

suspects that it may he "the extreme scepticism of Wittgenstein's

43 Lear writcs: "fmm a Wittgenstcinian perspective, the philosopher's primary conccm should bc

not tu change those bcliefs, though that may be a by-product of philosophical activi ty, but to makI.! uS aware of

our bcing so minded as to change them given a certain stimulus." Ibid.

44 John Dunn, "The future ofPolitical Philosophy in the West," Rethin/cing Modern Po!itica! Tlreory

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Prcss,1985) 175. Dunn refers to Em~tGellner, Legitimation of Beliejand

Emc'it Gcllncr"Cunccpts and Society," Ratiotlality, ed. Bryan R. Wilson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970) 18­

49 .

45 Ibid., 174, 175.
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philosophical position which is responsible."46

\Vittgenstein is sceptical, Dunn daims, about the existence of Ilconclusive and

\t\'holly extra-human epistemic standards". Logic, natural science and

mathematics May be seen not as extemal authorities over us but "highly

ingenious and skilful forms of activity which human beings happen to have

devised". As a result there is a calling into question of the "juridical

conception of philosophy as a competent judge, in virtue of knowing

'something about knO\4:ing which no-one else knows ,0 weil"'. Authority in

human cognition drifts from the philosopher and "settles wherever in more

everyday life it is presumed to lie"47 Citing Lear, Dunn describes this as a

\Vittgensteinian emphasis on "forms of life as a reality beyond which no

human appeal can be made."48

Dunn \vonders \vhether Wittgenstein was "justified in this contention that

philosophy leaves the world as it is."49 Although imaginative, this picture

remains elusive as to its positive implications, and worse,

[sinceJ the question of whether an existing assemblage of human
practices is essentially appropriate as it stands or whether it requires
drastic and systematic reconstitution is at the core of social and political
theory, a simple appeal to the authority of practice has no determinate
content and is necessarily either evasive, insidious or vacuous.50

Dunn identifies a "brooding conservative preoccupation with the fragility

and indispensability of forms of human life", a theme he suggests follows

46 Dunn, "Rcthinking" 175, 176.
47 Ibid., 174.

48 Sec footnote 16. Ibid., 174.

49 A phrase Dunn borrows from lcar "lcaving the World Alonc". Dunn.. "Rethinking", 171, fn t .
50 Dunn "Rethinking", 174.
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self-consciously in the intellectual footsteps of Wittgenstein and observes a

IIsubstantial overlap" which exists between this theme and IIthe broader range

of revulsion, drawing heavily on Marx, Aristotle and Plato to the alienated

modem vie\v of human social existence." Dunn concludes that IIhowever

culturally sensitive, this IIhardly makes a very adequate philosophical

approach to the rational critiques and prudent revision of human

practices."51

Dunn's daim that \Vittgenstein's later philosophy is inadequate to Ilthe

rational critique and prudent revision of human practices" is a reading of

Wittgenstein he derives not simply from the authors already cited, but from

hvo other attempts to detf.!rmine the significance of Wittgenstein's post­

Tractarian position for social and political philosophy: Hanna Pitkin's

lVittgenstein and Justice (fust published in 1972) and John W. Danford's

Wittgenstein and Political Philosophy.52 What is notable among them is

much of their analyses presuppose the sceptical and conservative

assumptions 1 outlined earlier. This leads Dunn to comment about their

efforts that the most influential lesson drawn from Wittgenstein's arguments

has been the inanity of a positivist social science but lion the central question

of ho\-\' to envisage a rational critique of practices in a world in which the

authority of practices is the final cognitive authority, none makes a clear

advance."S3

Pitkin: IForm of Life' .5 Psychoanalytic Therapeutic Acceptance

Pitkin adopts a more sympathetic approach than Gellner, but ultimately fails

51 Ibid., 175.

52 Hanna F. Pitkin, Wittgenstein and Justice (1972; Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University

of Cahfomia Press, 1993); John W. Danford, Wittgtmstein tmd Politica/ Plrilosoplry (Chicago: Chicago

Univcf"'oilty Press, 19H2).

53 Dunn, "Rethinking" 176.
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ta respond to the charge of conservatism. When Wittgenstein says that

IIPhilosophy may in no way interfere with the actual use of language..." he

means that our "forms of life should he accepted as given."54 Pitkin's

proposai on ho\v we could change that form of life is somewhat confusing.

Acceptance of our form of life means 1/giving up sorne dreams of change as

impossible" but it can also "he a foundation... for genuine change."55 The

change Pitkin is taking about is not social or political innovation, but

personal, IIself-knowledge."56 Unlike traditional political philosophers who

offer ~. fairIy concrete proposaIs for remedial action along \vith their diagnoses

of social ills, Wittgenstein "has no plan, no program, no alternative course of

action to propose. He is truly not a political theorist but a philosopher, giving

us a dear vision of the current state of affairs...."57

Pitkin reads Wittgenstein through the lens of Freudian psychoanalysis in that

it has lino message" llor IIsomething positive and constructive ta offer'58 and

yet it is designed to liberate its practitioners from self-imposed constraints.

Since censtraints are self-imposed, we cannot escape them, and so the

Wittgensteinian therapy prescribes lia certain relaxation of direct effort"

\\'hich is te say "w ithdrawing temporarily from substantive engagement with

the \\10rld into a kind of introspective contemplation...."59 Accordingly, this

therapeutic liberation lies in acceptance of "what truly cannat be changed":

...the unconditional acceptance of the past, which cannot he changed,
and the unconditional acceptance of the present \vorld and our present
selves, not because they cannot or should not he changed, but precisely

54 Pitkin, Wittgenstein and Justice 338.

55 Ibid., 338.

56 Ibid., 336.

57 Ibid., 33~-

5H rbid., xxiv.

59 rbid., vill-ix.



•

•

18

as the only realistic basis for effective and grati.fying change.6o

Pitkin argues that therapeutic freedom lies IInot in plurality or changed

patterns of life" but in IIthe acceptance of the inevitable, or our real selves and

our situation" and Ilaccepting what truly cannot he changed means that the

acceptance of reality is the only possible basis for genuine change, as the basis

of who we are and \\,hat we value...."61

This argument about th~rapeuticacceptance is tacked on to a causal

understanding of conceptual innovation and change. On this view, the

concept of 'forms of life' denotes our conventions and practices and these are

fixed foundations not random and arbitrary activities.62 Furthermore,

adopting a "duality of purpose and institutionalization", a separation of our

concepts and "the institutions and practices they are (supposedly) realized in",

Pitkin presumes that an ideal understanding can serve as a neutral standard

of critical reflection. The concept of 'justice' for example includes ''bath form

and substance", both "conventionalized, traditional social practices and an

idea that is an ideal by which to measure them."63 Languages therefore are

liobjective entities", "apart from" and "independent of" any particular users,

something "imposed on... the individual from the outside",64 something

"detached" and "standing outside of" the conventional standards.65 Language

is the superstructure of human consciousness resting on the base of

conventions, institutions and practices on llhistory...govemed by inner

60 rbid., x.

61 Ibid., 338-339.
62 A form oflifc is "not of our choosing", an "underlying natural precondition", something "fixed

by the nature of human Iife ilself", an underlying natural regularity, something "not subject to renegotiation at

will", a gcncraI law, a sclf-imposed constraint. fbid., 122-123, 124-125, 132-134, 138, 197.

63 Ibid., 190-191-

h4Ibid., 194-195.

65 rbid., 192.
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generallaws."66 Conceptual change, on Pitkin's view (like the crude historical

materialism that inspires it) is not impossible but causal and dialectical; we

can "criticize... renovate... and revise" by keeping our concepts l'aloof from

the practices and institutions theyare (supposedly) realized in."67 Social

change is inevitable but unintended, a IInatural selection" occurring behind

the backs of the agents involved.6 tJ

Pitkin's vie\,'s on how critical reflection might be envisaged are further

complicated by her attempt to address the charge that the implications of this

account for political thought must he conservative. The basis of Pitkin's

argument is a distinction between Wittgenstein's views on language and its

implications for political action; while acknowledging that the former is very

conservative, she argues that the latter may not he. While Wittgenstein's

vie\\' of langauge is very conservative (individual innovations in rule­

following in word-use "are deeply control1ed") we "need not apply to politics"

this image because "there are important ways that political memhership is not

like mernbership in a language group, or a culture, or even a society."69

Assuming a very narrow definition of 'language', Pitkin cites three areas of

difference. First, innovation in politics is revolutionary, collective, public,

deliberate and intentional while innovation in language is individual.7o

Second, while politics is defined by IIconflict, power and interest", language is

1'16 Ibid., 197. As Pltkin cites Engels here, the resemblances to his views are intentional.

1'17 rbid., 190.

hM Ibid, 1%-19H Pitkin wntes here that "as in language._ 50 in history" change has "dri~' and

"directIon", a uniform "driving force" of historical cause. Further examples of Pitkin's thesis on the cunning

of reclson is hcrclaim that Janguage-games are "vulnerable systems"that wc deviate from when we have the

'impuI5e' to do 50; one day "something snaps" in the hitherto customary obedience to such cJosed system...

rbid., xvii, 200

69 Ibid., 201.

70 "people ~implydo not stage Iinguistic revolutions, draft nC\\'linguistic patterns, or band togethcr'

in a ne\\" language grou p." Pitkin adds that lingui!'otic change is 'Iegislated' "in the servIce uf cultural

nationalism. But this i'i hardly typical of innovation in language." Pitkin, 201.
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not.ï1 The third difference has to do with mechanisms of enforcement. The

laws and regulations of a political order carry sanctions,72 the IIregularities of

cultural patterns and language" on the other hand, Ilare intemalized", they do

not need to he enforced. With language rules /lit is not a matter of 'obedience'

or 'enforcement' ."73 In short, the rules of language and culture are not

imposed or enforced but are intemalized unlike politics which is

characterized by "the active enforcement of norms, typically through a

specialized ageney, and by the possibility of deliberate, active, collective

innovation or imposition of patterns."74 Pitkin concludes that the analogy

with language misleads us into thinking that politics is on the one hand

"totally noncoercive" and on the other hand "totally passive at the collective

level" .75

Danford: The Impossibility of Comparison, The End of Political Philosophy

Following Pitkin's analysis on Investigations n.xi, 226e, John Danford sees

the concepts of 'language-game' and 'form of life' as 'conventional' and by this

he means "natural", based on IIvery general facts of nature"76 and invoking

Pitk.in "not subject to renegotiation at will."77 Forms of life are not "fixed

simply by custom or agreement" but are nevertheless 'fixed' by IIthe nature of

hurnan life itself... the exigencies of life that aIl men share." Our forms of life

are "the regularities of convention" and consequently IIthe foundations upon

\vhich our lives together are based."78 Furthermore, these foundatïonal

71 According to Pitkin, it is rare that some individual orgroup has "a scrious stake in the

maintenance or alteration of Iinguistic patterns" and il is rare if ever that change in language is "effected or

prevcntcd by the eltcrcize of power" except in spedal cases "w here language is politicized." Ibid., 202.
72They "must somelimes he enforced because they are sometimes violatcd:' Ibid., 202-
73 Ibid., 202- 203.

74 rbid., 203.

75 Ibid., 203.

7(, Im'estigations Part Il.xii, 230. Danford,Wittgeustei" 116.

77 Danford, Witlgcusteiu 117. CfPitkin, Wittge,rsteirz Q"rl/Ilsticr 138.

78 Danford, Wittgenstein 117, 118.
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conventions are not Itrue' or Ifalse'79; they are IIpart of our language", theyare

a Ukind of seeing on our part" and they are not capable of being ordered,

ranked or compared. There is lino sharp distinction between...forms of life",

theyare Ilwhat has to he accepted, the given."80 Because a human form of life

is 'in order as it is', not subject to remedy by philosophical reflection81, we

therefore "must understand a human form of life on its own terms."

Comparing Wittgenstein's view to Plato's, Danford writes:

For \Vittgenstein, there may not exist any natural horizon to which we
can ascend by means of philosophy; there May only he a variety of
Ilcaves", and no standard for comparison. If this is the case, philosophie
enquiry can he concerned only with coming to understand better one's
own linguistic cave; and thus political philosophy, which is the name
for the enterprise of comparison, is no longer a possibility.82

Because a form of life is not something that can he chal'.ged, because there

may only be the variety of conventions, and "no standard for comparison"

among them, Danford concludes, as Pitkin does, that lIif philosophy is useful,

it is useful on a persona! or individuallevel" and philosophical inquiry can

be concerned only with coming to understand one's own language and not

the social and political implications of language. The practical implication

here is Socrates' prescription in the Apology, that is, public indifference:

uphilosophy does not need to pay any attention to politics" and llpolitics to

most of us is a phenomenon \4le May ignore or not as we please."83

Ta round out this section, 1 \vill no\v revie\v a fe\v more notable examples of

the relativist and conservative interpretations of Wittgenstein's later

79 lbld., 119.

B0 lbid., 120.

s 1 lbid., 195.

82 lbid .. 202.

~3 lbid., 201,202.
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philosophy. An article that defends the conservative reading is J.C. Nyiri's

IIWittgenstein's Later Work in relation to Conservatism" (published 1982). A

book that takes for granted the relativist reading is A.C. Grayling's

Wittgenstein (published in 1988) which is a contribution to the Oxford

University Press introductory series,Past MasteT5. 84

Grayling: Linguistic Idealist, Anti-Realist, Cultural and Cognitive Relativist

As an illustration of the conventionaI manner in \\'hich the 'relativist' vie\\~

of \Vittgenstein is taken 1 want to revie\v now the treatment of

\Vittgenstein' s later philosophy by A.C. Grayling. Grayling describes

\Vittgenstein as a linguistic idealist85, anti-realist, cultural relativist86,

cognitive relativist and a kind of communitarian87. He is an anti-realist

because:

.,. the world is dependent upon the 1 fotm. of life' of which language i~ a
part; at the very least, there is no question of the correct use of language
being decided by something independent of language - we do not go
right or wrong in language use according to whether we correctly
describe objective facts, but rather according to whether we follow
mutually agreed and observed rules of our linguistic community. The
community as a whole cannot go right or \wong either; it just goes; the
only constraints on use are the internai ones founded on agreement
and custorn. Provided that changes in use were systematic across the

84 A.C. Grayling, Oxford Past Mastt"rs: Wittgenstein (Oxford and New York: Oxford University

Pres.., 1'j8S); J.c. Nyfri, "Wittgenstein's Later Work in relation to Conscrvatism," Wittgellstein and His

rimes, cd. Brian McGuinness (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982) 44-68.

8S He is an idealist bccause "...the patchwork of heterogeneous practiccs in which language is

IOvolved" is "somehow autonomous, as though language floats free of anything Iike objective reality..."

Gr<lyling, Wittgenstein 102.

86 Wittgcnstein's mcthod follow5 the "thesis" of cultural relativism in that "there are differences

betwecn culture.., or socictics or between different phases in the histol)' of a single culture or society, in

respect of 'iodai, moral and rcligious practices and values". lbid., 105.

H7 He is a communit.1rian because: "Ianguage use is essentially a mattcr of public agreement";

becau ...e "j.mguage use is a rull'-following activity"; the ru le,", are "constituted by agreement within a language

Cllmmumty" and "only within ... uch cl community can one succeed in following ru les."Ibid., 109-111.
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\\~hole community no change would - because no change could - he
detected.88

Grayling argues that cultural relativism is not philosophically problematic

because U we can recognize the differences as differences" and this shows that

Il there are points in common between cultures wruch allow mutuaI acceS5

and hence mutual understanding to take place. On the other hand cognitive

relativism is lia troubling thesis". This is the view that

there are different ways of perceiving and thinking about the \vorld or
experience, ways possibly 50 different that members of one conceptuaI
community cannot at all grasp what it is like to be a member of another
conceptual community.89

Grayling calls tbis the view that U we can never have more than an

indeterminate grasp, at besr' in trying to understand a set of practices that one

is not part of. The basis of cognitive relativism, then, is a paradox since

understanding an alien conceptual scheme, or form of life, necessarily

requires translating the aliens' concepts, beliefs, and practices into our own

terms, "\vhich is the only way that \ve, from our o\vn standpoint, can make

sense of them."9o On this view it is possible and even likely that there are

radically rival and uncombinable schemes. This vie\\"

... makes the concepts of truth, reality and value a matter of what
sharers in a form of life happen to make of them at a particu1ar time
and place, with other forms of life at other times and places giving rise
to different, perhaps utterly different or even contrary, conceptions of
them.91

R8 Ibid., 102-103.

H9 rbid., 105.

90 Ibid., lOS.

91 [bid., 106.
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In effect, this means that these concepts are not Ilconcepts of truth" but

uconcepts of opinions and belief" or something relative to the conceptual

community.92 Further evidence that Wittgenstein follows this view is the

daim that the meaning of a "Ford is its use "govemed by the rules agreed

arnong the sharers of a form of life."93 It follo\\Fs IIthat the possibility of there

being other forms of life..."ith different agreements and ruIes, means

therefore that each form of life confers its o\vn meaning on 'true' and 'real' ­

and therefore truth and reality are relative not absolute conceptions."94

Grayling finds the consequences of this daim completely untenable: not ooly

is it anthropocentric (Iltruth is human truth, reality is human reality") but the

concept of a 'form of life' seems to propose a "radical" and lIextreme

relativism" because the notion of a form of life might be that "cognitive

relativities folIo\v the same demarcation lines as cultural relativities."95 This

is unacceptable because we cannot recognize another form of life as another

fonn of life. If \ve are to taIk about 'other forms of life' at all we must he able

ta recognize them as such, "we have to be able to recognize the differences"

and such recognition is only possible Ilagainst a shared background." If

everything \vere different, Grayling \~..arns, "participants in one form of Hfe

could not even begin to surmise the existence of the other." Therefore this

requirement for mutual accessibility between forms of life "gives the lie to

cognitive relativism."96

Grayling caUs 'form of life' a conceptual scheme that "underlies" and 'gives

content' to our language games; "the 'bedrock' lvhich provides the ultimate

92 Ibid., 106.

93 Ibid., 107.

94 IbId .. 107.

95 IbId .. 107.

96 Ibid., 108.
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basis for meaning, use, rules, knowledge, and the psychological concepts";

something on which "truth', 'reality' and "value' are dependent.

\,yittgenstein's remarks suggest ""relativism across fonns of life" and

"relativism in a single form of life across time" .97

Nyiri: Wittgenstein as Neo-Conservative Saviour

\Vith the publication in 1982 of J.C. Nyiri's IIWittgenstein's Later Work in

Relation to Conservatism", the conservative reading of Wittgenstein find~ a

more forthright and sYhlpathetic defender whose intervention sparks a

debate around Wittgenstein's personal political beliefs and their relation to

his published remarks. Nyfri daims that the tone of Wittgenstein's analysis,

the content of bis remaries and the historical circumstances in \vhich this

philosophy came into being Ildefinitely invite an interpretation in the light

of which there indeed emerge family resemblances bemteen Wittgenstein on

the one hand and sorne important representatives of conservatism on the

other.1I98 He daims that Wittgenstein ""saved the neo-conservative position

from theoretical catastrophe."99 This catastrophe is what Nyiri calls the "neo­

conservative paradox': on the one hand liman [sic., passim] by ms very nature,

cannot do \vithout absolute standards" and "fixed truths", but on the other

hand "all absolute standards have perished" and "fixed truths do not

exist."lOO \Vittgenstein solved tbis problem with the concept of "following a

rule/. His insight is to supplant an Ilanarchistic" conception of human

behaviour, speech and thought \vith a conservative one that emphasizes

97 rbid., 104-106, 109.

98 Ny!ri cites as proof of Wittgenstein's conservatism: his admiration for Russian spiritualism in

DO<;tll~V')ky; the "esscntial influence" of Spengler, (Uthe most influcntial nco-conservative thinkerofthe post­

war )"ea("';"); Wittgenstein's acknowledgements to the conservative playwright and cssayist Paul Ernst; and

his siml1arities with Michael Oakeshott's criticism of rationalism . The historical contcxt is "the neo­

con"crvativc -;piritua! ~ilicu ofthe time." Ny(ri, "Conscrvatic;!'!''' 51-52, 5-1, 61~4.

99 Ibid., 57.

100 rbld., 56.
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IItraining and behaviour, use, custom, institution, practice, technique,

agreement." Following a rule is lia custom, an institution, embedded in

agreements, in the correspondences of behaviour \vithin society."tOl Rule­

follo\\ring is always blind, it cannot be explained or justified. Nyiri writes:

although any given form of We, mode of thought and behaviour, can
be superseded by or have superimposed upon itself other forms of life,
it cannot actually be criticized. AlI criticism presupposes a form of life, a
language, that is, a tradition of agreements; every judgement is
necessarily embeè ded in traditions.102

Thus IItraditions cannot he judged" and IIthese different forms of life have the

same value" and they have an lIinexorable binding force." 103 On this

interpretation, conceptual innovation is not precluded but IIthe new rules

would have to emerge from the old ones organically, 50 to Speak."104

10 1 rbid., 58.

102 Ibid., 58-59.

103 Ibid., 59.

104 Four replies to Nyfri are: Allan Janik, "Nyfri on the Conservatism ofWittgenstein's Later

Philosophy," Style, Polities and tl,e Flltllrt' of PlrilosopllY, ed. Allan Janik (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academie

Publishers, 1989) 40-58; Grahame Lock, "Conservatism and Radicalism in Social Theory and Philosophical

Method" Pllilosophy of LiliL', PoUties a"d Society, 271-278; Naomi Scheman,"Fonns of Life: Mapping the

Rough Ground" Tite Cambridge Companion to Wittgenstei",383-410; Joachim Schulte, "Wittgenstein and

Conservatism" Llld'wig J.t\'ittgeprstein Critieal Assessmmts, Volume Four, From Dleology to Sociology:

Wittgel/stein Impact on Contemporary Tllought, 00. Stuart Shanker (London and New York: Routledge, 1997)

60-69. Janik argues that Wittgenstein's philosophy is not conservative but radical, while Lock argues that

Wittgenstein is ncithcr radical nor conservative. In Janik's case, while he daims to "wholly reject Nyfri's

picture" he in fact admits that in general he is "more sympathetic to something Iike a 'conservative' reading of

Wîttgenstein's Jater philosophy....")anik, "Afternrord With Acknowledgements,"Style, Politics ,md tire Futllre

of PlriIosopllY 265. Schulte rejects Nyfri's interpretation but gocs on defend Wittgenstein by separating his

prcsumed personal political orientation from his public silence on ethical questions. Schulte also defends a

vic\\' he attributes to Wittgenstein that becausc no significant statements on matters of "absolute value" can

bc madc, therefore social and political philosophy cannot be objects of rational discussion. Schulte,

"Wittgenstein",68. Naomi Scheman offers an "explicitly political reading" of 'form, of Iife' as a 'view of

diLl"pora'. She argue.. that Wittgenstein's later philosophy can be bt.'St understood in light of Wittgenstein's

unacknmvJcdged "politlcil'ed identities": Jewish, queer, Austrian expatriate, unconventionaJ philosopher,

mtellcctual and social outSIder. Schcmen, "Forms of Life" 388, 409 note 41. Mobili.ling a varicty of fcminist,
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Janik: Becoming What our Guardians Want Us To Be

Responding to Nyiri, Allan Janik follows Lear's analysis when he asserts that

Wittgenstein's remark that philosophy "'leaves everything as it is" is not a

"'hopelessly unacceptable endorsement of the status quo" but only that

"philosophy fails in her task of understanding the "'orld when she directs

herself to changing it." Janik adds that lI[how] the world gets changed is

another matter, one for which Wittgenstein believed nobody had an

ans,\ver."10s \Vhile he claims that Wittgenstein does not promote

endorsement of the status quo, Janik ultimately supports the sceptical and

conservative interpretation claiming that "'grasping, let alone altering, the

rules \\Te foUo,,' is radically limited by our very rule following activity."106

Like \"inch, Janik insists on the primacy of rules, and in sc doing makes

\Vittgenstein's philosophy into a kind of apology not for the status quo but

worse, for enlightened despotism: "[to] use language" he writes "is in a certain

sense, to he ruled" and "to learn anything we have to learn to follow rules

blindly (as all army sergeants, novice masters and athletic coaches "'eU

knO\\·)." To be ruled means "to he subject to behavioural regularities" \vhich

we have "neither created nor approve of" and to be IIconstrained by the ruIes"

not of our making.1 07 Janik does not deny that "the rules we internalize as

we are enculturated could he different" but authenticity entails first becoming

"\vhat your guardians want you to be" in the sense that "'their rules establish

rabbimcal, ccologlcal and qucer epistemologics Scheman daims that a form of Iife iIIustrates marginality,

"our inability to recognize our home when we arc in it." rbid., 385. On this view the form of Iife ('home') is

neither a "presently cxisting location", nor a "true Platonic home", nor somethi ng in order just as it is , nor

"..;orne place of transccndence". These views entall that there are those who are either "wholly native" to the

pr<:lctices in a form of life( a transcendental view) or "wholly strangero;" to those practices (a view from

nowherc). But there is another form of Iife - the "outsider within" - those who are "ncither stranger nor

nati ve" the diasporic identity, the view of the marginalized. rbid., 388-89,403-404.

105 Allan Janlk, " Towards a Wittgensteinian Metaphysics of the Political," Style, Politics and the

Futl/TC of J>1rilosophy, 95.

10h Ibid., lOH.

107 Ibid., 9ti.
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the range of possibilities open to you."108

By the early 1990s, the evidence of the conservative and relativist reading are

clearly apparent in the literature, and firmly entrenched as basic assumption

about "Vittgenstein's later \vork. Examples are found in a volume of essays

based on the 1989-90 series of Royal Institute of Philosophy lectures given in

London to mark the centenary of the birth of Ludwig Wittgenstein. The aim

of the series is to present essays that reflect on "the degree to which

\Vittgenstein's influence, in and beyond philosophy, is apparent today; and

the degree to \vhich his work is relevant to other areas of thought than the

purely philosophical."109 Two notable attempts to address the relevance for

social and political thought are J. Bouveresse and Roger Trigg, each of \\yhom

support the sceptical and conservative view. Bouveresse for example tells us

that Wittgenstein's scepticism about progress is in accordance with "a general

tendency of ms philosophy which sees in instinct and will, and not in

judgement and the intellect, what is foremost and fundamental" and

\Vittgenstein's view is that If the evolution of societies results essentially from

desires, hopes, beliefs, refusais and acceptances, which are anything but

scientific...."110

Trigg: Wittgenstein's Conceptual Relativism for the Social Sciences

Following ''''inch, Trigg claims that we understand the meaning of concepts

by follo\ving a rule for the application of a concept, and Ifmoreover one

shared by a community"and the agreement in rules stems from Ifa shared

form of life." In this sense If the priority of the public over the private forms

108 Ibid.• 99.

109 "Preface," Wittgt'1lstein Centerrary [ssays, ed. A. Phillips Griffiths (Cambndge: Cambridge

Univer-;ity Press, 1991) v.

1 t 0 J. Bouvere....;e• ., 'The Darkness of this Time': Wittgenstein and the Modern World," Wittgenstein

CClltt'llOry r 5says, 23.
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the basis for a stress on the shared nature of our life together."111 According to

Trigg, fonns of life are either 'natural' or /lare to he regarded as the ultimate",

the given and what Wittgenstein means by 'given' in the 'form of life' is

conceptual relativisme Forms of life /lcannot be explained or justified",

furthermore /I[one] cannot reason about them, hecause reasoning can only

take place within a particular context." Because /I\ve can only think within

the confines of a social practice", \ve cannot abstract ourselves from that

context in arder to reason about it. This context-determinism means that "it is

through our participation in society that we leam to use language and hence

ta think." Participation, ('going native') is "an absolute precondition for any

understanding."112 As far as Trigg is concemed, this situation makes

\Vittgenstein's position compatible with a 'Marxist' analysis because of "the

emphasis on the priority of social arrangements, and the desire for

explanations at the level of society." It is also compatible \\ith a conservative

and "traditionalist" approach because under his view we are the product of

the history of our society" and \ve cannot therefore change society "without

attacking the very source of our being."113 Trigg goes on to say that ho\vever

\Vittgenstein is interpreted from a political standpoint, what his views imply

for social science are enormous. Wittgenstein's daim that philosophy "leaves

everything as it is" means that philosophy and sociology /lmust accepl

language-games as given" \\'mch involves "a repudiation of any idea of

justification, or of providing a rational foundation for activities and

practices."114

111 Roger Trigg, "Wittgenstein and Social Science," Wittgenstà" Centenary [ssays,210-212.

112 Ibid., 212-214. Trigg laments this situation sincc if social scientists 'go native' they :1;mot fulfil

"a -,cu..'ntific role" but the alternative "appears to be an inevitable failurc ta grasp what is really going on

in"'ldl' a culture." Ibid., 214.

113 IbId., 21-t.

114 IbId., 215.
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As Trigg sees it, \\'hile \Vittgenstein's position undermines ethnocentricity, it

cornes \-vith a huge price: "there is no scope for upholding or criticizing

language-games when they just have to he accepted and described." 115 5ince

there is nothing left beyond our 0\\'11 society to \\'hich '\Te can appeal, \ve have

no \\'ay of kno\ving ho,,,, we are mistaken. As he puts it,

Humility to\\'ards other cultures is aIl very \vell but the paradox of a
'Vittgensteinian approach is that such humility has to go hand in hand
\·vith a blind acceptan:e of one's own form of life. One may not be able
to daim one is right, but the fear of being \vrong is forever removed.
This is because \\'here language-games and forms of life as such are
concemed, no room is left for the notions of truth and faIsity.1 16

The refusaI to distinguish between subject and object of kno\vledge, the

implicit attack on the possibility of unprejudiced reason (or what he caUs "the

po\ver of human rationality"), the "acknowledgment of the primacy of

instinct", the removal of the possibility of truth as a standard, constitutes a

Ildirect onslaught on the very possibility of rationality and resuits in a

"paralysing relativism" and nihilisrn. Furthermore because lino daims about

anything can be made unless they are from the standpoint of sorne language­

game or other" ethnocentricity is aIso inevitable since "no comparison of

different societies is possible." A "proper cornparison behveen societies is

impossible" because "their concepts are going to be strictly incommensurable"

In rooting reason in society, \Vittgenstein "made it impossible to reason about

society.117

II. The Myth of the Unitary and Determinate Background

1 \vant to explain no\\' the various connections behveen these interpretations

115 Ibid., 216.

J1h IbId., 21n.

117 Ibid., 2Hs-21Y, 221-222.
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of \Vittgenstein's remarks. When \ve see the overall and detailed simüarities,

the various resemblances, a family portrait is visible. Much of the debate

about whether Wittgenstein's concepts of 'rule-following' and 'fonn of life'

are relativist and whether they are politically conservative stems from a

d~eper dispute about the concept of a 'background' and the possibility of

grasping or understanding it. In this regard, there are two fundamental

assumptions shared by virtually all the contributors to these debates: the

background - that is, what grounds our social and political self­

understanding - must he understood either as a set of necessary and

sufficient conditions (or rules), or as a fixed and demarcated foundation, or

both. In either case it is an argument Baker and Hacker call the 'determinacy

of sense' and which 1 will refer to as the myth of the unitary and determinate

background.lls The myth of the unitary and determinate background is

related to the Tractarian view that indeterminate sense makes

communication impossible and so getting the essence of phenomena is the

primary task of philosophy.

A debate about essence is about the possibility of a detennining background.

This can mean that something natural or unintended gives the correct

meaning of concepts, that concepts have fixed boundaries, or that a unitary or

comprehensive set of rules determines every possible correct application of a

concept. \Vhether a set of finite rules or a sharply demarcated foundation,

\Vittgenstein considered the idea of a unitary and determinate background to

be a deeply mistaken view. He also, as 1 will explain in the remainder of this

chapter and in the proceeding chapter, makes an important distinction

beh"een the collection of human activities (the human condition or

experience) that cannot be completely represented or framed, and ho\\"

118 G.r.Baker olnd r.M.S. Hackcr, Wittgenstein U1rderstamiùrg awi Akanùrg: Au Arralytical

Commmtary on tlze Pili/osop"ical Investigations Volume 1 (Oxford: Basil Blackwcll, 19(0) 315-450.
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language can frame aspects of this experience for specific purposes. This

crucial distinction between the 'background' and the frameworks and

boundaries of language that we invent, debate and rank to help explain and

evaluate the background is perhaps one of the Most complex, least

understood and Most important aspects of Wittgen-;tein's later philosophy. 1

'will argue that the confusion surrounding this distinction is the basis of the

conservative and relativist views and it is precisely this conceptual confusion

that needs to be addressed if this prevalent misleading interpretation is to he

challenged at all.

Form of Life as Rule.Determinacy and Context-Determinacy

The argument about a unitary and determinate background is based on

\Vittgenstein's remark that understanding always occurs on the basis what is

relied on and taken for granted - a form of life. Because human agents cannot

be separated from their forms of life, any attempt to explain what a form of

life is like "vill itself be part of the form of life; "it can have no more than the

meaning it gets within the context of its use."119 Because of the 'taken for

granted' nature of forms of life, many Wittgenstein commentators take the

concept to mean a necessary set of rules embedded in the form of life that

determine meaning and understanding. Therefore the language of social

explanation must include that of the agent's form of life itself. Moreover

because the form of life cannot he transcended, the agent's socially-constituted

self-understanding must he regarded as incorrigible. Because \vhat is

intelligible is context-bound, there are no neutral epistemic standards to

rationally assess the conflicting daims to know given by forms of life. Since

there are no neutral epistemic standards or culturally-invariant languages ta

adjudicate conflicting, rival or uncombinable forms of life, therefore forms of

life must be regarded as incorrigible. Therefore the correct political attitude is

119 Lear, "LccJvlOg the Wor/d A/one" 385.
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'acceptance' of the prevailing explanation of things.l 20

One example then of the myth of the unitary and determining background is

the vie\v that the 'background' is a set of necessary, general, essential or

comprehensive ru/es. This example is provided by Winch and I<ripke, each of

\,"horn characterizes the concepts of 'rule following' and 'form of life' in rule­

deterministic terms.121 Winch, for example, cogently explains why on the

\Vittgensteinian vie"~, understanding social relations cannot he

"observationa~or experi~nental"or based on "generalizations and theories of

the scientific sort to he formulated about them." Social explanation is not the

application of generalizations and theories to particular instances but rather

like applying one's knowledge of a language in order to understand a

conversation rather than like applying one's knowledge of the laws of

mechanics to understand the workings of a watch.122 But by emphasizing the

obedience to socially-constituted rules with internai incomparable standards,

Winch effectively traps reason and understanding inside the social practices

\\'hose particularity he has so successfully defended. As Winch states "aIl

rneaningful behaviour must be social, since it can be meaningful only if

govemed by rules, and rules presuppose a social setting." The rules given by

the social context determines sense: "Verstehen implies Sinn and Sinn, as 1

have argued, irnplies socially established rules."123

120 This summary owes a great deal to Charles Taylor's "Undcrstanding and Explanation in the

Ct:istt!sr('issf.'IIschaftf'11," Wittge'JJsteiu: To Follow a Rule, ed., Steven Holtzmann and Christopher Leich

(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981) 191-210.
121 As ( noted earlier, Winch argues that "the analysis of meaningful bchaviour must allot a central

role to the notion of il rule" and "that ail behaviour which is mcaningful...is ipso facto n.ale-govcrned"; that

under-.tanding "presupposes the notion offo((owirlg a mie"; that rules are csscntial to human social actïvity

and to partidpate in rule-go\'emed activities is in a certain \Vay to accept authority. Winch, TIle ldea ofa

SOCIal Sâmcc 52-53, =,7 .lnd Winch, "Authority" 99.

122 Winch, fllt' Idt'a of a Social Science 110, 133.

123 Ibid., 116.
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\Vhat Kripke and \Vinch effectively argue is that a set of rules given by the

linguistic community is the background that determines correct use, and

therefore correct understanding. Another example of the myth of the unitary

and determining background is a contextual explanation, in which a ' form of

life' is a unitary and determining contexte On this conception, as David Stern

explains, the tendency is to think of the 1 form of life' as some specifie thing to

be referred to ",,·ith a definite article, the Background, #something like the

scenery on a stage, that makes it possible for actions on that stage to have the

significance that they du." On this view (the capital-B) Jackground, is ,.th~

regress-stopper at the end of a search for the basis for what we ordinarily take

for granted."124

The capital-'B' background is a fixed or demarcated background, a background

sharply distinguished from its foreground, something apart from our lives.

A fonn of life on this view is a tradition or agreement that cannot he judged

or criticized. Lear, for example, argues that a 'form of lite' sho,vs that Ulve tend

to agree in our judgements, our modes of thought, perceptions of similarity

and relevance: on the fact that ,ve are like-minded." A fonn of life reveals

that a "person is minded a certain way", that he has "perceptions of salience,

routes of interest and feelings of naturalness in follo\\ring a rule...that

cons ti tu te being part of a form of life" and furthermore there is no "getting a

glimpse of what it might be like to be other-minded."125 In the versions of

Pi tkin and Danford the background stands behind the use of words giving

meaning and coherence and 50 reason and understanding are not really

abilities but superstructural, quasi-autonomous and cunning processes, that

occur behind the backs of the people involved.

124 David G. Stem. Wittgensteitr on Mind and [.o71guase (New York and Oxford: Oxford Univc,...ity

Pre..... 1995) 190.

125 Lear. "Lcclvmg the World Alone" 385-387.
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Because the background is something over \vhich agents have no control,

shaping their rational capacities in spite of themselves, a question arises about

ho"' in fact conceptual innovation occurs at all. 80th examples of the

argument for a unitary and determinate background, (rule and context

detenninacy) explain conceptual innovation and social change in immanent

tenns. Innovation is either impossible or (if it happens at all) is a 'by­

product', a mysterious process that emerges ' organically', naturally , intemally

or mechanically - IIgiven a certain stimulus."126

l t might be argued that there is another option from Wittgenstein's point of

vie\,\'. Richard Rorty, for example, argues that we do not have to accept the

very idea of a fixed or determining context or set of rules and the only

rational response is to overcome it. Thus, any use of the \vord 'foundation' or

'background' or ' scheme' needs to be exposed as something imposed on us

and constraining us in \vhat is essentially a wholly causal contingent self and

society, open to infinite interpretation and manipulation.127 Here is \vhere

the issue has become bedeviled by multiple confusions, and becomes difficult

to disentangle.1 28 The commentaries on Wittgenstein's concepts of '{orrn of

life' are caught behveen two options: the background is either something that

cannot be criticized, because it determines meaning and understanding or the

idea of a background is something that must he rejected because the

essentially plural coutingent universe is not subject to unitary and general

la\\'s. Our choice is either to accept the unitary background's determination of

the \\'orld or anything goes; either accept a rule-determined or context-

126 Ibid., 391.

127 James Tully, "Progress and Sœpticism," An Appraacil ta Palitical PJrilasaphy: Locke i" Cautexts

(Cambndge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 274. Tully cites Rorty as a good example ofthis line cf
lhought.

12H A phrao;c 1 burrow from Taylor, "Undcrstandtng and Explanation" 197.
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detennined background, or give up the idea of a background at all.

UA Picture Held Us Captive..•n

This is obviously a variation of a debate identified by Richard Bernstein as the

Kantian dramatic Either/ Or and the 'Cartesian anxietY - the philosopher's

quest for categorical or objective foundations of morality, for a fixed

Archimedean point upon which to ground knowledge.l 29 But there are also

important differences. The debate 1 am describing about a 'background' is not

about the possibility of finding a categorical imperative, objective science or

irrefutable apodictic certainty. Instead it is about the possibility of finding

common, comprehensive or general standards of judgement, a tendency that

\Vittgenstein describes as "our craving for generality" which is to say "the

contemptuous attitude toward the particular case."130

The tendency to,,"ards generality compels the philosopher to "give a

definition" and "draw a sharp boundary" and "to find one definite class of

features \vhich characterize all cases" or examples of a concept rather than

taking seriously what is less general: the cases and examples themselves.131

129 Richard J. Bernstein, Beyo1ld Objectivism a"d Re/ativism: 5cinrce, Hl"rmerreutics, and Praxis

(Philadelphia: University of Penn"ylvania Press, 1985) 13, 16-18.

130 This craving, he argues, is the result of a number of tendencies: first, the tendcncy "to look for

-;omething in common to ail the entities which wc commonJy subsume undcra gencral tcnn." Forexample, the

inclination ta think thc.l( it is on the basis of a common property of ail games that wc arc justificd in applying

the general term 'game' to the various games; second, the tcndency, rooted in our usual fonns ofexpression, to

think that understanding a general term thercby grants possession of a gcneral picture, as opposcd to

particular picturcs; for example, that understanding the tcrm 'Icaf' is possessing a gencral picture of a Icaf, as
opposed to picturcs of particular leaves; third the idea that a gcneral idea is connectcd to a mental statl';

fourth, our preoccupation \.Vith the method ofscience, by which Wittgenstein means the method of reducing thc

cxplanation of natural phcno""",a to the smallest possible number of primitive naturallaws; and, in

mathematics, of unifying the trcalment ofdifferent topies by using generalization. Ludwig Wittgenstein,

PrclimiFiary Stlldies for tire "P/rilosop/lica/ frrvestigatioFls" Gnlera[[y bron'" as n,t' FIlle and Rrow71 Rooks

(Ne'.... York: Harper and R(m.., 1958) 17,18.

131lbld.,lS-19.
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This "conteIrLpt for \,'hat seems less general" ("the attitude towards the more

generar') is the Ureal source of metaphysics" and concomitantly "leads the

philosopher into complete darkness."132 Wittgenstein tells us:

The idea that in order to get dear about the meaning of a general term
one had to find the common element in aIl its applications has
shackled philosophical investigation; for it has not only led to no
result, but also made the philosopher dismiss as irrelevant the concrete
cases, which alone could have helped him to understand the usage of
the general term.133

An exarnple of this craving for generality is Donald Davidson's daim that a

necessary requirement of understanding is the adoption of a truth conditionaI

theory of meaning. Davidson's project, as he explains throughout the essays

in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation134, is to answer the question, '"rhat

is it for \vords to mean what they do?'. We would have an answer to this

question, he daims, if we had or if \ve kne\v ho\v to construct a theory of

meaning that satisfies two specific necessary conditions: it must be

universally applicable and 'verifiable' independently of the speaker.135

Davidson's proposai is that a Tarski-style correspondence theory of truth can

meet these necessary requirements of a theory of meaning. Ho\,'ever, \"hile

Tarski intended to analyze the concept of truth by appealing to the concept of

meaning, Davidson does the reverse, by considering utruth to he the central

primitive concept, and...detailing truth's structure, to get at meaning."136

132 fbid., 18.

133 Ibid., 19-20.
134 Donald Davidson, 11lqlliries irrto Trutlr Qnd i7rterpretatiorl (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1(84).

135 The theory must "provide an interprelation of ail utteranccs -actual and potential" and it must

be vcrifiable "without lhe dctailed propositional attitudes of the speaker." Ibid., xiii.

136 Ibid., xiv. Davidson, dcnics that truth can he explaincd by appealing to the facts bec<:··"c wc

cannollimlt or pick oul and describc the facts to which a particular (truc) stalcment corresponds. As Ben H.

Ll'lslm l"plains. "If ail truc statcments correspond to the same fact, then c1early the worth of such

corrl'''pllndence is vltiated, for there would be no way tu explain how lt i'i that various features of the world

makL' vanou .. statcmcnts truc." Ben H. Let'ion, [)a,.'idson's nleory of Trlltlr and its Implications for Rorty's
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Davidson's daim is that a theory of meaning \vhich defines the necessary and

sufficient conditions for the truth of every sentence is a way of giving the

meaning of a sentence. And truth conditions are given on the basis of the

composition of the sentence - on IIthe roles of the words in the sentence".

Giving the meaning of an expression depends on transforming the sentence

of a naturaI language systematically into sentences of the formallanguage, the

formaI theory of truth for a naturallanguage. Meaning is given by mapping

the structure of a sentence onto the formaI meta-language. Davidson's caIls

this formaI theory a IIcomprehensive formai theory of truth for a language"

that ''brings into relief general features of the \vorld" and "large features of

reality."137

Pragmatism American University Studies Series V, Philosophy, Vol. 178, (New York: Peter Lang, 1997) 68­

69. While Davidson rejeets the correspondence relation between language and independenUy verifying facts,

hc does in fact propose a 'general theory' of truth in the fonn of a set of axioms that entail the conditions

under which utteranccsare truc. According to the theory he recommends, what he caUs 'Conventionr, truth

i.. a property explained in tenns of a reliltion called 'satisfaction' whereby the 'satisfiers' are "functions that

map the variables of the object language on to the entities over which they range - almost everything, if the

language is English." Davidson"Truc to the Facts," Irrqlliries,46-48; "Semantics for Natural Languages,"

17lqllirics, 56; "In Defence of Convention T," lnquiries, 65-75. Davidson argues that such a thcory deserves to

be called a corrcspondence theory of truth because the truth of the language (sentence) depends on a

'o.;atisfaction' relationship: " ... the property ofbeing true has been explained...in terms of a relation bctween

language and something else."Davidson, "Truc to the Faets" 48. Lctson notes that satisfaction is "a concept

that is more gencral than that of truth, more general in the sense that it has application to sentence parts

rather than sentences only. Satisfaction will he that relation that explains how the parts of sentences affect

the truth values of sentences." Lctson, Dat'idS011'S Tllt"ory of TrI/tir 77. Davidson finds such a theory desirable

for thr~e rcasons: "the empirical study of language will gain c1arity and significancc"; the question of

whethcr a theory is correct can bc made testable; and the theory called for has powerful "explanatory and

predictive power...." Davidson, "Scmantics tor Natural Languages" 60.

137 "What wc must attend to in language, if wc want to bring into relief gencral fcatu res of the

world, is what it is in gencral tcnns for a sentence in the language to be true....Ifthe truth condition... of

-;entcnœs are placcd in the contcxt ofa comprehensive theory, the Iinguistic structure that emerges will ref]ect

the large fcatures of reality." Davidson, 'The Method ofTruth in Metaphysics," ln TI/iries, 201. See also:

Ibid., 202-203; Davidsvn ''Truth and Meaning," IPrquiries, 36; Davidson,"frue to the Facts" 51; Davidson,

"Scmantics fllr Natural Language.," 61. Davidson states that the truth conditions of a sentencc must be given

"usmg l'nly thl: conceptual rC","lurccs of that sentence." Davidson, ''The Mcthod ofTruth in Metaphysics,"

11lqwncs, 205.
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The theory must sho\v us ho"' "'e can view each of a potential infinity
of sentences as composed from a finite stock of semantically significant
atoms (roughly, words) by means of a finite number of applications of a
finite number of roles of composition. It must then give the truth
conditions of each sentence (relative to the circumstances of its
utterance) on the basis of its composition. The theory may thus be said
to explain the conditions of truth of an utterance of a sentence on the
basis of the roles of the words in the sentence.138

On Davidson's vie,v, the meaning of a sentence is composed out of the

meanings of its constituents in accordance \\'ith ils logical form. Meaning

must take the form of describing truth conditions; explaining the meaning of

a \vord must take the form of stating the conditions necessary and sufficient

for its application; and giving a correct explanation of a word is a sufficient

condition for using it correctly. t 39

Another indication that Donald Davidson sholvs a contemptuous attitude

to\\'ard the particular case is evident when he identifies how his position

differs from \vhat he incorrectly calls "conceptual relativism". The IIdominant

metaphor" of conceptual relativism, he daims is IIthat of differing points of

vie\\'." In Davidson's eyes, there is no description-independent reality, sa

different points of vielv make sense ooly if there is sorne general feature

connecting them. The attempt by Thomas Kuhn, for example, to recognize

differences, to describe different IIsystems of concepts" is simply to buy into a

relativist distinction beh\'een language and uninterpreted reality, or scheme

and content, what Davidson cal1s the 'third dogma of empiricism'. Kuhn's

remark that scientists operating in different scientific traditions "\vork in

different \vorlds" is unintelligible and indefensihle. As Davidson writes,

13S Da\"idson credits Frege with this view. Davidson "The Method of Truth in Metaphy..ics" 202.

139 ln tJ-.I<; respect Davidson follows ln the footstcps l,f Frege. 5~c Baker and Hackcr, Allalyticai

Commmtary Volume 1, 065.
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USince there is only one world these pluralities are metaphorical or merely

imagined."140 By abandoning a "fixed system of concepts (words with fixed

meaningsY'141 and by adopting a language of difference, Kuhn gets caught in a

paradox of conceptual relativism:

Different points of view make sense, but only if there is a common co­
ordinate system on which to plot them; yet the existence of a common
system belies the daim of dramatic incomparability.142

In a similar vein Davidson writes:

\Ve can make sense of differences all right, but only against a
background of shared bellef. What is shared does not in general call for
comment; it is too duIl, mte, or familiar to stand notice. But \vithout a
vast common ground, there is no place for disputants to have their
quarrel. 143

In the conclusion ta "A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs", Davidson is

disturbed by his dISCOvery that there are particular examples of language use

(namely malapropisms) that escape the "standard ideas of language mastery",

the ushared beliefs", the "vast common ground", the "common coordinate

system" \vhich he thinks are supposed to he essential ta understanding

language. He remarks that the example of malapropisms reveal that linguistic

competence is an ability to understand by "\vit, luck and \visdom" and "rules

of thumb for figuring our which deviations from the dictionary are Most

likely."144 This ho\vever is an unacceptable conclusion because it suggests that

there is uno leamable common core of consistent behaviour, no shared

140 Davidson, "On the Very Idea of A Conccptual Scheme," Itrqlliries, HI7.

141 Ibid.

142 Ibid., 184.
143 Davidson, "The Method ofTruth in Mctaphysics" 200.

144 Dtlnald D.:I\·.d....on,"A Nice Dcrangem~ntof Epitaph..," FrutTI aud !l1trrprrtatiolls: Prrsprcti"t's ou

tilt' Pllitosor"y of POllalll f1tr.,itisoPl, cd. Ernest ll'Porc (Nl'w York: Basil Blackwell, 19~) 44(,.
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grammar or rules, no portable interpreting machine set to grind out the

meaning of an arbitrary utterance."145 If these conclusions are true, then it

also has to he true that the boundary between "knO\\ing a language and

knO\\Ting our way around the world generally" is erased, "for there are no

mIes in any strict sense" and so, Davidson dramatically concludes.. "there is

no such thing as a language". Davidson ends with the claim that unless \ve

identify a "clearly defined shared structure with which language-users acquire

and then apply to cases" we should IIgive up the attempt to illuminate ho""

\,"e C0IrLmunicc:te by apP'_al to conventions."146

Even critics of Cartesian certainty cannot escape the tendency to generalize.

Hence Dunn declares that it is "in a general theory of practical reason, if

any\vhere, that a well-founded political philosophy must take its stand." 147

And \'Then Alasdair fvlacIntyre asks "is a science of comparative politics

possible?" he replies that while the traditional practice of political science (the

formulation of cross-cultural, la\\'-like causal generalizations) is questionable,

the formulation of other kinds of generalizations is not: III do not want to

sho\\" that there cannot be a general science of political action, but only to

indicate certain obstacles that stand in the \\'ay of the founding of such a

science...." 148

The current debate then is caught up in an opposition \vhere ' acceptance' of

the background form of life means accepting or rejecting the genera1; or it

means a contempt for the particular or accepting its edification. Hence Rorty

daims that the 'background' means the 'reality' against w'hich something is

145 Ibid., 445.

14n Ibid., 446.

147 Dunn, uRl'thinking" 182.

14H Ala~dair MacIntyre urs a Science of Comparative Politics Possible?" n't' Pllilosop/IY of Soâai
Explallatlol1, cd. Alan Ryan (London: Oxford Univcr-;ity Pr~.., 1973) 171.
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represented or to "'hich something corresponds, or a 'break' between non­

linguistic and linguistic interactions or organisms. 149 This leads him to reject

the very idea of a frame,"'ork.

.. .1 do not see our dealings \vith the world as the framework (what
Searle caUs 'the Background') which makes picturing possible; 1 do not
think that either language or knowledge has anything to do with
picturing, representing or corresponding, and so 1 see formulating and
verifying propositions as just a special case of what Taylor calls
1 dealing' and 1call ':-:oping' .150

Rorty goes on to say that "we cannot draw a line between the object and our

picture of the object..." for 'picturing' the object is "just more dealing with

it."151

\Vittgenstein shows us that it is not necessary to accept the terms of this

debate. VVe can dra"' a boundary-line, for a particular purpose, \vithout

accepting that the boundary constitutes a break between language and the

\vorld, \vithout accepting thQ~ ~ boundary is ooly fixed and unitary, \vithout

accepting that a form of life can only he a determinate and unitary

background. The possibility of understanding and critical reflection - to use

concepts in customary and novel ways - does not depend on this picture of

the background. We can agree with Davidson's observation that our language

use is improvisational, that it escapes the boundaries, but this certainly does

not entai! Davidson's pessimistic conclusions. There are boundaries to speak

of even if they are vague or unclear, not systematic or general. As Baker and

Hacker advise us, \Vittgenstein shows not just that allianguage is vague and

149 Richard Rorty, "Taylor on Truth," Plzi/osoplzy i1l a1Z Agc of Plura/ism: nz~ f'lzilosoplzy of Charles

faylor ;'1 <.!llcsti07t, ed.James Tully (Cambridge: Cambridge Unive.... ity Pre...., 19(4) 28.

150 lbid., 31.

151 rbid., 32.
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indeterminate, "but that \\"e should not deplore this fact."152 Use is diverse

and indeterminate. No explanation can completely determine use and no

\\"ord can he explained 50 thoroughly that every possible question about its

applicability is settled once and for all. Indeterminacy does not make our

language useless or imperfect. Moreover, Wittgenstein demonstrates that

vagueness is an important characteristic of language and that "far from

making communication impossible, vagueness May be advantageous."153

Thus \Vittgensteîn writes in the Blue Book:

(Elegance is not \\'hat we are trying for.) For \vhy should \vhat finite
and transfinite numbers have in common he more interesting to us
than \\'hat distinguishes them? Or rather, 1 should not have said "why
should it be more interesting to us?"-it isn' t; and this characterizes
our way of thinking. 154

50 in The Blue Book \Vittgenstein tells us that thinking that the background

is a finite, comprehensive or essential set of rules or a determining context is

a contemptuous attitude toward the less general concrete particular cases, a

craving to\\'ard the more general, for a sharp boundary or definition.

\Vittgenstein does oot rule-out the idea of drawing a boundary: "YOu are free

to dra\\' it as you like" he writes, as long as \\'e understand that "this boundary

,,'iLl never coincide \,\'ith actual usage, as this usage has no sharp

boundary."155 As Jam~s Tully \vrites, of course \\'e cao ah,,'ays construct a

theory or a generalization if \\'e \vish, "as long as \ve remember that it serves

the limited and heuristic purpose of thro\"mg light on a smalI number of

152 Baker and Hacker, tlllalytica/ Commclltary Volume 1,373.

153 Ibid., 372,373, 3h7.

154 Wittgcn...tl!ln, flle Bille Book 19.

155 IbId.
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features of the phenomenon at the expense of obscuring all others."lSn

That is not to say that in talking about change, one does not also hold sorne

things constant. In fact the background, our conventions and practices, are not

candidates for, in Dunn's words, IIdrastic and systematic reconstitution."157

But it is the 'constancy' and determinacy which has been over-emphasized by

these commentators in describing forms of üfe. In 50 doing, they have

characterized \Vittgenstein's account of reason and understanding in terms

he adamantly rejected. Understanding is not the monological activity of being

trained into a set of implicit rules, or imposing an authoritative explanation

on someone who does not understand. The meaning of a particular utterance

is not determined by a rule nor is it determined by the checks and tests on my

conformity to the rule provided by my linguistic community. Words have

meaning in IIthe flo\v of life", in the flow of conversation within what Stern

describes as flthe stream of conversation, our ordinary use of language."158 As

\Vittgenstein writes, Il •••you must look at the practice of language [die Praxis

der Sprache] , then you will see it. "159

It is this diaIogical aspect of Wittgenstein's position that has been neglected by

those seeking to discl0se Wittgenstein's positive implications for social and

political philosophy. What these accounts miss is that Wittgenstein's position

is in fact far more democratic than the patronizing, benignly despotic

interpretation so prevalent in the literature; understanding is a gamut of

social practices, such as giving reasons and critically evaluating alternatives;

156 Tully, "Progress and Scepticism" 276.

157 ounn, "Rethinking" 174.

158 Wittgen..tcin f05t \'<Jrhllgs orr tire Pl1ilosoplzy of Psyc11010gy, 1 §913, Quoted in Stem, MéPJd and

l.ang/lage 1S9.

159 Wittgcn..tl'in ()" Certaillty, trans. Dennis Paul and C.E.M. Anscombe, l'do by C.E.M. Anscombc

and G.H. Von Wright (:'\!cw York: Harper and Row. 1972) 'icction 501, quoted in Stern, Ati"d and 1imS/lQge,

190.
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such as mediating rival vie\\'s; such as seeking mutuai reconciliation and

agreement with others \\'ho see things differently, who have different 'ways

of seeing things'. The monological account is too limited to explain the

central practices of 'understanding' such as exchanging reasons in discussions

in politics or in the humanities and social sciences. Yet this is \vhat has to be

accounted for.

The point l am making is that there are ways of speaking about forms of life

and the background in non-monological, indeterminate and plural terms. \

form of life is characterized by \vhat Stem calls "change and persistence." It is

characterlzed by the undifferentiated connection between an indeterminate

background - the ' flo\v of life', the fleeting, evanescent, ungraspable, transitory

character of the human condition and the conventional and critical

foreground - the positive role for language - the \vay language help us see

things by bringing aspects of this background into the foreground. 160

This combination of change and persistence, convention and flo,v, IIthe true

raIe that flux and stability do play in our lives"161 and the variety of \\'ays \ve

'frame' our understanding is missed ,vhen an emphasis is placed on

understanding as 'obeying a rule' or emphasizing the authority of context­

dependent or rule-govemed activities. The argument for the unitary and

determinate background must therefore he seen as deeply mistaken.

IhOStl.'rn,.\filld ami l.ollglloge 190,174,166.
1h 1 Ibid.• 17-l.



• CHAPTERII

'The background':
Indeterminacy, Circumscription and Comparative-Dialogue

I. Introduction

•

In the previous chapter 1 argued that the familiar relativist and politically

conservative interpretations of \Vittgenstein's later philosophy are deeply

mistaken, that they are based on a picture of philosophy that \\'ittgenstein

expressly rejected. Describing the background, our forms of life, in unitary and

in rule- and context-determinate ways is an example of \vhat \\'ittgenstein

catis a craving for generality and a contemptuous attitude toward the

particular case.

In this chapter, 1 want to draw out this argument by explaining why this

craving distorts rather than helps us understand the concept of a

'background': ho\v the indeterminate practices that is our background are

connected in an undifferentiated way to our various attempts to circumscribe

them. Describing the background in unitary and in rule- and context­

detenninate \,vays neglects the undefined and multifarious nature of the

background, and does not get us nearer to explaining the \\'ays that sorne

aspects of the variety can he brought into vie\v, or represented, for specifie

purposes. On the other hand, holding up 1 continuing conversation' and

creative contestation as edifying ends in themselves is equally distortive,

because it ignores the fact that these practices are part of, not separate from,

the constant struggle to articuIate, to frame, to ground and bring into vie\v

aspects of our indeterminate practices, the lahyrinth of human experiences.

On this vie\v our background forms of life are neither \vholly contingent nor

completely determined or fixed but rather active and flexible, the praxis of

language in all its complexity. Furthermore, on this vie\v \\'e critically reflect

on different \vays of seeing things in the persuasive activity of compar;son.
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TItis vie\-\' is 'dialogical' because it takes differences seriously. Differences in

the meanings of concepts are not dismissed as metaphorical or merely

imagined, but are considered to be alternative attempts at describing the

background forms of life, and therefore as alternative ways of seeing things,

and grasping the truth. This view assumes that understanding and critica!

evaluation is not clone on the basis of a fixed or determinate set of roles nor

by an imposed or authoritative practice but by comparing similarities and

differences among the various examples of a concept, by making a place in

our ontology for something like 'another way of seeing things'; it insists that

\\'e reason and understand (evaluate alternative beliefs, eustoms, practices

and institutions) ah"ays in comparison: in conversation \\'ith, sometimes in

struggle against, others \vith different and equally justified positions; it

assumes that there are different ways of understanding in contrast to lour \\'ay

of seeing things'; it argues that the language of explanation must therefore

include or make use of a range of evaIuative descriptions that the other

\vould have used to describe and classify her own actions; it avoids dismissing

the other '\vay of seeing things' as mere madness; it refrains from interpreting

differences of behaviour as mere error.

This vie\N agrees \vith Rorty's observation that Wittgenstein's later \\'ork \vas

a therapy against "the construction of a permanent, neutraI framework for

inquiry, and thus for all culture."l And it agrees \-vith Dunn's insistence that

political philosophy cannot leave the \vorld exactly as it is. But, it does not

conclude, as Dunn does, that \ve must found political philosophy on a

,general theory' of our practices, or that our only options are either accepting

our practices or drastically and systematicaIly reconstituting them. And it does

not conclude, as Rorty does, that Wittgenstein's therapy against the fixed

l Rllrty, Mlrror of Nature 8.
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foundation is h.is only legaey. \ViUgenstein's position "'as indeed directed

against traditional epistemology and its quest for a general or comprehensive

theory, a culturally or historically invariant explanation to ground

understanding. But his position is not only reactive, it does more than "send

the conversation off in all ne\\' directions"2; it also defends the idea that there

are many possible foundations.3 This dissertation will survey a variety of

\Vittgensteinian alternatives to this epistemological tradition, the alternative

\vays in \vhich \Vittgenstein's post-Tractarian philosophy has been used to

evaluate and critically assess a varlety of social and political practices or forms

of life, ln 50 doing, it will illustrate that Wittgenstein shows the fly many

possible \vays out of the epistemological fly-bottle; how critically reflecting on

our indeterminate practices is possible by appealing neither to a necessary and

sufficient set of rules nor a sharply demarcated determining background.

lt is this dialogical connection between convention and innovation, custom

and its creative contestation, 'obeying a rule' and 'going against it', and not

the relativist-conservative image frequently portrayed, that runs throughout

\Vittgenstein' s post-Tractarian writings and is perhaps his most important

insight. Ultimately if there are dear positive social and political implications

of \Vittgenstein's later philosophy, they stem from this comparative and

dialogical philosophical position.

ln order to defend my thesis that \Vittgenstein is neither relativist nor

conservative, 1 shaH turn to examples of the application of this 'comparative­

dialogical' \Vittgensteinian approach in contemporary social and political

philosophy. This use of Wittgenstein is evident in the \'\'orks of Charles

2 Ibid., 378,

3 "1 <lm nut intcrl'''tcd in constructing a building, sn much as in having a pcr-picuous vicw of the

found<ltllln-; llf po-;-;Iblc bulldmg..." Ludwig \ViUgl'n..tcin. Culture alld Valllt', tran... Peter \Vmch, l'do G.I-f. Von

Wrtght (ChJc<lgo: Thl' Unlve~ityof Chicago Press, lY77) 7c.
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Taylor, Quentin Skinner and Thomas Kuhn.4 In 50 doing 1 intend ta correct

the prevailing and misleading sense of what can and cannot be said and done

\\;th Wittgenstein's concepts of 'rule-follo\\ing' and 'forro of life', by

surveying the variety of things have been said and done with these concepts

by these contemporary philosophers.

Follo\\'ing Skinner, 1 propose this route, rather than a uniquely textuai or

conceptual analysis alone because it is apt to seem much less convincing to

suggcst that \V~ttgenstein .; concepts m igh t be coherently used in unfamiliar

ways than to sho\\T that they h a v e been put to these unfamiliar but coherent

uses.s Therefore 1 propose to turn not to a Wittgensteinian ideal but to

examplcs of the 'comparative-dialogical' uses of Wittgenstein as 'objects of

comparison' as a means of calling into question the current beliefs about

understanding and critical reflection and to ShOlV, quite contrary to the

relativist-conservative 'Vittgensteinians, that Wittgenstein is not promoting

the idea of an anti-realist or context-dependent rationality, or an

incomparable communitarian human understanding, or a neutralist,

nonrevisionary, relativist, apoliticaI, psychoanalytic, uncritical or private

social and political philosophy. In 50 doing 1 am following Wittgenstein's

insight in section 208 of the Philosophical Investigations:

Then am 1 defining "arder" and "ruIe" by means of

.J 1include Kuhn's philüsophy of the science!' ln the category of'soclal' thl'ory because as he himself

-;tatcs, Ua p.:lradigm govems, in the first instance, nut a subject matter but rather a group of practitioners" and

"an]' ...tudy of paradigm-dircctcd or of paradigm-shattering rescarch must begin by locating the rcsponsible

group or groups." Furthermorc, "scicnti fic knowledgc, like language, is intnn...ically the common property of a

group ()r nothing cIse 'lt aIl. To understand it wc shall need to know the special characteristics ofthe groups

th.:ll crl'.:llc and use it." T.L. Kuhn, Structure of Scierttific Revolutions, Second fditioll rlllar~ed, (Chicago: The

UntVl·r-.tty of Chicagn Press, 1970) 180,210.

5 Quentin Skinner, 'ry"he Idea of Negative Liberty: Philo"'ophical and Historical Perspectives,"

!Jl11!OSOr'I.:.t ill 1lis/ory, L'd. R. Rorty, J. Schnccwind and Q. Skinner (Cambridge: C.lmbridgl' University Pn.-'ss,

lYH4) \ YS.
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Jlregularity"?-Ho\'\' do 1 explain the meaning of IIregular", lIuniform",
IIsame" to anyone?-I shaH explain these "Tords to someone \vho, say,
only speaks French \'\?ords. But if a person has not yet got the concepts, 1
shaH teach him to use the words by means of examples and by
practice.-And \"hen 1 do this, 1 do not communicate less to him than 1
know myself.

Thus it \\'ill he in a survey of various uses and applications of Wittgenstein's

comparative-dialogical techniques that 1 \\'ill sho\\' that 1 and others

understand them.

II. WiUgenstein's Post..Tradarian Philosophy

The Game, Not the Rules of the Game

In the previous chapter 1 explained that Wittgenstein expressly rejects the

idea of a unitary and determinate background because like a collection of

games, our practices are variegated, eclectic and flexible in a "Tay that resists

being captured by a set of rules and there is no sharp boundary bet\veen the

'background' (the actual play of the game, our human experiences or

practices) and the languages our practices constitute. The 'language-games'

argument highlights \vhat Wittgenstein considered a number of crucial

features of human understanding: l'Te understand the meaning of a word in

the practical sense by act..ially using it, by being educated or IItrained to its

use"h by lIobeying a rule"7, participating in the ongoing practice, the agreed­

toH, regular or customary use of language. But the flip-side of this coin is that

\\'e understand the meaning of a \\'ord by modifying and contesting a word­

rule by IIIgoing against il' in actual cases," by going against that training, rule­

follo\\'ing, agreement and custom, by making "detours" and going by

li lIlt, H/Ut' al/li Rro.m Books 77 and Plti/osop/:ica/ 1lwcstigaliol/s, P<lrt 1, section.; 5, 6, 27, 30-33.

7 flfrilosopfrical lu",'cstigatiolls, Part 1, section 20lo

S For Wlttgl'n ..tl'In "the word 'agrL'cmcnt' cJnd the word 'ru!t.." are rl'lated tu lmc cJnother, they arc

cllu ..m ......." Ibid .• Part 1, ..cctlOn 225.
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"sideroads" in the actual use of expressions, taking the "multitude of familiar

paths" that lead off from familiar words "in every direction"9, using the

language in ne"' and innovative \\'ays, acquiring the range of normative

abilities to use a concept in various contexts.

The 'language-game' argument is also used to sho\\' that one cannot

understand a sign - 'foLIo\\" a mIe' - privately. Human understanding cannot

occur monologically, \Vittgenstein argues. Understanding cannot he reduced

to an 'inner process', \vhere language functions merely as a conveyor of

thoughts, about pains, good and evil, colour or objects. Understanding ho\\' to

play agame (to follow a rule) is not just an ongoing customary practice, it is

aiso a social practice. ft is not something that one person could do, and so "to

think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule." 10

The game metaphor illustrates that language is constantly flo\ving and

indeterminate, and that it is not merely a description of human activity but

something inextricably interwoven in human actions and values. As he puts

it in [nves tiga tio1ls section 546, "\vords are also deeds". Like a collection of

games, it is a mistake to look for the comprehensive, common, general or

essential features that unites the varlety of language, independently of any

fu ture experience, or to look for the set of necessary and sufficient conditions

that capture the variety of use - not because the mIes of a game are implicit or

normative, rather than explicit and factual, but because our forms of life, (our

<) IbId., Part l, sections 201, 426, 525.

1() Ibid., Part /, sections Z02, 199,204-208. Backer and Hacker haw o,;,ugge..ted that "what i..

undef'to( Id by ..peake,"" (If the same language is a sharcd, common, public mcaning. Thcre arc no such thing as

i nt..'ffabl(' mcanings, nor jo;; undef"'tanding a conccalcd inner mechanism." Baker and Hackcr, /l1ll1/ytica/

CommClltary VO/llme 1,83. Furthenn(lre the meanmg of a word must bc "public and sharable". P.M5. Hackcr,

\,\'ittgCllstflll'S l'lace ill [,PL'11tietil-Celltllry /lIla/ytical ['/ri/osoplry (Oxford: Black\'.:cll, 1996) 244. My r~ading

j ....Iightly dlfferent from thi.. one since 1am arguing that.l non-privatc and non-monol(lgical undcrstanding is

nllt ncœ......lrily ".,harabll'" .lnd "common" but comparable and analogicill.
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customary practices or language-games) are so diverse and indeterminate and

so any explicit formulation will he no more than an approximation to the

\vays of acting in which the formulation is embedded.l1 Instead language

must be seen as multifarious: a multiplicity of tools \\rjth different functions;

an ancient city \\Tith a maze of little streets and squares, old and ne\v houses

and multitude of neighbourhoods; the overlapping of many fibres; a

labyrinth of paths; a family of games (card-games, board-games like chess, ball­

games like tennis);12 a motley of ongoing customary social practices and

institutions.13 \Vhat these analogies point to is that \\That unites the variety of

our practices is not one common element or a set of common properties but,

\Vittgenstein reminds us in the Investigations section 66, the family

resemblances of this variety, lia complicated network of similarities

overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, sometimes

similarities of detaiI."

The Example Not the Rule - 'Let Use Teach You Meaning'

This is a celebrated aspect of Wittgenstein's whole post-Tractarian outlook.

But the point of the analogy to garnes and of the concept of 1 family

resemblance' is missed by the relativist and conservative Wittgensteinians,

the rule- and context-Geterminists. The point that is missed by these

commentators is that in IG.nguage as in various games, \vhat we calI 'ruIes' do

not capture our practices because games are "not eveI"Y'vhere circumscribed by

rules" so the use of a \vord may "ot be govemed by clearly specified rutes, or

indeed by any 'ruIes' at aIl. Sometimes \ve play follo\\'ing definite rules,

sometimes \\'e make up the rules as we go along and sometimes \ve alter

them as \ve pIay.14 Even though "the extension of a concept is Ilot closed by a

Il Stern, Akalli"s alld Mind 190.

121'hilo50phic:al (m'{'st(ç:ati01l5, Part 1. sections 11-12, lH, 19,23, h7, 203.

13 Ibid., Part 1. ....ectlOns 198-<J<J, 202, 20S, 337.

1-llbld., P.:lrt 1, ....l'CtHln toI3.
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frontier" and "the application of a \\'ord is not everywhere bounded by rules"

and there is IIvagueness in the rules"15 this neither prevents us from using

the concept to describe the activity, nor is the concept and the practices it

describes unregulated,16 nor is it an indication that 'anything goes'.

The important point is that absence of an explicit or unifying set of mIes is

not a limitation, something that needs to be corrected. On the contrary it is

this very vagueness that explains \\'hat language is, as \Vittgenstein explains

in section 71 of the Investigations:

One might say that the concept 'game' is a concept \\rith biurred
edges.- "But is a blurred concept a concept at all?"-Is an indistinct
photograph a picture of a person at aIl? Is it even always an advantage
to replace an indistinct picture by a sharp one? Isn't the indistinct one
often exactly what we need? Frege compares a concept to an area and
says that an area with vague boundaries cannot he called an area at aU.
This presurnably means that we cannot do anything \\rith H.-But is it
senseless to say: IIStand roughly there"?17 Suppose that 1 \vere standing
\vith someone in a city square and said that. As 1 say it 1do not dra,v
any kind of boundary, but perhaps point \\ith my hand-as if 1 were
indicating a particular spot. And this is just how one rnight explain
\\'hat agame is. One gives examples and intends them to be taken in a
particular \\'ay.-I do not, ho\\rever, mean by this that he is supposed to
see in those examples that common thing which I-for sorne
reason-\\'as unable to express; but that he is no\\' to employ those
examples in a particular \vay. Here giving examples is not an indirect
means of explaining-in default of a better. For any general definition
can be misunderstood too. The point is that this is ho,v \\re play the
game. (1 mean the language-garne \\'ith the ,,'ord "game".)

The analogy of games and language helps to illustrate that our concepts have

15 Ibrd., P.ut L h~, 70,84, 100.

1fi Ibid., P<Jrt 1, 100. As he \\'ritcs in the l'lrilosoplricol rlll'f'stisatiolls, section 68 "no more <Jre there

<lny rule... fnr how high one thrmv'ô the bail in tennis, or how hard; yet tennis i'ô <J g<Jme for ail th<Jt and has

rulL- ... hlll."

17 Cf ['f/llosophico[ [m.lestisotiollS, Part 1, section HM.
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no fLxed meanings, no unequivocal uses in aH possiblé cases, no calculus of

definite rules. IH But the absence of rules does not make agame un-Ieamable:

because the 'ruIes' of agame cannot compietely capture the play and are

embedded in the conventional activity of the game itself, we Ieam ho\v to

play though the inarticulate assumptions of the game acquired from our

ongoing mutuai participation in the game itself. What is taken for granted

limits \,'hat \"e do, but that also grounds our understanding and judgement,

allo\-\'s us te distinguish between correct and incorrect play. 50 \ve learn ho\v

to play agame like chess or tennis, and use a role or sign, by example and by

practice, through our ongoing participation in the game, or the practice in

\,'hich a ruIe or sign is customarily used.l 9 ln this way a ga.me "can be learned

purely practically, \vithout Iearning any explicit rules", by "\vatching how

others play."20 This is the force behind \Vittgenstein' s claim in the

Philosophical Investigations, section 219 that "When 1obey a rule... 1 obey the

rule blindIy" and his daim in section 211 that a rule is not follo\\1ed because l

have good reasons or justifications. Since rule-follol"ïng is based on practice,

\,'hat is taken for granted, a conventional understanding, "my reasons \\Till

soon give out. And then 1 l'ill act \\ithout reasons."

\\'ittgenstei~ is not suggesting here that reasons cao never be given, nor does

he reject providing definitions, interpretations, or common meanings; the

point is that, \vith conventional understanding, giving reasons, definitions,

interpretations and finding things in common are not needed to make a

concept understandable or Iearnable. \Ve kne\v ho\\' to follo\-\' a sign or a role

not because it cornes ,,'ith its o\\'n instructions, or because of the instructions

1H IbId., Peut l, 79, 81.

1y "One can discem that the gamc is playcd according to such and such rules because an observer

can read thc"c rules off from tht..' practiœ ofthc garnc -like a naturallaw gllvcrning the play. "Ibid., Part 1.
-'t..'ctllm 54.

2.0 Wittgcn...tt..'in, ( l" Ccrtainty. section '14 and 1'/lilosop/lIca/ /'''.'t·5t;~atioIl5, Part 1. St..'ctilln 5-1.
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of another sign, but because of custom and practice in the use of that sign. Of

course sometimes a sign or a rule does need another one (1ike a crutch) but

only in specific cases, for example to clear-up a misunderstanding.

\Vhereas an explanation may indeed rest on another one that has been
given, but none stands in need of another-unless Il.' e require it to
prevent a misunderstanding. One might say: an explanation serves to
remove or to avert a misunderstanding---one, that is that \vould occur
but for the explanation; oot every one that [ can imagine....21

Every sentence in a customarily used language-game is understood, it is lIin

order as it is."22 It is only when "Te believe that we must find the determinate

rule-bound order in language, \Vittgenstein tells us, when "'Te believe that \\Te

must find the ideal in our actuallanguage that \ve ''become dissatisfied with

\vhat are ordinarily called IIpropositions", "words", I signs".23 Wittgenstein

urges us to stop "striving after an ideal, as if our ordinary vague sentences

had not yet got a quite unexceptional sense, and a perfect language a\vaited

construction by us...."24 As he succinctly states in section 87, lI[the] sign-post is

in order-if, under normal circumstances, it fulfils its purpose."

Finding \vhat is common and 'giving definitions', are themselves practices or

Ianguage-games. These practices have their place, but they are particular

practices, not the essence of language activity.25 ft is a mistake to reduce the

complex variety of language activity according to the demands of these

practices or language-games. It is a mistake to assume that concepts are only

2 l l'hi/osopltica/ 11l~estigatiolls,Part (, sections SS, t)7

22 Ibid., Part f, 98.

23 Ibid., Part l, 104.

24 Ibid., Part 1,98.

25 "If... you \\."Ish tn givc a definitiun...i.e. tu draw a sharp bl1undary, then you are free tu draw it as

}'(IU llh-; and thl'i b~lundary WIll never entirely coinctde with the actual U'i.lgl', .1" thi'i u".1ge ha.. no

boundary." The Blue and Brown Book.'i 19.
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meaningful or understood \\,hen justified, defined, reified, generalized and

\"hen the multiplicity of uses of words are reduced to a single common

denominator.2b In the end it is not a rule or a context that 'determines'

meaning, rather " ...it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of a language-

game."27

This is an important argument: one of the things that the comparative­

dialogical \Vittgensteinians recognize, contrary to Donald Davidson's

pessirnistic conclusions in IlA Nice Derangement of Epitaphs", is that 'having

no ruIes' does not entail 'having no conventions' or no language. Instead

they recognize that improvisation is a normal part of the complexity of

language-use and mutual understanding. It is not a sign of failure that \\'e

understand by \\That Davidson pejoratively calls "wit, luck and wisdom".

Because language-use is rooted in practice and not in a formula, giving

examples and analogies is all one can reaIly do. As Wittgenstein explains in

section 209 of the PhilosophicaL hzvestigations, there is no deeper explanation

nor does our understanding reach beyond aIl the particu1ar examples of

language use. A global, unitary or over-arching formula, principle or

interpretation, is neither possible nor is it required to ground critical

reflection and human understanding. To understand a concept is to kno,,'

ho,\, to use it in a variety of customary and novel ways and to 'see the

connections' bet\\'een the variety of uses. This understanding does not take

the form of seeing ,,'hat the variety of uses have in common, but seeing

things compared to your O\VIl 'way of seeing things', seeing ho,\! other parts of

the city are connected to the suburb in \\'hich you live. This 'comparative' and

analogical nature of understanding and judgement is \\!hat \Vittgenstein

26 "To rcpeat, wc can draw a boundary-for a special purposc. DllCS it takc that to makc the

conCl'pt usablc? Ntlt ilt ail! (Exc<.'pt for that special purpllsc.)" Philosar/riral Im'csti~atrolls, Part t section ô9.

27 (hl Cataillt}!, "'l'ctlon 204.
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means by 'perspicuous representation', "That he means when he tells us in

section 208 of the Investigations, "1 shall teach...by means of examples and by

practice..." This is \\That Taylor, Kuhn and Skinner have in common in their

comparative-dialogical Wittgensteinianism: what Thomas Kuhn is pointing

to \'Vith his concept of a 'scientific paradigm', \\-That Charles Taylor means by a

'language of perspicuous contrast' and \vhat Quentin Skinner is employing in

his histories of the ideologies (vocabularies) of modem political thought.

UThe Background is the Bustle of Life"

50, the first aspect that is missed by the relativist-conservative

\Vittgensteinians is that the indeterminacy of our background fonn of life

consists in a flexibility that resists being captured by any set of rules or

neeessary and sufficient conditions.2~Rather the background, our forms of

life, have to be understood as a collection of social practices, customary

aetivities, abilities and accompaniments. Wittgenstein's examples of signposts

not by themselves telling us \vhat to do are meant to illustrate this first point.

And the dialogical Wittgensteinians acknowledge this rule-indetemtinacy by

using the term 'convention', 'use', 'practice' (and in Kuhn's case the

hornologous \Vittgensteinian term 'paradigm') rather than 'rule'.

As David Stern so lucidly explains, even when \Vittgensteinians accept this

first point, there is a tendency to think of the background conventions as

sorne specifie thing ta be referred to \vith a definite article, the ('capital-B')

Background, something like the scenery on a stage that makes it possible for

actions on that stage to have the significance that they do, something that

stands behind the use of words and our actions and giving them the meaning

and coherence that they have, the "regress stopper at the end of a search for

2H Stern, A1illd alld IOllsut1gt' }IjO.
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the basis for ",hat \\'e ordinarily take for granted." 29 But, late in life,

\,yittgenstein came to see that this is a mistake. Our "practices' are

indeterminate in the sense that they cannot be spelled out in tenns of rules

but also in the sense that there is not a sharp distinction between background

and foreground: the borderline behveen empirical and methodological

judgements, for example, /lis not sharply demarcated, and will change over

time."30

Understanding that language is like agame is recognizing that it is like

mastering a technique, it is an ability, \vhich means recognizing that there is

not a sharply demarcated background Ilagainst which a particular sentence

acquires meaning." As Wittgenstein states /I •••In our study of symbolism there

is no foreground and background; it isn' t a matter of a tangible sign with an

accompanying intangible po\ver or understanding."3 t

\Vittgenstein teaches us about this indeterminacy and vagueness of the

background (in the sense that it cannot he spelled out in terms of rules and in

the sense that there is not a sharp distinction between background and

foreground) by means of a number of analogies: a river-bank and the

foundations of a house, for example, in On Certainty, and IIthe bustle of life"

in the Remarks 011 the Philosophy of Psychology. These analogies help to

il1ustrate the undifferentiated connection between convention and creative

contestation, change and persistence, \vhat is questioned and \,'hat is taken for

granted, \vhy questionirLg a given form of Iife involves the acceptance of

others and not a transcendentaI standpoint.32

291bld.

Jo Ibid.

JI Wlttgcn... tL'1n l'hilosoplzical Grammar, 12,43. Qu(\ted in Stem, Afilld and langl/age, }lH .

32 A.. Tully ha' llb'L'rved in numcrou" article" Jncludin~"Progrc..."" 276.
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In 011 Certainty,3J sections 94-99, \Vittgenstein explains the concept of a form

of Life by cornparison \\;th a river-bed:

It might be imagined that sorne propositions, of the form of empirical
propositions, \vere hardened and functioned as channels for such
empirical propositions as \\'ere not hardened but fluid; and that this
relation aItered \\'ith time, on that fluid propositions hardened, and
hard ones became fluide

The mythology may change back into a state of flux. the river-bed of
thoughts may shift I3ut 1 distinguish beh\'een the movement of the
waters of the river-bed and the shift of the bed itself; though there is
not a sharp division of the one from the other.

And the bank of the river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no
aiteration or to an imperceptible one, partiy of sand, which no\\' in one
place no\-v in another gets washed away, or deposited.34

The relation beh-veen \\'hat is taken for granted e'my picture of the \vorld")

and what is questioned is compared \vith the relation of hardened and fluid

channels of a river-bed, a relation that "altered \\Tith time, in that fluid

propositions hardened, and hard ones became fluid." \Vhile we distinguish

beh\"een the movement of the \\'aters on the river-bed and the shift of the bed

itself, "there is not a sharp division of the one from the other." Furthermore,

the bank of that river consists "partly of hard rock", (\vhat is taken for

granted), "\vhich alters imperceptibly", and "partly of sand" (what is

questioned), \\'hich "gets \vashed a\\'ay, or deposited."35 Like the river and the

river-bed, \\'e get our "picture of the \\'orld" (that is \ve understand it) not by

satisfying ourselves of its correctness, not by testing all its basic assumptions,

nor by radically doubting everything about it. Instead our practices of critical

reflection take place \,'ithin a collection of unquestioned forms of Life,

3J Wnth.'n bch'"""n the middlc of 1949 and April 29, 19:;1 ~Wll day.. beforc hi .. dcath.

34 '. '71 L-atairrt:.;. '-L'ctllln.. lJh, 9ï, 99.

351bld.
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\Vittgenstein \\Tites: "[alI] testing, all confirmation and disconfinnation of a

hypothesis takes place already within a system" and '''the system is not 50

much the point of departure, as the element in \vhich arguments have their

life."3n The "bottom of the language-game", that is, the foundation of our

knowledge and \\'ell-founded bellef, is not apodictic certainty but our

uncircumscribed, untested, bustling, multifarious practices. This is \vhat

\Vittgenstein describes as tian ungrounded \vay of acting", an "accustomed

context" and unfounded belief.37 And this is contrary to Jonathan Lear's

misleâding interpretation, the meaning behind \,yittgen~tein's daim in the

Investigations section 124 that philosophy "'leaves everything as it is."

This is not a crudely reductionist or materialist conception of language­

games, the background, or forms of life \vhere human relations, the

multitude of social practices, simply determine various superstructures of

language, ideology and consciousness. Language is inseparable, in the sense of

being \\'oven into, human activity and a form of life and not simply

derivative of it. Language is social practice. Words are also deeds. The base,

the I/rock-bottom", the foundation of human understanding, is heId in place

bl' ongoing language use. In Wittgenstein's 'Nords, "one might say that these

foundation-\valls are carried by the \vhole house."38 The foundation is not

just 'fixed' by the activity itself, but one could say the activity (praxis) is the

foundation of understanding, the 'productive force', to borro\\' a phrase from

~vrarx. The relationship of language-use to our form of life is like the river

and the river-bed: the "hard rock" of the river- bank "'alters imperceptibly",

and its sand,"'gets \vashed away, or deposited."39 As the river is to the river­

bed, as the foundation-\valls are to the foundation, as a tested hypothesis is to

30 Ibid., scctllln 105.

37 Ibid., "ection'" 110, 237, 253.

31'\ IbId., "L'ction 24H.

39 Ibid., "cction YY.
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the system in \\'hich it is tested, 50 too is language to the game, the \vord to

the deed.These and innumerable other examples are employed to iUustrate

the undifferentiated relationship beh,\'een thinking and acting, language-use

and convention, a rule and its correct enactment, theory and practice.

\Vittgenstein puts this best in Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology

\\"here he \\'ri tes:

\Ve judge an action according to this background within human life,
and this background is not monochrome, but "'e might picture it as a
very complicated filigree pattern, \\'hich, to he sure, we can't copy, but
\\'hich \\'e can recognize from the general impression it makes.

The background is the bustle of life. And our concepts point to
something \\,ithin this bustle.

And it is the very concept of l'bustle" that brings about this
indefiniteness. For a bustle only cornes about through constant
repetition. And there is no definite starting point for "constant
repetition." ...

Ho\\' could human behaviour he described? Surely only by sho\\'ing the
actions of a variety of humans, as they are aIl mixed up together. Not
\\'hat 0 ne person is doing no,p, but the \\l'hole hurly-burly is the
background against \vhich see an action, and it determines our
judgement, our concepts and our reactions.40

\Vhat \\'ittgenstein means by these remarks is that the background is not

something apart from or prior to our lives. It is the activities of our lives

thernselves: the praxis of language in ail its complexity, as Stem observes.

And 50 the attempt to reduce this complexity to rules or a determining

context, the attempt to generate a unitary and determinate background, is

sirnply to drcumscribe use and 50 disregard, refuse to admit, or dismiss

40 t\.m:ark:; Q/I tilt· f'JlllosopllY of flsydlOfoSY. Il. "l.'CllllO" h2~-n2n.hl'} .lOd /l·ud. Snï. QUl1ll.'d ln

Stl.'m•.\ Tilld lllld [(l11SUOSC 141-192.
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human activity, its creativity and indeterminacy. It is in this sense of

indeterminacy (and not in the relativist conception) that "'e must understand

\Vittgenstein's daim that philosophy may neither explain nor deduce

anything, since everything lies open to view', and that philosophy may in no

\\"ay interfere \\;th the actual use of language, nor give it any foundation. The

sheer variety of our background practices (forms of life, customary activities)

means that attempts to define our forms of life are limited: philosophy in this

sense IJneither explains nor deduces anything" we are told in Investigations

section 126. Our forms of life cannot be captured and explained once and for

all; they are IJthe given" and ~~\4lhat has to be accepted."41 Our customary rule­

follovl;ing activities are not grounded in regress-stopping justifications or

reasons but, on the contrary, the justifications and reasons are "'ays of

circumscribing that variety of customary practices. And so, as \Vittgenstein

tells us in the Investigations sections 211 and 217 eventually the reasons and

justifications \,rill be exhausted, and then \\'e \·"ill act \\rïthout reasons and be

inclined to say ~~this is simply \vhat 1 do."

Il. Understanding Conflicting Forms of Life

'Persuasion' or 'Comparison'? And Is There a 'Fact of the Matter'?

50 far, 1 have argued that our practices are indeterminate and that it is our

craving for generality that creates this tendency to rule- and context­

determinacy. Civen that our practices resist being captured by any set of rules

or necessary and sufficient conditions and that the borderline behveen the

empirical and the methodological is neither a fixed foundation nor sharply

demarcated and \vill change over time, ho\\' do l"e critically evaluate or

distinguish conflicting daims to truth? In other l"ords, once \ve abandon the

unitary and determinate background, then \\re need another language or \vay

41 f'lltiosorilical ltli.'t'stlgatiolls PiJrt IL \1, 22ne.
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of explaining hu\," \\'e ean (depending on the purpose and specifie occasion)

mediate, arbitrate, reconcile or resolve conflicting ,rationali ties' , disputes over

'\\'ays of seeing things', rival daims to truth or uncombinable forms of life.

Our challenge is ta find a language of cross-cultural understanding that can he

spelled out neither as a set of necessary and sufficient rules nor a fixed

foundation or regress-stopper.

As 1 argued earlier, Rorty and Davidson reject the idea that \\'e can sort out

our propositions by \\'hether they are 'made' true by the '\\'orld' (the 'facts') or

'by us'; there is no \\~ay ta decide \vhich descriptions of an object get at \vhat is

'intrinsic to it' (the features \vhich a thing has independently of ho"' \ve

describe it), as opposed to it merely 'relational', extrinsic features (its

description-relative features). There is no \\'ay to decide which is the \vorld or

the 'thing' in itself and the \vorld for us. To say that "re cannot make these

distinctions is to say that \\'e should drop altogether the 'third dogma of

empiricism', the distinction behveen scheme and content, and that means

abandoning the very idea of a background.42 This is a heady proposition but

ho\\" does abandoning the distinction beh\'een scheme and content solve the

problem of mediating or arbitrating confliet?

Davidson's correspondence theory of truth rests on an outright denial of the

very sources of eonflict: he dismisses coneeptual pluralism as "metaphorical

or merely imagined."43 For Davidson, there is no description-independent

manner in \vhich \ve can speak of a 'truth of the matter or 'fact of the matter,

sa truth in this sense has no raie in the arbitration of disputes because there

are not disputes for an independent truth to arbitrate. This is not ta say that

'truth' has no role ,,·hatsoever. If there is no description-independent \\ _y the

42 SL'l' Rl1rty, 'T.lyl(lr (In Truth," 22-23.

43 DJ"ld ..on, "On the Vl'ry Id(.'cJ of il Clmœptual Schcml'," HO.
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\\'orld is, then \\'hat is rational is not that \\'hich corresponds to the facts, or a

description-independent truth, but that \\'hich can he translated according to a

fixed formaI system, a set of generally applicable rules that can he mapped

enta people's behaviour, a set of necessary and sufficient conditions for

meaning. As Rorty says, ta abandon the concept of a background is only to

abandon' representational' independence (description-independence) not

causal independence.4 -l It doesn't mean, in other \\'ords, abandoning the

search for the necessary and sufficient conditions that give meaning; and that

explains Davidson's insiste'lce that speech "is related in a certain

conventional "'ay to something in the \vorld exclusive of itself" and hence

his project of finding a correspondence theory of truth for a particular used

language:~5 In other \\'ords, Davidson's position offers a language of

understanding that does not rest on a conception of capital-B Background, but

one that nevertheless relies on a unitary and determining set of mIes. l have

already explained, follo\\'ing \Vittgenstein, \\rhy such rule-determinacy is 50

problematic, and so il cannot serve as our language of understanding.

Rorty'5 1nference

Rorty's naturalist explanation recognizes pluralism, thus avoiding the pitfalls

of Davidson'5 denial, bu t proposes a language of understanding that can he

described as a kind of 'dialogical danvinism'.46 Like Davidson, Rorty claims

44 Rl1rty, "Taylor on Truth," 22.

45 "Wc can ~et awolY from what "Cems tn be talk of the (ab<\olute> truth (lftimclt.~sstatcmcnb if we

accl'pt truth a... fclativi;rcd to occa..ions of speech...." Davidson, ''Truc tn the Facts," 53. D•.l\lldson goc,", on tu

... tale lhat his corre...pondencc theory Î... an claboration of Austin's viCl\' that "to ..ay a statcmcnt is truc Îs to

say lhat J certain spcech-episodL' js felated in a certain conventional way tllsomcthÎn~in the world exclusive

llf Il ..clf.'' Ibid, 53-54.

4h Rorty definl."i nOlturali ... m as "the daim that therc is no occupant of "pace-lime..' that is mlt Iinkl'd in

a Single \...·l.'b of causal relations tn .:lll othcr occupants; and that the cxplanation of the behavÎour of any

"pcltio-tl'mp(lr.Jlllbjl'ct mu ...t Ctm... ,... t in placing that ObjL'ct \\,lthÎn that "Jn~11.' wl'b." Ibid., 30. In a fl.'ccntly­

pubr. ... hl'd ...ympo"'lum Rorty dl'...cnbe... h, .. VIC\\,.J'" fllllow ...: "Pragm.Jtl ...m ... tilrt... llUt fnlm DanvlnÎ.Jn

natu ralr ...m - fnlm il plcture of human bCÎngs a .. chance pfoduct... of I.'Vlllution." Richard R(lrty "Remark.. on
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that if there is no description-independent l'·ay the \\'orld is47 then \\'hat is

rational is not \vhat corresponds to the facts; unlike Davidson, he claims that

\\'hat is rational is l"hat \vins by 'persuasion'. Traditional epistemological

concepts like 'corresponding , and 'representing' do not "have anything to do

\\·ith the distinction betl"een rational arbitrament and alternative ways of

settling disputes." That distinction, he goes on to say, is explained ''by the

distinction behveen 'persuasion and force'." As he \\Tites, "1 think all

instances of persuasion, of oneself or of others, as equally cases of 'the

arbitration of reason'." From this, Rorty makes the follo\~ing inference:

"Because no proposition is 'made' true by anything, and since no sentence is a

representation of anything, all candidates for truth are on par \\'Îth respect of

relation to an independent reality."48 In other words,

debates about astrophysics, ho\v to read Rilke...\\'hich movie to go to,
and \vhat kind of ice cream tastes best, are, in this respect, on a par.
There is no point to asking in \vhich of these cases there is a ' fact of the
matter' or a 'truth of the matter', though there may he a point in asking
\vhether any useful purpose is served by spending much time debating
the matter.49

Rorty' s position is that among rival practices or conflicting uses of concepts,

\\'hat prevails, the correct application of a concept, (the conventional meaning

and its customary use), are decided either by instances of persuasion50, in

\\'hich case the arbitration of differences is rational, or instances of violence

and force, in which case it lacks rationality.

Dccon-.truction and Pragmati.;m," Decanstructéon (wd Pro.ç;matésm, cd. Chantal Mouffc (London and New

York: Routlcdgc, 1996) 15.

4ï Rorty, 'rrayl(1r on Truth" 2n.
~H Ibid., 2~, «((1otnlltc 14).

4Y Ibid., 2~.

50 Including, ({Ir l'xclmplt', pLirliLimentary or academic dcbate. Ibid., 29, fO{ltnote 16.
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Rorty's position offers a language of understanding that is not rule­

determined, and which does not rest on a conception of capital-B Background

and 50, at first glance appears to show the fly the way out of the fly-bottle. But

it does 50 by abandoning altogether the notion of truth: the views that are

decided by the outcome either of 'persuasion' or by 'force' are unrelated to

\vhat is true or valid in relation to the people who are engaged in practices of

persuasion. In either case (persuasion or force) \vhat is true or valid for those

persuading or forcing does not impinge on meaning.

Therefore, abandoning the scheme/content distinction (the background) at

first glance seems promising, but it does not get us doser to our goal of cross­

cultural understanding. By accepting the radical equality of all truth-daims

\ve are left with no language to mediate, adjudicate or reconci1e them. And 50

\ve are at an impasse not unlike that described earüer: either we find a

comprehensive theory to unite conflicting claims, or we must accept the

incorrigibility of each of these daims. In Davidson and Rorty \\te find

examples of both sides of this disjunction: the former searching for a formaI

and unitary theory of truth that can he applied to particular used languages;

the latter abandoning the concept of truth altogether in favour of ' edification'

and the radical incomparability of all forms of life. The dialogical

\Vittgensteinians offer a way out of the impasse, and it is based on

\Vittgenstein's concept of a 'perspicuous representation'.

Die übersichtliche Darstcllung

\Vittgenstein's \vay of \veaning us from the from the craving for a general

theory of language, a comprehensive account of how language \vorks, or an

explanation that sets forth the essential features of language, is summed up in

the concept of 'Übersichtlichkeit', and 'die übersichtliche Darstellung'

commonly translated as 'survey', 'perspicuity' and 'perspicuous
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representation' .51 Gordon Baker has argued that the most direct route to

a ttaining an overview of Wittgenstein'5 method is to address the question of

\\That he meant by this concept.52 Indeed, the Investigations section 122 where

it is introduced, \Vittgenstein himself states that the concept of a perspicuous

representation "is of fundamental significance for us. It earmarks the form of

account we give, the \vay we look at things... ." According to Baker,

\ Vittgenstein uses the concept to explain two aspects of language: the use of

\\'ords (or what \Vittgenstein caUs their 'grammar'), and a ~econd order

(:oncem with different fornt:5 of representation (the way \ve look at things).

\Vhen our grammar has perspicuity, it means we abandon our contemptuous

attitude toward the particular cases, to the multiplicity of uses of our ,\\Tords,

the different ways of looking at the uses of our words.5 3 To have a

'perspicuous representation' is to '"comlnand a clear view of the use of our

\\'ords" and this is an understanding \vhich consists in "seeing connections"

among the variety of language-games and particular examples of use rather

than crea ting general theories and applying these to the examples and cases.

A main source of our failure to understand (when lIour grammar is lacking

in...perspicuity") occurs when we do not command a clear vie\v of the

irreducible plurality of uses of our \vords, \vhen \ve are held captive by a

'picture', and we cannot get outside it "for it lay in our language and language

51 The concept first appears in Wittgenstein, Remarks 07r fra=er's Go!dm BOllg/r cd. Rush Rhecs

(Brynmill, 1979) 8-9 and again in P/rilosopJrical [7It'estigations, Part 1, o;ection 122. ln addition to section 122,

WI tt~enstcin rai<iCS the concept of 'perspicuous representation' in Plrilosopllical !m.'t'stigatio1ls, Part 1, sections

B9-92. The prccursor of 122 is a remark in an earlier version of the Pllilosoplrica! [m'estigations - the TS 220,

"eetiono; 98- 100. See Gordon Baker, "Plrilosoplrica/ Int'estigationsSection 122: Ncglectcd

A"'pect":' iVittgt"1lstci7l'5 Plri!osopllical Investigations, cd. Robert L Arrington and Hans-Johan Glock (London

and Ne\\' Yllrk: Rüutledgc, 1991) 44 and Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgmstein: Tire [1uty oj CreniliS (London:

Vlntage. 1990) 310-311.

52 Fllr an excelle::' "Ynl'p..i<; ofthe debatc around the conù: r;t sec Bah-r, "Section 122" 3%8.

5 3 Sl'l' fbid., 52-53. Baker argues that it is thi-s 'o;econd-order' concem with different forms of

repre"'entatlon ofgrammar which is distinctive of what Wittgenstein callcd his mcthod.
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[seems] to repeat it to us inexorably" .54 A picture holds us captive \4lhen, in

Taylor's words, it "[sinks] to a level of unquestionable background

assumption", when it organizes and makes sense of 50 much of our lives that

it appears unchallengeable and hard to conceive alternatives to.55 ln such

cases \vhere we are unable to conceive of any other way of looking at the

\vorld, \ve are 'aspect-blind', unaware of the possible variety of aspects of

\\·ords (the variety of uses and therefore the variety of meanings) of language

and of our practices. \\Then we are held captive by a picture of the world, it is

an "unshakeable ideal", an insight into the very essence of phenomenon,

rather than one picture among many. "It is like a pair of glasses on our nose

through \\yhich we see \vhatever we look al. It never occurs to us to take them

off." That is, II [we] predicate of the thing \\'hat lies in the method of

representing it."56

The method of perspicuous representation is a goal and a strategy for

achieving this goal; it is both a process and a what Wittgenstein calls "the \vay

\ve look at things", a \\pay of understanding and acting in the world. To have

perspicuity is to have a comparative understanding, an awareness that there

may be various possibilities and different aspects; to have a comparative

understanding is to have clarity. Its purpose is to effect not just a change in

opinion, interpretation, or to make us 'see as', (to see some familiar object as

something or take \\'hat \\'e kno\\' as something). The goal of perspicuous

representation is to have a comparative analogical understanding: to free us

from 1aspect-blindness'- from deeply held \vays of thinking - and to expose the

variety of ways of seeing a matter at hand; to 'see connections' among the

similarities and differences in the irreducible plurality of human practices; to

54 Plrilosoplrical 11ll't"stisations, Part 1, section 115.

55 Charle.. Taylor, "PhJlo,",ophy and Its Hi ..tory," Pililosopizy in History ed. Rorty L't. al., 20-21.

5n l'Ililosophicai 11Il't'stigatlolls, Part r, ..cctions 103, 104.
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"regard a given case differently"57; to see the variety of concepts or language­

games, and the variety of aspects about them. Perspicuity means freedom

from the craving for generality and contempt for the particular case, from

deeply held self-understandings; perspicuity also means having a clearer self­

understanding of the assumptions underlying our practices, by bringing

aspects out into the open.

These goals of perspicuous representation are achieved by means of the

'survey', \\'hich is a technique of bringing hitherto unnoticed aspects of

phenomena to someone's awareness. The survey is a technique of

uassembling reminders for a particular purpose"58 of "substituting one form

of expression for another"59, of using 'intermediate cases'60 and 'objects of

comparison' .61 The survey then, can be used to free us from the captivity of

one language-game (a picture holding us captive)62 or it might help restore to

prominence a neglected or forgotten language-game. The survey is not a

'bird's-eye-view'; it is not like someone looking down on a city from a height

thereby commanding a dear vie\~l of the streets and neighbourhoods belo\\'; it

is not a view from nowhere. In a draft of his Phi/osophical Investigations

\Vittgenstein described the concept of 'perspicuous representation' as follo\\;s:

\Ve then change the aspect by placing side-by side with one system of
expression other systems of expression - the bondage in "'hich one
analogy holds us can be broken by pla~Jlg another [analogy] alongside
\vhich \ve can acknowledge to he equally \vell justified.63

57 rbid., Part l, section 144.

5H rbld., Part r, section 127.

59 rbld., Part r, section 90.

60 [bid., Part 1, ..ccbon 122.

hl [bld., Part 1, ..ections 130-31.

02 Ibid., Part l. ...echon.. 11 S, 130.

6) Ludwig Wittgen<.tl'in, rs 220, quoted in Baker "Section 122" 440.



•

•

70

The systems of expression and objects of comparison of the survey,

Wittgenstein tells us, are not IIpreparatory studies for a future regularization

of language - as it were first approximationsll but are meant to IIthrow light on

the facts of our language by way not only of similarities, but also of

dissimilarities." An object of comparison is not Ila preconceived idea to \",hich

reality must correspond" but IlSO to speak, a measuring rod."64 The survey

employs rival examples or pictures \vhich illustrate and explore the many

possibilities of the phenom~na in question or a technique of noting

similarities and differences behoveen various language-games. The survey

thereby shows how we are both grounded in certain conventional uses of

language, self-understandings, schemes or I,vays of seeing' and how' such

conventional self-understandings are part of an irreducible plurality of

possible \vays of seeing things.

\Vittgenstein's famous example of 'objects of comparison', what he calls the

survey, is to introduce 'games' as an analogy to 'language'. Beginning at

section 66 of the Investigations Wittgenstein guides his interlocutor through

the variety of games, pointing out that there is not one thing, or one set of

common properties, common to all games such that the word 1game' has an

essential meaning. Despite the absence of a common or essential property, the

use of the word 'game' is justified because there are similarities as weil as

differences; becaus~ there are 'family resemblances' in all the practices th.::t

together \ve calI 'games'; not a common use that unites the variety of

particular uses but "...a complicated netlvork of similarities overlapping and

criss-crossing."65

6 -1 rililosoplrical lm't·stigations, Part I. o;cctiono; 130-31.

fi 5 Ibid., Part 1, ...ectllln... 66-fJ7.
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The Comparative-Dialogical Wittgensteinians: Kuhn, Skinner and Taylor

The dialogical Wittgensteinians fol1o"y this 'comparative'1 family­

resemblance vie\\r of rational adjudication. For example Charles Taylor

explains ho\\' \\'e can avoid the impasse of two equal and opposite mistakes:

on the one hand, ignoring self-descriptions altogether and adopting a neutral

observation language; on the other h~'1d taking these descriptions "\\;th

ultimate seriousness, so that they become incorrigible" and so adopting a

form of conceptual or cultural relativism (\vhat Taylor céllls 'vulgar

\Vittgensteinianism'). Taylor's proposed alternative is a 'language of

perspicuous contrast' - a vie,v that "doesn't automatically assume that our

language of understanding is correct and that foreign languages are wrong"

but, on the contrary, starts with the assumption that "we may leam

something more about ourseIves as ,vell in coming to understand another

society." Taylor calls this lia form of realism which has leamt from...non­

vulgar \Vi ttgensteinianism":

Follo\\'ing this form of realism, the adequate language in \vhich "re can
understand another society is not our language of understanding, or
theirs, but rather \vhat one could calI a language of perspicuous
contrast. This ,,'ould be a language in \,"hich \\'e could formulate both
their \vay of life and ours as alternative possibilities in relation to ~ome

human constants at \\'ork in both. It \'\'ould he a language in \\rhich the
possible human variations \vould be so formulated that both our form
of lUe and theirs could he perspicuously described as alternative such
variations. Such a language of contrast might sho\\' their language of
understanding to be distorted or inadequate in sorne respects, or it
might sho\\' ours to be sa (in \\'hich case, we might find that
understanding them leads to an alteration in our self-understanding,
and hence our form of life - a far from unkno\\'1l process in history); or
it might sho\v both ta he SO.hh

hh Ch.:lrl~.,Taylor "Understanding and Explanati<m:' 2U5-206. Cf Charl~s Taylor,"Undcrstanding

.lnd EthnllCl'ntnclty," l'Iti/050rll,! al/Il tllC III/mail SciCllfCS: l'Itilo50rllicol Papas 2(Cambndgc:Cambridge

Unlvl.'r".ty PrL·...". 19Hn) 125-ln. Acn'rding tu Taylor hl'; nlltlOn of.:l 'Ianguage of p~r-.picuouscontra ...t' 1...

very c1{I ...e tu G.:ldamer' ... conCl'ptlOn of thc 'fusion of hon/ons'. Tayll1r, "Under.;tanding and ExplanOltilm"
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Despite his important differences "'Tith Taylor, Skinner's philosophyof

history accords \\,ith many of the comparative \Vittgensteinian assumptions

articulated in Taylor's vie\\', and \vith the concept of 'perspicuous

representation'. Describing \Vittgenstein's remark that 'nTords are also deeds'

as a "classic statement" of his O\\rtl alternative methodological

cornmitments,b7 Skinner develops an innovative historical

\Vittgensteinianism that caUs il to question the traditional methods of doing

history as a search for the e~sential meanings of a text or a causally­

deterrnining fixed context. Citing sections 43 and 79 of the PhiLosophicaL

Investigations Skinner responds to these historiographical practices by

arguing that the lIappropriate, and famous, formula" for historical

investigation is that we should look for not the essential or fixed meanings of

words, "but their use."hM Skinner's alternative approach is one in \\'hich lI\ve

must study all the various situations which may change in complex \vays, in

which the given form of \\'ords can logically be used - all the functions the

words can serve, ail the various things that can be done ",rith them."69 A

proper historical understanding is an ongoing and aspectival process in

which \\'e grasp \\,hat point a given expression might have had for the agents

who use it, I/\\That range of uses the expression itself could sustain."70 Skinner

describes his use-based historiography as fo110\\'5:

205.1 argue ln Chaptl.'r III, that th,.., conCl.'pt is \'ery close to Wittgenstl.'in's conceptillO llf 'Pl.''''''piCUllUS

rl·prc'l.'ntation'.

fi 7 Skinnl.'r alsll dcscribl.'s 'words arc dceds' as a "ccntral insight". Skinner, "A Reply to My
CrttIC,,"

,\kl111i1rs: and Contcxt, ed.Tully. 2Ml.

hS Ibid.

h4 Ibid., 55.

ïO Ibid.. Sn.
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...as soon as \ve see that there ;s no determinate idea to \4:hich various
\\"riters contributed but ooly a variety statements made l'vith the words
by a variety of different agents \\"ith a varlety of intentions, then \vhat
we are seeing is equally that history of ideas must focus on the various
agents \,"ho used the ideas and on their varying situations and
intentions for using them.71

And this approach, he attributes to \Vittgenstein:

... to explicate a concept. ..is to give an account of the meanings of the
terms habitually used to express il. And to understand the meanings of
such terms...is a matter of understanding their corr€ct usage, of
grasping \vhat can and cannot be said and done \vith them. 50 far so
good; or rather, so far so \Vittgensteinian, which 1 am prepared to
suppose amounts in these matter to the same thing.72

Skinner's approach is a survey of the IIgradual emergence of the vocabulary of

modem political thought"73 and like Wittgenstein, his aim is comparison:

recovering IIdiscarded traditions of thought"74 and retrieving the varlety of

things that IIhave been said and done \\"ith"75 concepts at earlier phases in the

history of \vestern culture in order to IIsupplement and correct" prevailing

and misleading restricted senses of \\"hat "can and cannot he said and done"7n

\\"ith various concepts of social and political philosophy. Skinner's aim is to

invoke the past as an object of comparison in order to question rather than

simply underpin contemporary beliefs.77

71 Qucmin Skinnl'r, "!\.lcamng and Undcrstandin~ln the Hi~toryof Idccl~" .\kI1IlÙlS al/d Coutt'xt:

(211("lIti1l Ski1I11t.'r alld 1lis Critics, ed. Tully, 56.

72 Skinner "The Idea of Negative Liberty," 19K

7J Sl'C Quentin Skinner {he F'Olmdat;oPlS of Modem Politica/ lhousht, vols. 1&: " (Cambridge:

C<1mbrtd~~University Pres.., 197H) back cover of pa~rbackedition. Cited in James Tully, "The Pen is cl

Mighty Sword: Quentin Skinncr' .. Analysis of Politics," Akall;PlS arrd Corrtext, cd. Tully. 17.

7 -+ Skinnl'r "The Idl'J of Negative Liberty" lY7.

75 IbId .• lYS.

7n IbId.

77 rbld .. 200.
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Skinner sho\\'s that by employing this method of Isurveying' the use of

concepts \ve can avoid assessing foreign beliefs from an historically-invariant

conception of truth and instead take seriously their 'rational acceptability'.

However Skinner insists this method does not entail, as the relativist­

conservative \Vittgensteinians suggest, "that \\/e are pr~cluded from asking

about the truth of unfamiliar beliefs on the ground that they can only be

understood as part of a form of life that Inay be ultimately no less cognitively

justifiable than our o\\'n." On the contrary, that ,vay of stating the thesis of

conceptual relativism "is self-refuting as it stands, embodying as it does the

statement of a preferred point of vie\v \\Thile denying that any such point of

view can be attained."7M

Skinner daims that the abandonment of an objective or an lextemal' standard

of reason does not ilpreclude the idea of assessing beliefs for their

rationality."79 Rejecting Rorty's daim that \·ve cannot hope to apply the

concept of rationality in the assessment of beliefs, Skinner argues:

\Ve need to begin be recreating as sympathetically as possible a sense of
\,'hat "'as heId to connect \\;th \"hat, and \vhat \vas held to count as a
reason for \\'hat, among the people ''le are studying. Othen\'ise \ve are
sure to commit the characteristic sin of the 'whig' intellectual historian:
that of imputing incoherence or irrationality where \ve have merely
failed to identify sorne local canon of rational acceptability. 1 cannot see,
ho\vever, \vhy it should be supposed to follo\\' that our interpretative
charity must ah\Oays he boundless. On the contrary, there rnay he many
cases in \'vhich, if \\/e are to identify \~/hat needs to he explained, it may
be crucial to insist, of a given belief, that it l,vas less than rational for a
given agent to have upheld it,MO

Thomas Kuhn agrees that abandoning ilsemantically-neutral" techniques for

7H 5kinnt..'r, "A Rt..'ply h.l ~'1y Cntics" 257.

iY Ibid., 243.

l'iO Ibid., 244. Skinnl'r elh..... Rorty, l'lrifosoplty alld tlre Afirror of Nature, 174.
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theory choice and "denying the existence of a vocabulary adequate to neutral

observation reports" does not rend~r impossible the task of choosing among

conflicting daims to truth:

One can deny, as Feyerabend and 1 do, the existence of an observation
language shared in its entirety by h,,'o theories and still hope to
preserve good reasons for choosing between them. To achieve this
goal, ho\\'ever, philosophers of science \\rill need to follo\,,' other
contemporary philosophers in examining, to a previously
unprecedented depth, the manner in \\rhich languag~ fits the \\'orld,
asking ho\v ternIS atldch to nature, ho\v those attachments are learned,
and ho\\' they are transmitted from one generation to another by
members of a language community.Ml

One of the "contemporary philosophers" Kuhn is referring to here is

\Vittgenstein and Kuhn's innovative philosophy of the sciences is in fact

directly influenced by the PhiLosophical Investigations .H2 In particular, Kuhn

accepts the basic assumptions of the 'language-games' and 'family

resemblance' arguments as he caTIs into question the traditional image of

science as either a highly rule-determined or relentlessly self-critical

enterprise. Kuhn turns to the games analogy, \Vittgenstein's comparative

pruiosophicai understanding, to argue that science is a collection of rational

practices even in the absence of a comprehensive theory or set of rules that

could unite its various elements. Kuhn's alternative image is one in \vhich

science is characterized by both tradition and innovation, in \\'hich

unquestioned, customary practices, rather than explicit ruIes, govern the day

ta day enterprise and in \vhich occasional revolutionary episodes punctuate

these conventional understandings.

HI Thllmas Kuhn, "Rel1ections on My Critics," Criticism and tlze Gro\(·th of l':'zowlt'dSt',ed.lmre

L.1killo.. ilnd Aliln Mu"gr.:':·.' (CJmbridge: Cambridge.' University Pr"'-", 1Q70) 234-235.

~2 Kuhn. Structllrt' of S(/t'llt~fic (\e.'Oll(tloIlS 3. See particularfy Kuhn' .. chJpte.'r V, l'ntitlt.'d "The

Pmmty llf P,Jrild igm.." whe.'rl' dirL'Ct rt'fcrence j-; madL' tu WittgenstL'in'-; [J/lilosop/lical Int't'stigations.
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Because proponents of different scientific theories are not in fact isolated from

the sodal and political imperatives that constitute their historical identities,

because they are Ulike members of different language-communities" the

languages of science cannot be understood. as ontologically superior to other

languages, as someho",· ilcloser to...the truth", or better representations of

JI\\'hat nature is really like" or "'what is really there."tU As Kuhn writes:

Perhaps there is sorne other \\ray of salvaging the notion of 1 truth' for
application to \"hole theories, but this one will not do. There is 1 think,
no theory-independent "'ay to reconstruct phrases like 1 really there';
the notion of a match between the ontology of a theory and its "real"
counterpart in nature no\,v seems to me illusive in principle. Besides,
as a historian, 1 am impressed with the implausibility of the vie\v. 1 do
not doubt for example, that Ne",'ton's mechanics improves on
Aristotle's and that Einstein's improves on Newton's as instruments
for puzzle-solving. But 1 can see in their succession no coherent
direction of ontological development. On the contrary, in sorne
important respects, though by no rneans aU, Einstein's general theory
of relativity is doser to Aristotle's than either of them is to Ne\vton's.
Though the temptation to describe that position as relativistic is
understandable, the description seems to me \vrong.84

Scientific understanding on Kuhn's vie\\t develops and progresses not

because its customary languages of understanding (its paradigms) correspond

to a description-independent or value-free truth. A scientific paradigm is

lIusually felt to he better" than its predecessors only in the sense that it is a

better instrument for discovering and solving puzzles neither because it

ans\\'ers "the same set of fixed problems in accordance l'vith the same set of

fixed canons...."85 nor that it conforms to uobservations that thernselves are

fixed once and for all by the nature of the environment and of the perceptual

l'iJ IbId., 200.

1'\4 Ibid., 20h-07.

1'\5 IbId., 1Jl't
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apparatus."Hn

Kuhn' s survey of the variety of historically-constituted scientific practices, his

perspicuous representation, is partly aimed at dislodging the presumption of

uniqueness of the fltraditional epistemological paradigm" that he correctly

attributes ta Descartes and replacing this picture holding us captive \\'ith a

comparative understanding of science. Showing similarities and differences

beh\"een the varlety of scientific paradigms, Kuhn succeeds in bringing to our

a\vareness an image that recognizes that customary scientific practices are

different '\\'ays of seeing things'. What Kuhn caUs 'normal scientific' activity

is not the notion that scientists have different interpretations of the same

description-independent reality but the vie\\' that they actually IIsee

differently" and 1I\\'ork in a different world."87

Highly consistent \'\"ith the Wittgensteinian vie\\T that informs it, Kuhn's

posi tion is that paradigms can he ranked in tenns of the \\Tay they classify and

describe a causally-independent reality but this 'reality' is not separate from its

classification or description. In other \vords Kuhn agrees \\rith the claim that

there is no such thing as description-independence even if there is causal

independence, but unlike Rorty and Davidson, \ve can still talk about

schemes and ranking them. In other \\'ords, Kuhn preserves the idea of a

'background' while accepting neither that it is a fixed and independent reality,

nor that aspects of it cannot be articulated and compared. For Kuhn at least,

there is a fact of the matter.

Taylor describes ms 'realism' in very similar terms, addressing not just ho\v

our language is used to understand causally-independent objects (as Kuhn

rlh Ibid., 120.

H7lbld., 121.
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does), but also ho"' our language is used to understand subjects as agents of

self-definition, \vhose practice is shaped by their understanding. In both cases,

Taylor rejects Rorty's daim that \ve should abandon the scheme/content

distinction, and defends a concept of the background. First Taylor argues that

",,'e can identify schemes as alternative ways of describing the same reality"

and "\\'e can sometimes rank them":

There are very important matters about ho\\' things \vork in our galaxy
\\'hich you can' t get a handle on unless you can distinguish stars from
planets (in our sense) "'hich orbit around them. A \vay of talking
\vhich puts the sun and Mars in the same category is going to be
incapable of dealing \\rith these. 50 it has to he replaced. Now...I haven't
appealed to anything in this example that Rorty doesn't also accept.
There are things \v'hich are causally independent from us (here the
stars and planets...). These things are causaUy related in various \vays.
Further these things can be classified in different \\'ays. Sorne
alternative classifications are rivais because they purport to allO\V us to
come to grips ,vith the same questions: here issues about the motions
and causes of motions of the earth and the heavenly bodies. Behveen
these, \ve can sometimes sho\v that one is superior to the other,
because it allo\\'s us to make plain important features of motion and
the causes of motion \\'hich the other fudges, misrepresents or makes
unstatable.HB

Coming to see this Ilat no point involves someho\\' grasping the \vorld

independently of any descnption":

So a scheme can' t be compared to reality unframed by any scheme. And
not all schemes can be ranked, because sorne raise quite different
questions. Indeed questions only arise because there are schemes. But
,,,hen aIl this is said, sorne schemes can be ranked; and ranked because
they permit us to grasp, or prevent us from grasping features of reality,
including causal features, \vhich \\'e recognize as being independent of
us. This is the nu .... ùf \vhat 1 \\'ant to call realism. It involves ranking

SI"I Cholrll:-' Tolylor, "RL'ply olnd R<.'-Llrticulcltllln: Cholrll:-' Tolyl(lr Replu.~..," 1'11l/ù<j.cJp/zy III .. \11 .·\Sl· of

l'Iurùlism, l,do Tully, 220,
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(sorne) schemes, and ranking them in tenns of their ability to cope
"Tith, allow us to knO\",r, describe, come to understand reality.H9

The second aspect of Taylor's defence of the background is the daim that it is

important to distinguish something like a scheme and content \\Then \\Te are

dealing \\'ith different IItakes" of very different cultures on nature and the

human condition. Taylor \vrites:

Here 1 think the Davidsonian rejection of the distinction runs us into
incoherence or \\'orse, The standard danger here is ethnocentrism,
misunderstanding the other because he! she is interpreted as operating
"'ith the same classifications as we are. The differences in behaviour
are then oiten simply coded as bad versus good.90

\Vhat is needed, Taylor states, is not the Davidsonian 'principle of charity',

which means IImake the best sense of them in \-\'hat we understand as sense"

but rather '''coming to understand that there is a very different \vay of

understanding human life, the cosmos, the holy, etc." Sorne\\There along the

line, he continues, you need "sorne place in your ontology" for something

like another "\vay of seeing things."91 This second claim is distinct from the

one that our language helps us understand a causally-independent reality.

The second daim identifies "the kinds of changes in self-understanding

\vhich change us." This is a change \vhich is not just the recognition of a

continuing reality, but nor is it simply a matter of changing realities justifying

changing descriptions. Taylor tells us that there is

...a change in description \vhich also alters \vhat is being described. And
yet \ve can also sometimes rank the descriptions as being more or less
self-clairvoyant, or more or less self-deluding. There is a complexi tv of

XY Ibid.

YI1 Ibid .. 221.

YI Ibid.
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relations here, \\'hich is not captured simply by saying that 1 make a
predicate true of myself by taking on the description, as Rorty seems to
be saying. ft is trivially true that 1make the predicate...'self-described
Montrealer' true of myself \\'hen 1 ans\ver your question \vhere 1come
from. But the \vhole dynamic bet\-\reen description, reality and truth,
noted in the previous paragraph \vill nonnally be absent in this second
case.IH

Taylor's point, one repeatedly made by lVittgenstein throughout his post­

Tractarian phiiosophylJ3 is that a frame\\'ork of explanation in the human

sciences is not about causally-in iependent objects \vhere the truths of such

causal po\vers do not change the objects, but is about the practices of self­

defining subjects; the explanation is interwoven in those practices in the

sense that it can transform those practices by being accepted by what the

theory bears upon. This connectedness bet\veen a language and what it

describes also suggest that it is inextricably connected ta a certain set of values;

a frame\vork cannot fail to contain sorne, even implicit conception of human

needs, \\'ants, desires and purposes - in short a notion of the goOO. 50 an

explanatory-frame\vork of our practices is also an evaluation of those

practices and can undermine, strengthen or transform the practice and self­

understanding that it bears upon.9 -1

In brief, the absence of neutral standards for adjudication does not entai!, as

\ Vinch suggests, that understanding the agent involves uncritically adopting

rus or her point of vie\v, or describing and accounting for \\That she does solely

in her o\vn terms, or those of his society and time.95 It does not entail, as

Rorty and Davidson suggest, that ,ve drop completely the idea that the

lJ2 rbid.

lJ J SeL' fllr exampk'l'Ililosoplricol ImJl'stisatiorrs, Part 1. ..cetiuns 23 and 570.

lJ4 Cha rie., Taylor, "Nl'utraltty in Politieal Science," f'lrilosopllicol Papus 2, SS-YO Jnd "PlIlitieal

Thl'ory a'" Practiœ," Social f "cory LI/Id l'oliticol l'roctice: WO~f501l Col/rgc 1("ct/tr('s 1Y81, L·d. Chri..t(lpher

Lloyd (O,fllrd: Clarendon Pn.·...., lYS]) YI-IlS.

YS TcJyhlr, "Undcf'-lilnding .Jnd Ethnocentrieity" 117.
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background can be represented at all and instead opting for a practice of

scheme-free 'persuasion'. lnstead Kuhn, Skinner and Taylor propose

comparison (perspicuous representation) as a technique of rational

persuasion rather than presenting persuasion a rational end in itself. It is this

crucial concept of 'perspicuous representation' that gets missed by the

argument of a unitary and determinate background, and its opponents who

argue that 'persuasion' is \vhat mediates, adjudicates, arbitrates or reconciles

conflict. The comparative-dialogical \Vittgensteinians argue that to have a

clear understanding, to have 'perspicuity', to knO\\~ ho"~ to distinguish correct

and incorrect use of our \\'ords, is not simply to he persuaded by one use or

another, but to have comparative understanding.

Failing to see ho\\' comparison is part of the dialogical practice of persuasion

can result not only in misunderstanding but, as Wittgenstein himself notes

in On Certainty, the ""orst kinds of ethnocentrism. In a group of remarks

\vritten near the end of his life, \Vittgenstein explains \vhy rational

arbitration cannot simply be reduced to 'persuasion', \vhy the practice of

persuasion alone is not, as Rorty suggests, the alternative to force, but in a

certain sense can be part of it. He describes a situation in \\'hich \\'e meet

people \\'ho do not accept \vhat \\"e calI a 'good ground', such as a principle of

physics.

Instead of the physicist, they consult an oracle. (And for that \ve
consider them primitive.) Is it \Vfong for them to consult an oracle and
be guided by it?-If \ve calI this "\\70ng" aren't \ve using our Ianguage­
game as a base from \\'hich to combat theirs?

And are \ve right or \\Tong to combat it? Of course there are all sorts of
slogans \vhich \,"ill be used to support our proceedings.

\\'here h\·o principles really do meet \\'hich cannot be reconciled \vith
one another, then each man declares the other a fool and heretic.
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1 said 1 \\'ould 'combat' the other man,-but \\'ouldn't 1 give him
reasons? Certainly; but ho\\' far do they go? At the end of reasons
cornes persuasion. (Think what happens \\,hen missionaries convert
natives.)9ft

These remarks resemble a line of argument from the Rl?marks on Frazer's

Golden BOll~h, recognized as among \Vittgenstein's earliest attempts to

formulate his ne\\' philosophical position. Wittgenstein rejected James

George Frazer's attempt to judge the practices of IIp rimitivell societies from

the point of vie\\' of the scientific practices of contemporary European

societies. Frazer's account made these practices "appear as mistakes" as

IIs tupid actions."97 Rather than assurning that unfamiliar practices are done

1I0ut of sheer stupidity", as error, our explanations of different \vays of üfe or

practices, Wittgenstein argues, should be based on the assumption that there

are reasons-in-practice:

The same savage who, apparently in order to kiU his enemy, sticks his
knife through a picture of him, reaIly does build his hut of \\'ood and
cuts his arro\\' \vith skill and not in effigy.9H

The lesson here is that freeing ourselves from the craving for generality,

abandoning our contempt for the particular, learning by examples and cases,

does not automatically land us in Rorty's camp. To have a perspicuous

representation is not sirnply to be 'persuaded' (converted) but to be persuaded

and converted voluntarily through reasons and comparative dialogue. This

is to say that understanding is dialogical - an activity engaged in \\;th others

\\'ho see things differently (i.e. have different analogies). It is not only the

activity of persuading, training and explaining to someone ,,,ho doesn't

Ytl t >1{ Ca/am/y, ......'cllon... n(lY-612.

Y7 Ronarks 0/1 f ra:n'~ Co/Linz ROI/Sil, le.

y HIbid., ole.
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kno\\·, but it is also the activity of giving reasons, seeking mutual

understanding and agreement. An account of rational arbitration must

explain the central practices of 'understanding' such as exchanging reasons in

discussions in politics or in the humanities and social sciences, or in cross­

cultural understanding and not simply the act of truth-free persuasion.

\\'hat \Vittgenstein seems to tell us is that it is only \vhen 'persuasion' is

connected to 'comparison' that it loses its missionary aspect", and cames its

democratie dialoglCal ones. ln Skinner's \\'0rds, "if as historians we come

upon contradictory beliefs, \\'e should start by assuming that \ve must in sorne

\\·ay have misunderstood or mistranslated sorne propositions by \vhich they

are expressed." He adds: "to treat all interpretations as failures unless they

yield complete intelligibility is to adopt an unduly optimistic vie\v of \vhat \-'te

can hope to bring back \\;th us from the foreign lands of the past."99

And 50 it is this concept of perspicuous representation that distinguishes the

conservative and relativist \Vittgensteinians from the comparative-dialogicai

ones, such as Skinner, Taylor and Kuhn. Each attempt to free the modem

identity from the terms of a certain received 'common sense', and each

mobilize a historical 'survey' to do so. This is apparent in Kuhn's

comparative history of the varied conventional practices of science; in

Skinner' 5 use of history to free us from the domineering post-civic humanist

conceptions of liberty; and Taylor's historical survey of the heterogeneous and

polysemie sources of the modern identity. In each case of 'grammar' that these

authors survey, namely, science, liberty and the self these authors each

identify an underlying monologicaI and unilingual picture that so captivates

these evaluative descriptive terms and the modem practices they bear upon,

that "'e cannot even see \\,hat an alternative could conceivably look like. Each

YY Skinner"A Reply to \1y Critic.," 25H. 25Y.
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identifies a conceptual understanding and set of practices that are expressed as

unshakeable ideals, as the essence of science, liberty and the self and in each

case the three comparative-dialogical Wittgensteinians offer a perspicuous

representation to, in Taylor's words ushow the [picture] as one possible

construal among others, rather than the only conceivable picture... of the

\\'orld"llJlJ and IIto make people multilingual philosophically about the

politY." 101

III. Convention and Innovation in Current Wittgenstein Scholarship

l am not trying to suggest that the comparative-dialogical Wittgenstein do not

have important differences. White they aIl reject the idea that our forms of

life are rule- and context-determined and while they all take the

\Vittgensteinian tum to\\'ards indeterminacy, the three comparative­

dialogical \Vittgensteinians 1 survey sho\v differences in the sort of attitude

they do take up to the 'background'. They start from the position of analogical

and practical reason, (the background is the motley of practices), and then go

on in slightly different \\'ays in their projects of bringing some aspects of this

background into the foreground in order to capture different aspects of

linguistic use. These differences are apparent particularly beh\'een Skinner

and Taylor.

On Charles Taylor's account, he makes sorne background conventions

partially explicit, these give us a sketch of a moral source that gives expression

ta the outlook of an age or period, and \\'e should affirm this as one aspect of

the modern identity. On Quentin Skinner's account, he makes sorne

background conventions partially explicit, these give us a sketch of

100 T.:lylor, "PhillNlphy .:lnd fts Hi... tory" tH.

lOI Ch.:lr!e... T .:lylpr. ',hl' Phllo.;ophy of thl' Sllclal SOl·nn"..," f'ofit;ca/ / /rl'ory ami /'(l!it;ca/

Fdllca/IOPI, L'd. \felvin RIchter (Pnnœtlln: Princeton UOIVl'l""'lty Pn·....., l'JHO) H'J.
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conventional or normal usage, and then he goes on to ask ho\\' authors have

contested these in an age or period, rather than affirmed them, for example

Machiavelli on virtri , and this in tum is used in comparison to the present to

free ourselves from our normal conventions or background, for example

around liberty. This difference benveen an attitude of affirmation on Taylor's

part and creative contestation on Skinner's is important and fundamental.

Taylor's SOUfces of the Self is \\ntten in support of an attitude of affirmation

of the goods of the present, ,,"hereas Skinner's \\Tork is \\Titten more in an

attitude of taking up an agonie or contestatory attitude to\vards prevailing

conventions. This distinction is too crude, of course, since both Taylor and

Skinner "'ish to affirrn sorne things and contest others, but, nonetheless,

there is something different in the orientations of their work as a \vhole.

\Vittgenstein ackno\\Tledges both these attitudes in the PJrilosophical

11l'l.'e<;fi~atiolls, Part l, \vhere he \\ntes:

499. To say IIThis combination of \vords makes no sense" excludes it
from the sphere of language and thereby bounds the domain of
language. But l'Then one dra\\Ts a boundary it may be for various kinds
of reason. If [ surround an area \\Tith a fence or a line or othen\Tise, the
purpose may be to prevent someone from getting in or out; but it may
also be part of a game and the players he supposed, say, to jump over
the boundary; or it may be to she\\T \\,here the property of one man ends
and that of another begins; and so on. 50 if 1 dra\v a boundary line that
is not yet to say \\'hat 1 am dra\ving it for.

500. \\Then a sentence is called senseless, it is not as it \\'ere its sense
that is senseless. But a combination of \vords is being exduded from the
language, \\Tithdra\\Tn from circulation.

To judge something to be nonsense, is to heed or to erect a boundary, and

\\'ittgenstein reminds us that boundaries are dra\\'n by liS, and for quite
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different reasons. 102 Boundaries are not permanently fixed, and the meanings

they have are not given once and for aU by their lessence'. A certain kind of

freedom is possible \\Tithin boundaries: they may be re-dra\\" or ignored,

\\rhat is nO\\T included could later he excluded, l'That can be \\;thdral''1l from

circulation could later be introduced.l03

This \vay of explaining 'understanding' in tenns of indeterminate boundaries

is deeply at odds \\;th \\That 'Vittgenstein calls in the Bille Book 'our craving

for generality' and 'the contemptuous attitude to\\rard the particular case'.

General explanations are ones that equate philosophy as exclusively the

practice of drawing essentiai boundary lines or exclusively the practice of

calling them into question. But Wittgenstein \vrites in section 201 of the

ltl'uestigatioll5 that IIthere is a \vay of grasping a rule...\vhich is exhibited in

\\·hat ',"e caU 'obeying the ru.le' and Igoing against ir in actual cases." It is not

the general or fixed character of a rule or boundary tha~ holds it place, but

ongoing practice. Practice is not the traditional use of an essential ruIe, or

being bound by its limits, but being bound by a rule and going against it too.

Part of the practice of foUo\\'ing a rule is also engagement in the ongoing

activity of questioning it, arguing in accordance \\;th it, and altering it as \\Te

go along. 104

Follo\\Ting a rule, understanding it, grasping its meaning, is both 'obeying ir ­
follo\\'ing its conventional boundaries - a lld 'going against it' - adopting an

102 As nuted by Edwards, LOlies witlzout l'ltilosoplty 109. Edwards continue.,: ''The cammso( sense

arc nut gl ven (mcc and fllr ail; thcy vary olt di ffcrent times, for diffcrent pCf'on"i, and for many rl.'Olsons. To ...el.'

,udgemcnt.. of ...en..;c Olnd nonSL'n-.c in this light tends tn dimmish thcir Olpparcnt 'ob;ectîvity' Olnd tn makc

phllo'llphlc.J1 criticism that dcpL'nl. ~ dn such ;udgcmcnts -;cem much les... ' ...cientific' ...tnce to mOlkc ..,uch a

ludgl'mL'nt is ju-;t tn cali to attcntion tu cJ buundary that somcune...has dra,..·n in IcJnguclgc for a particular

purpOSL'. Il 1" a grammatlcOlI rL'm<lrk: 'Wc don't talk like thal.' Wc dun't cm.... thcJt bound.1ry." Ibid.

103 IbId .• 1 ]()-111.

1Dol '"' .. J<lme.. Tully Jrgucs in "WittgL'nstcin .lnd Plliiticai Philo...ophy" 1HS-SY.
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ethic of critical inquiry into the boundary's limits, and discussing alternatives

to these limits, calling into question one conventional boundary at a time and

seeking to go beyond it.10S ln other \\'ords, \\'e cannot understand concepts

Iike 'justice', 'liberty', 'the self', or 'science', by simply searching for \vhat is

definitive about them, because this search for definition is to privilege

obcd ic nec at the expense of criticaL reflectio1l. Conceptual boundaries are

limits, but they are not unshakeable ideals that Uyou can never get outside" of

because "there is no outside; outside you cannot breathe... "IOn On the other

hand, it makes no sense to criticaUy contest or 'go against' a concept that does

not exist, that \\'e aren't 'obeying' in the first place. Vou cannot 'go against' a

mIe if you don't kno\\' it, and kno\\'Îng a rule means being bound by it. As

\\'ittgenstein succinctly states "\Vould it make sense to say, 'If he did

something different every day \ve should not say he \\~as obeying a rule'? That

makes Il 0 sense."107

IV. Conclusion

Family Resemblances in Kuhn, Skinner and Taylor

The concept of a 'perspicuous representation' offers at least three alternatives

to the vie,," offered by Rorty and Davidson, alternatives \\'hich together

characterize the family resemblance among Taylor, Skinner and Kuhn. First,

ins tead of rejecting moral realism or formalizing truth to a particular

language, Charles Taylor, Quentin Skinner and Thomas Kuhn each accept, in

their O\\'n ,\"ays, versions of realism: our moral languages are \\'ays of

understanding reality, or the truth, and these languages can be ranked and

compared. Furthermore \\'hat is Irational', \\'hat is arbitrable by reason, is \vhat

is believed true and "'hat is believed to correspond to reality. It is on the basis

lOS rbld.

l Oh /'J/llù::iorlt I(al llli:'l'stlgatiolls, Pa rt 1, "t..'ctlon 103.

1[Ii Ibrd., P.:lrt l, "l'ctilln 227.



•

•

88

of their 'realist' positions that each subscribe to a 'persuasion' vie,,' of rational

arbitration. That is rather than defining rational arbitration exclusively as

persuasion, they see the latter as an aspect of comparative dialogue about the

truth.

Second, because \\'hat dominant ideas prevail and persist are not just the

outcome of practices of persuasion but also their truth, the explanation of

their fate and prevalence cannot therefore be separated from judgements as to

their truth or vaiidity in relation to the needs of the people "'ho live under

them. Thus, Quentin Skinner \\Trites: "If \\'e encounter an ideology \\rhich \\"e

find to be true to the needs of the society living under it, \\Te are sure to treat

that very fact as part of the explanation for its success."10S And this explains

Thomas Kuhn's insistence that the history of science be studied not from the

point of vie\\' of a "our present vantage", dismissing oider vie\\'s "as mere

mistakes" but from the vie\\Tpoint that gives older vie\vs "maximum internaI

coherence".l (}9 The realist version of 'persuasion' includes it as part of a

comparative strategy to mediate, arbitrate or reconcile conflicting daims to

truth; and this comparative strategy is not devoid of the practice of giving

reasons. The dialogical \Vittgensteinians see 'persuasion' as an aspect, a tool,

of democratic comparative dialogue on the applications of various appraisive,

or evaluative-descriptive vocabularies (such as 'justice', 'science', 'liberty') to

our social and political \,'orld; \\'hich is another \\Tay of saying that

comparative dialogue is used to arbitrate, mediate or reconcile varying

conceptions of the 'good' - \\"hat is considered valuable, \\Torthy, admirable,

lOS 5klnnL'r, "A Rcply tu \1y Critlc,," 237.

1OY Kllhn, Structure of ~nolt~fic Re.'otutioHs, 3 ilnd Thllmù'" Kuhn, "Prl'fùcl'," 1lu' 1 ssoftial 1('rrsioll:

Sc/l'de" Stlld le.; 11l SCH'llt ~fit: 1radl! HJ1l ami C/rall,":c (ChICùMO .:Jnd London: Thl' Uni ve,....lty of Chic.lho Pn'......,

\l..J7ï) ),,1-\11.
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\\"hatever \\'e consider of crucial importance.1 1()

The third point (to \\'hich the second is really a corollary) has to do ,,'ith the

concept of background. Unlike Rorty and Davidson \\'ho insist that \\'e have

ta abandon the concept of a background (a scheme) because \ve have to

abandon 'representational-independence' (that is, description-independence),

\ Vittgenstein re-invents the concept of representation as co ln pa ri50 n and re­

invents the background as the 'flo\\' of life'; the background callnot be

represented in description-independent terms, but sorne aspects of the

background can be brought into the foreground (can he 'retrieved' or

1 articulated') for the specific purpose of comparison. The practice of

comparison is a strategy that can he used for various purposes: to challenge

the primacy of a practice, by retrieving the inarticu1ate assumptions

embedded in the practice, and thus making alternatives dearer; to restore a

practice, by identifying the higher or motivating ideal behind more or less

debased or marginalized practices; or to reach an understanding, agreement or

negotiated settlement among conflicting forms of life, by comparing and

contrasting aspects of the background: the "background of distinctions' in

Taylor's \\'ords, the 'appraisive vocabulary' in Skinner's, the prevailing

scientific 'paradigm' in Kuhn's.

Indeterminacy, Circumscription and Comparative-Dialogue

In the discussion that ensues, 1 \\'ill sho\\' that \\'e do not need to accept the

relativist and conservative \Vittgensteinian view of the background as either

unitary and determinate or non-existent, nor do "'e have to accept the

practice of truth-free persuasion to mediate, adjudicate or reconcile conflicting

daims to the truth. \Vhat \\'e find \\'Ïth the comparative-dialogical

1 J () J bt1rww this wnCl:ptwn tlf the..' '~llOd' from Cholrlc~TiJylor $ourù's vf tilt' $t"{f: I/lt" ,\ rakius of tllt'

.\10.il'r1/ IdClltlty (C.lmbndgl', \1<1......: H<1rvard Umvcr--Ity Prl·......, lYHY) 41. S'J.
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\Vittgensteinians is a three-fold conception of the background that frees it

from the epistemological straight-jacket and restores its legitimacy as a

philosophical concept.

First, the background is the flo\\' of human practices, thE' bustle of life, and

things ,,'hich are causally independent of those practices that are causally

related;

Second, the background is not something that can he understood unframed by

any scheme. Aspects of the background (bath the flo\\' of human practices and

the causally independent objects) can be brought into view for specific

purposes, although that 'bringing into vie"" is not \vhat makes our concepts

usable. \Ve designate various names for this 'bringing into vie"" such as

mIes, boundaries, aspects, categories, schemes, frame\'\'orks, strong­

evaluations, '\\'ays of seeing', conventions, uses, paradigms, language-games,

forms of life. This 'bringing into vie",J is deeply value-Iaden and conforms to

prevailing social and political conventions because it cannot be separated

from the indeterrninate practices it attempts ta explain and categorize.

Third, sorne classifications, "~ays of seeing, schemes can be ranked and

compared - not to the background unframed, but to each other in terrns of the

\vay they capture, point ta, identify or grasp certain features of the

indeterminate background and also according to the social or political

purposes for \vhich the boundaries \vere dra",'n in the first place,

These three aspects of the concept of background: indetenninacy, purposive

circumscription and comparative persuasion, are aU evident in the

\Vittgensteinians that this dissertation \vill survey. It is for this reason that 1

adopt the term 'comparative-dialogical' as a family resemblance concept ta
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designate their overlapping similarities. For Taylor the background is a locus

of unresolved questions of struggle and tension something neither definitive

nor final but \vhich can nevertheless be articulated and continually

challenged; for Skinner, the background is the motley of practical conflicts

giving rise to the creative contestations of innovating ideologists; for Kuhn,

there is no paradigm-independent \vay of describing the background ('\\'hat is

reaUy there') so science has to be understood as a collection of 'different

H'orlds' of different \\'ays of seeing, as an 'essential tension' "ehveen tradition

and innovation, divergent and convergent thinking, a set of received beliefs

and arbitral1' elements.

\ \'hat has not been clearly recognized is that in spite of their important

differences this \Vittgensteinian 'praxis of language', this elucidation of

persistence and change, is clearly evident in each of these philosophers, in

Taylor's 1 philosophical anthropology', Skinner' s history of social and politicai

ideas, and Kuhn's history and philosophy of the sciences. Each has accepted a

reading of \Vittgenstein \\'hich is greatly at odds \\'ith the relativist and

conservative vie\\' and this reading plays a significant role in each of their

accounts of reason and human understanding.



• CHAPTERIII

Charles Taylor's 'Background of Distinctions' and
'Language of Perspicuous Contrast'

l. Introduction: A Philosopher of Community or Plurality?

•

Charles Taylor' s \\·ork can he situated in the conternporary debate about the

relationship beh\reen constitutional democracy and a politics that recognizes

diverse cultural identities. \\'hile there is a grovâng recognition that \\'e live

in an age of pluralisrn, there ·s \\'idespreé1d disagreement al eut ,vhether it is

possible to reconcile the seemingly incommensurable and ïrreducible

plurality of cultures, values and conceptual frameworks. Among those \vho

agree that such a reconciliation is possible, there is disagreement about \vhat

that reconciliation amounts to: whether it necessarily entails a single uniform

or comprehensive frame\vork in which the plurality must be reconciled; or

\vhether the plurality of values must he transvalued into a plurality of

interlocutors \,pitron one common mode of conversation in \\'hich differences

could be reconciled; or \vhether reconciliation is negotiated and conditional,

on the basis of recognizing and affirming rather than overcoming the

irreducible plurality. In short, there is no dear ans"'er to the question about

\,·hat reconciliation should be in a age of pluralism. One ans,,·er cornes from

Charles Taylor. 5ince 1989 vdth the publication of his magisterial Sources of

the Self, Taylor has sought to retrieve the heterogeneity and multiplicity of

the human identity. \Vith the recent publications The AJalaise of AJodernity,l

AIlllticlllturalism: Examinillg the PoLitics of Recogllitioll,2 PlriLosophy Ùl Ail

Age of PluraLism,3 RecollciLing the SoLitudes: Essays on Calladiall Federalism

1 Charles T.:lylor, n,t' .\10Iai5(, of Afodt'mity (Concord: Anansi, IY91).

l Ch.:lrl«..... Tayll1r, "Thl' Plllitics of Recognition." tv1/1lticlIltllraiism I"xami"i"g tilt' l'o/itics of

f\tYiJSlIltioll, ed. Amy Gutmc.1n <Prinœtlln, N.J: Princetlm Univl.'r-ity PrL'...... IYY~) 25-ï3.
3 Jùme" Tully, l-d, l'Illlo50plly ;11 ar, Age of l'I/lra/ism Il,C l'llllosophy of Charlcs l "y/or 111 r...!'lt'sti01l,

(C.lmbndgl': C.:Jmbndgl.' UnJVL-r"ity Pres..., 19'J4).
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and Natiollalism,4 and PJzilo50phicai Arguments,S \\'e have an opportunity

to examine more dosely Taylor's contribution to this important debate.

Ho\\"ever, in order to understand Taylor's position it \\"ill be necessary to dear

up a number of conceptual misunderstandings that have emerged about rus

philosophical approach. The misunderstanding stems from Taylor's daim

that the goal of reaching a 'common' human understanding, is possible.

\Vhat Taylor's interlocutors have understood by this and other similar daims

is that the kind of reconciliation of diversity that he is proposing is on the

basis of a unitary or 'communitarian' vie\\" of human agency that entails the

promotion, advancement, or advocacy of particular conceptions of the good

life, or cultural forms, or that entails that 'the community' replace 'the

individual' as the foundation of morality. Consider the various contributors

to Philosophy in an Age of Pluralism, \\'ho rally around this picture of

Taylc~ h That Taylor founds understanding in 'the community' is a daim so

conventionally held, that it appears both in charitable7 and uncharitable

-+ Charte... Taylor, Raollcilillg t1ft' SOlitllde's: fssays 011 Canadian ft'dcralisrn and Natiolla/ism, cd. Guy

L<1fore"t (Montr~al & Kingston: McGill-Qucen' ... Univer-;ity Pre....., 1Y'J4).

5 Ch.:lrll'", Taylor, l'IlIlosopllical ArSrlmm/5 (Cambridge, MolS...: Harvo1rd Univer""lty Press, lY'JS).

h S(.'e particularly l';o1l<lh Berlin, "Introduction," l'llllosoplry il1 AI/ "'se of Pluralisrn, 2-3; Su...an

j..lme", "'ntl'rn..ll .:md External in the Work of DC'iCartl's:' Ibid., 7; Quentin Skinner, "Modemity and

Di.;enchantment: Some Historieal Rdlcctions," Ibid., 37-4M; Damel M. Weinstock, "The Political Theory of

Strong EV.lI uation," Ibid., 172.

7 Sel' for exampll', Vincent DescombL'S, "(s Therc an Objective Spirit?" Ibid., 107. Stephen Mulhall

..lnd Adam SWift argue that according to Taylor the human idcntity is "deriwd from the IingUl ... tic

communlty." The)' ..1 Iso c101im tho1t T.Jylor's vie\V is tho1t our moral judgement>; o1nd intuitions "arc cssentially

capable llf r..ltillnal dueidation or .lrticulatilln, a proccss th..lt require.. thl' inVl1Co1tllln llf fundamental and

\.....de-rilnging l'V..lIU<1tiv(.' fram(.'work..., o1lso dcriving fTom th(.' cllmmunlty." Stephen Mulhall o1nd Adam Swift,

/lh'rJ/' :1IId c'emmll111/11rHm5 (O,ford: Bl.lckwell, 1992) 102. Th .... 1" ..1 ml.. le..lding rCclding llf ',lrlicul.:ttion'

..lnd 'l'v.:tluatlon', ..1 pOint 1wdl r(.'turn to bdow.
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readings of Taylor's ,,'ork.oS The various commentaries, both sympathetic and

hostile, take rus use of 'common understanding' to mean either a

homogeneous or unifonn undt:rstanding, such as a single goal, an

harmonious collective action, an encompassing common good, or common

uses of reason; or they see it as the uncritical acceptance of or subjection to the

authority of a traditional \vay of life, our inherited values and institutions; or

they take it as the endorsement of a single principle of morality or politics

from \\"hich everything can bp deduced, he that in 'the community' or

hurnanity' s 1 communal nature'.

~lY aim in this chapter is to encourage a ne\v way of looking at Charles

Taylor's philosophy to suggest that there is another l"ay seeing \vhat Taylor is

up to, by calling into question the eonventional pieture. 1 \'\till argue that the

concept of 'understanding' is for Taylor not based on community agreement

but in a multiplicity of different and similar uses, in bcth unity and

difference. In this regard, Charles Taylor is not a philosopher of community,

but a philosopher of plurality. 1 will support this vie\v by surveying

unnoticed aspects of Taylor's philosophy, for the purpose of seeing his project

differently. The path that 1 intend to take is to go to \Vittgenstein, one of the

overlooked influences of Taylor, and sho\\' the parallels that exist behveen

H ln less charitable, more caricatural, readings ofTayl<lr this 'community foundation' reading of

'common undcr->t.lnding' is taken to mean that sorne libt.!ral institutions should be dispcnsl.'d wlth or curtallcd,

llr \'\'Ol"'-l.', th.lt liberal practlccs "should be razcd and rl'placed bya system œlcbrating the ..upremacy of

,ociety llVl.'f the mdlvldua!." Sec Nanc)' Rosenblum. "Plurahsm and Self-Defence," I.lbcralism Qlld tilt' A1ùra/

11ft', L'd. Nancy Roscnblum (Cambridge. Mass: Harvard University Press, 19M9) 216.The comml'nt in footnllte

14. pagl' 2K3 "'ugge...t~ that Rn"'(.·nblum does not rcally undcrstand Taylors notion that human understolnding

mu ... t al/lH'" the "otherncss to bc". She cquatt.-s this vic\\' \Vith crcating "more space" a point to ,vhich 1 will

rcturn bl'Io\\'. Sec .llso Stephen Hlllmes, ''The Perffiolnent Structure llf Antiliberal Thought," Ibid ., fn 21, page

2&1. At be... t, Holmes' article rcads ...,.re like a political pamphlet than an es~ay whost.' alm is to reach an

undel"'-tanding. At WOf"'t, it is simply one gross charactcri/ation aftcr .Jnother. For l'xample sel' page 2))

whl.·rc Holml.... Jq;ue"i that by im'l,king the 'good', philo"iophcrs IikeCharks Taylor leave out the "prominent

placc of a ...elfle...... cfuclty in hum.ln tlffair-;" ...uch as, religJllu'" fund.lmcntali,m, tcrnm..m and dhnlc w.lrfJrl.'.

.-\1"'0 "'l'l.' page 234 \vhere Hlllml·... makes a prcposh:rous Cl1mpJrbon tll fascism.
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them. Comparing the t\\'O thinkers will allo\\' us to understand more

perspicuously ho\\' Taylor proposes that the seemingly divergent values and

frame\\'orks of modernit)' can he reconciled, ho,,' a common understanding

can be achieved in a ,,'ay that is not homogeneous or based on blind

acceptance of tradition or an endorsement of a single principle of morality. By

retrieving the \Vittgensteinian sources of Charles Taylor's \\'ork, the chapter

\\'il} sho\\' ho\v Taylor's search for a common language does not entail

uniformity, homogeneity, harmony or common use; nor i~ it grounded in an

uncritical acceptance of our institutions and practices; neither is it founded

on nor does it assume the acceptance of a single, or set of, all-embracing

principles of polities or morality from \vhich everything can he deduced, such

as ' the commumty'.

1 \\"ill sho\\' ho\v Taylor's reconciliation of differences is achieved by

recognizing and affirming, rather than overcoming, irreducible plurality and

the conditional nature of any reconciliation.9 This conditional reconciliation

is constituted by the "language of perspicuous contrast"- a language that

recognizes that understanding embodies an implicit background of

distinctions that mark out our sense of \\'hat is valuable, sorne of which can

be articulated \vhen \,·e try to come to understand others. This language of

contrast starts from the irreducible plurality of values, cultures and forms of

reflection, and aims at a common understanding (a reconciliation). But

Taylor does not use 'common' to mean a uniform or fixed foundation of

understanding. He argues that the language of common understanding can be

a language "to understand and mediate cultural difference", a lilanguage for

alternative modemities, different \vays of living the political and economic

4 .-\ .. Tully \lb.,cr\'l'.... In th,-' "Prefacl''' tol'Iulosor"y i" an :1.,\1' of l'lurl1/ism, "IV. Sl't.' a/"'(l Guy

L.lfure..t' .. c.lrl'ful trl'atnll.'nt llf Tolyi('r' .. wC1rk, "Phill,.,l'phy .md Political Judgcment ln a !\1ultmatilmal

Fcderatllm," Ibid., lY-l-20Y and hl' "Introductwn," Raollâlillg tll(' Solitudes, i'\-:\v.
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structures that the contemporary ages makes mandatory", and a language for

ncultural diversity or finding a \vay of understanding modemity \\Fhich

makes room for these alt~matives."1 0

The Dialogical Self

In many important respects, Charles Taylor's philosophy shares little \\rith

that of \Vittgenstein. Taylor is kno\vn for the influence of Aristotle, Hegel,

the Romantic conceptions of lanruage of Herder and Humboldt, the

phenomenological tradition uf ~lerleau-Pontyand Heidegger and the post­

Heideggerian hermeneutical tradition of Gadamer and Ricoeur. Moreover

sorne have argued that Taylor's philosophy is greatly at odds \\ith that of

\Vittgenstein.ll My aim is not to deny these important influences, nor is it to

deny the many important differences between Taylor and \Vittgenstein.

Rather 1 intend to dra\\" our attention to the significant similarities, family

resemblances, beh\"een these hvo important thinkers, similarities that may

not be easily seen. In so doing my aim is to expose a new possibility for

understanding the richness of Taylor's political philosophy. Understanding

Taylor \\"ili in turn help us better understand the modem political identity in

an age of pluralism.

The first aspect of Taylor's use of common understanding, is the analogy he

rnakes \\·ith a continuing conversation. In response to Vincent Descombes,

Taylor points out that the paradigm example of his use of 'common' is a

conversation \vhere lIone speaks and the other listens, then the roles reverse,

but unlike singing in unison or chanting slogans in the square, there is

ah\'ays a difference in raie at any moment."12 The difference he dra,,'s is \\-ith

III Taylor "Prefacc," l'III/osarllica/ /'r~lImrllt5, xi, xii.

1 1 SL'L' Tully, "\\'Itth cn...tl'In and Plllttic411 Phill1"'Ophy" .

12 Tayll1r, "RL'ply <lnd Rl'-.lrticul.Jti<.m" 237.
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a type of common action \\'hich consists of many people performing

identically out of a sense of common purpose (such as a demonstration or a

protest). And, contrary to Isaiah Berlin's suggestion that Taylor's idea is

tantamount to acting in a harmonious collective fashion, he states that his

use of 'common' is not like IIsinging in unison". There is al\\'ays a difference

in role.

This aspect of a continuing conversation is a paradigm case of t\'hat Taylor

refers ta as lia crucial feature of the human condition rendE:red almost

invisible by the oven\'heLmingly monological bent of mainstream modern

philosophy". This is lIits fundarnentally dialogical character." That is, \\·e

become full human agents capable of understanding ourselves, and hence of

defining our identity, through our acquisition of rich human languages of

expression.13 We are inducted into these languages, \\'e leam them, in

exchange \\'ith others. People do not acquire the languages needed for self­

definition on their o\\'n. Rather, IIwe are introduced to them through

interaction \"ith others \\'ho matter to us - \vhat George Herbert ~'Iead called

'significant others'. The genesis of the human mind is in this sense not

monological, not something each person accomplishes on his or her o"'n, but

dialogical." 1..

For Taylor dialogicality is not just a fact about genesis, which can be ignored

later on. Our identity is defined Ilah\'ays in dialogue \\'ith, sornetimes in

struggle against, the things our significant others want to see in us." Even

after \\'e outgro\\' sorne of these others - our parents, for instance - and they

disappear from our lives, "the conversation \\rith them continues within us

1J T ayll1r u.,cs 'Ianhuolgc' in a brl.l.ld sensc tl.l mCiln nl.lt only the \\'llrds wc "'pcak but alsn othcr

m(ldl'''' of l"prc....... il1n whcrd,y Wl' dl'finL' C.lU~l'Ivc"" "including thL' 'language..' of art, ofgcsturL'.llf lovL', .lnd

lhl' Ilkl'." TJyll'r. "Thl' PllhtlC'" llf Rl'COt;nltion" 32; Tclylor, .~ lalaiSt' vI ,\ loda'lIty JJ.

14 TclylL1r, "Thl' Pllh lic... of Rl'cognition" 33.
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as long as \ve live. Thus the contribution of significant others, even \\~hen it is

provided at the beginning of our lives, continues indefinitely."15 On this

vie\'\~, my discovering my own identity doesn' t mean that 1 \~tork it out in

isolation, IIbut that 1 negotiate it through dialogue, partIy overt, partiy

internai, \\;th others."16

5ince the publication in 1964 of his Explanation of BehaviouT,17 Taylor has

struggled against three variations of the overnthelmingly monological bent of

mainstream modern philosophy that have rendered invisible the

fundamentally dialogical feature of human life: naturalism; the

individualism of self-fulfilment (the 'seli-centred' modes of the ideal of self­

fulfilment); and the slide to subjectivism.1 8 Taylor argues that these

tendencies have had "complex, criss-crossing relations" providing mutual

strength and Ila certain patina of deeper philosophical justification" to the

monological ideal.19

Two Uses of ISelf-Understanding': Interpretation or Practice?

Taylor's daim that one's identity (one's self-understanding) is established in

practice, in a continuing conversation or exchange ,,;th others, is similar to

many of '\'ïttgenstein's daims in the Philosophical Investigations and

specifically his central argument about language-games, that we understand

the meaning of a \vord by actually using it, by being "trained ta its use"20 and

that language is intenvoven in human action. Nevertheless, l "rant to

15 rbid .

1h rbld., 34. rtalics added.

1ï Charles Taylor, flle r:cp/anatiD" of 8eital.'iour (London: Routledgc and Kegan Paul, 1964).

18 By which Taylor means the politics of equal value; the neo-Nietz'ichean denial of higher

standards, hori/ons llf "ôignificance and frameworks; the presumption that ail judgements of worth are based

on <;tandard... impo<;ed byand further enlTench structures of power.

19 Taylor, A,fo/aise of.\ fodenrity n0-61 .

20 Hll/t' a"d Rroopu Hook... n; Plli/osoplzical lm'estigatiolls "'ection.. 5, 6, 27.30-33.
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consider an objection to the daim that this 'dialogical' aspect of language is

similar to that of Wittgenstein's account. The objection is that Taylor

mistakenly conflates 'interpretation' and 'understanding' and thereby grants

an essential status to interpretation, so that dialogue is grounded in

interpretation. There are in fact hvo ",'ays that Taylor uses the concept of self­

understanding: one is the ",,'ay used in the concept of 'self-interpretation'

\\"herein Taylor grants an essential status to the activity of interpreting; the

second (non-interpretational) use de-emphasises the essenti.J status of

interpreting and places greater emphasis on self-understanding as

engagement in the \\"orld, 50 that 'understanding' is grounded in customary

use.21

In Taylor's \vritings prior to 1981 there is an emphasis on self-understanding

as self-interpretation. \Ve are self-interpreting animaIs in the sense that

interpretation is essential to human existence and human understanding and

in the sense that the most fundamental ",,'ays in which humans understand

themselves are interpretations.22 Ho\vever, this thesis on self-interpretation

is rendered some\vhat ambiguous \vith the publication of Sources of the Self

Here, Taylor uses 'self-understanding' to mean 'self-interpretation'.23 But

Taylor also accepts a daim, \"hose familiarity he attributes to \Vittgenstein.

21 1 would argue thilt thi .. emphasi~ on 'use' rilther th,ln Interpretation distinguishe"i Taylor..;

hermeneutlGll method from Gadamers who daim.. that interpretation IS "not an <lCcasional additional .let

..ub....,quent to understanding, but rather undl'r"'tanding 1.. al ways an interpretatio.n." Hans-Gcorg Gadamer,

ImtlI and AIet/IOd (New York: Cro"i'iroad, 19S5) 274.

22Chelrles Taylor, 1Il/mou Agt'''CY and l.anguage: Plti/osopltical Papas 1(Cambridge:Cambridgc

Uniwr"'lly Pre....., 1985) 45. flJ-{}5, 74-7fl.

23 Crti ng hi-> Plti/osopllica/ Papas 1, chapters 1,2 iJnd 4 and his l'lrilosopltico{ Papas 2, chapter 1,

Telylllr elrgues that the .,e1f (humcln identity) is "essentiellly defined by the \Vay thilr1g... have ...i~nlficanœ for

mc" and thlng... have signifieance for me "only through il language of interpretahon which 1have eome to

eleCL'pt cl'" a \'cllld articulation of the..c is<;ue...:' The self i... "partly con... tltuted by j'h ..e1f-intl.'rpretation......

Ch.JrJe'" Tayh'r. :;ollrœs of tlll' ~df 34. Furthermure ht.' clttributes his position tu the pOint th.Jt understanding

•.. "Interpretcltinn ail the way down" Ibid .. fn 0, 5201,
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that the self's interpretations can never he ful1y explicit or articulated. Explicit

understanding of \\"hat is implicit in our moral and evaluative languages is

impossible; articulation is never completed.24 And in a chapter entitled IlA

Digression on Historical Explanation", Taylor argues that new revolutionary

interpretations may arise partly because a practice is under threat, perhaps for

reasons quite extraneous to the ideas. Or a given interpretation of things \\·ill

gain force because the practice is flourishing.25 Like \Vittgenstein, Taylor is

saying here that practices are rundamental not interpretations, as

\Vittgenstein tells us, what grounds understanding is not a kind of

interpreting or seeing but Il •• .it is our acting, which lies at the bottom of a

language-game."26

Furthermore, the \Vittgenstein scholar James Tully remarked that the book is

different from Taylor's previous \\'ritings in the sense that he avoids

providing a description of the modem identity from completely \vithin the

perspective of the expressivist framework, \\'hich characterises rus earlier

\\"ork. lnstead he employs the method of a survey, which is meant to retrieve

the "heterogeneity of our polysemic identity and to render each source its due

place"27 through comparison and contrast:

... the various identities are arranged higgledly-piggledly as they arose
historically and \vere built on to earlier identities in various ways. The
disposition to attempt to arrange these constructions in a progression
or a regression or a supercession are sho\\'n to be constitutive features
of different identities \vithin the modern self, not sorne meta­
frame\\"ork outside the boundaries of the city. This Wittgenstein aspect
of the sunrey differentiates this book from the author's earlier \\'ork.2K

201 Taylor, Sources of tllc Self 34.

25 Ibid., 206.

2n ( l" Cataùlty, section 204.

27 Jarne.; Tully, "Thl' Common Housc of Europe: An Apprt..'Ci.1tion ofthe SOllrœs of tlle Sdf,"

(1 YHY) 10.

2x Ibid., 5.
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So, Taylor does use 'self-understanding' in a \\'ay that is similar to

\Vittgenstein and he ack.nowledges this as one of his influences weIl before

the publication of Sourcej of the Self beginning \\'ith his 1981 article

"Understanding and Explanation in the Geisteswissenschaften ",29 Here

Taylor de-emphasizes the 'essential' feature of interpretation and accepts the

language-games vie\\' of self-understanding as understanding in use (that

understanding exists in ongoing practice). According to this Wittgensteinian

vie,,", \ve understand a rule not by having an interpretation or another rule

for its application but by being inducted into its use, by actually mastering its

use through ongoing participation.30 We understand (leam) concepts

through their use in customary social practices, Taylor accepts this basic

'Vittgensteinian vocabulary in a number of articles.31 With the publication of

"Philosophy and its History" in 1984 and "Overcoming Epistemology" in

1987, Taylor continues the process of de-throning his earlier emphasis on

interpretation by adopting a vocabulary of understanding that is in agreement

\\'ith that of \Vittgenstein.32 The dialogical \Vittgensteinian vie\,' defended by

Taylor is stated as follo,,'s:

2Y Wittsm5tâu: fo rollorp Q Rule, ed. Holtzmann ilnd Lcich 191-210.

JO SeL' Tully, "Wittgcn..;tclO and Political Philosophy" 194-95.

3 ISee for example "Unde~tandingand Explanation" 2, fi, whcre Taylor argucs that wc are self­

defJning animais in the sense thilt under-;tanding is an ability to use or apply the concept-; ('de..;irability

char<lcteri"iltion<;', 'portrayal.;' ( that dcfinc ilnuther's \Vorld in the Silmc \Vay, (in the -;ame sense that it has

for another), to "ma..ter the agents' lilnguage of sdf-dcscription...."

32 ln "Philosllphy and Its History" Taylor emphasi/l.'S ho\V wc acquire language through

"apprentlCl'... hip practicc.," hu\\" we ''!cam to use" vocabularics <lnd ho,,,' "wc are introduccd to the gllllds,

.Ind inductl'd into the purpo.;e... of our society much more and earlier through Ils Inarticulate practiccs than

thrllugh formulation ...." Taylor, "Philosophy and Its History" 23. 24. ln "Ovcrcoming Epi"'temology" Taylor

dl'''cribe....l'1f-u ndcr'.tanding a.. "il certain grasp of the world wc have as ilgcnts in it", "our undcrstanding of

the worJd h gwundcd in our dealing.. with iL.." Sdf-understanding is an "awarcness about the limits and

condrtJ<ln"'llf llur kno\'\·ing...." Taylor, "Overcoming Epistemology," Aftu [)ltilosopllY: f"ll or

1raw.fannatlllTl-:', l'do Kennt.'lh 8aync.., James Bohman ilnd Thllmil" ~1cCarthy (Cambndge, Mil......:The ~11T

Pres..;, 1YHï) 477, 4HU.
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Our language itself is \\"oven into a range of social practices, of
conversation, exchange, giving and receiving of orders, etc. We leam it
oruy through these exchanges. We learn in particular the virtue terms
and the terms for excellences...first through their applications to cases
in such exchanges.33

In light of critical comments by Tully in the 1989 article "\Vittgenstein and

Political Philosophy", Taylor confirmed this implicit shift in emphasis by

agreeing "'ith Tully's assertic,n that interpretations are not the most

fundamental "'ays in ,,-hich humans understand themselves.34 This non­

interpretational Wittgensteinian reformulation of 'self-understanding' as

'understanding in practice' is reaffirmed in many \\'Titings published after

1990 including The AJalaise of NIodernity,35 "To Follow a Rule", the replies to

ms critics in PhiLosophy ill An Age of Pluralism,36 and "Lichtung and

Lebensform: Parallels between Heidegger and Wittgenstein" published in

Philo50phicaL Arguments.

The work of \Vittgenstein helps sho\v ho\v the accounts of Taylor's

philosophy that contend that he subscribes to a 'communitarian' principle of

the primaey and authority of society, that miss this critical idea of practical­

dialogue, are too limited in their understanding. \Vhat the emphasis on

'community' misses is the crucial claim that the dialogical self is constituted

33 Taylor "Philosophy clnd Its History" 23-24. Compare this tu Wittgenstein'.. pOint in the

['lli[osopllical [Ilt'csti~atio"s,'>ection 7 that he will "call the whole, consisting of language and the actions inta

which it is woven, the 'Ianguage-game'" and section 19, whcre he say.. that a 'language' can consist only of

order-; ilnd rL'ports in a batlle, or only of qUt..-stions and expressions fur ilnswering Yl.'S and no, and "to

im.Jgme illclnguage is to imagine a form of life."

34 Tully, "Wittgenstein and Political Philosophy," 1%. In discussions with Taylor, he descnbcs

thi..; a ... il "hift in vocabulary, not dOUrine.

35 See fllr example p.Jge 33.

3h Sel.' Tilylor's re-con,.deratiun of 'interpretation' in his reply tu Vincent Descombe..;, "The

Ak'\.lndrJ<1n didn't 'lnterprd h.m....L'lf' ...hL' ,('elS il hermlt." Tclylor, "RL'ply and RL'-clrticul.ltlOn" 23Yand ..... It

1'" pwbably cl mistake tu USL' thl'" .lln'Jdy overloadcd tcrm llnCC more in thi..; context...." Ibid., 240.
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in the varlety of our practices. The accounts \\'hich focus on 'community'

cannot explain Taylor's paradigm practical activity of understanding, the

conversation. A more authentic understanding of Taylor's \,·orles \~tould need

to take into account not his understanding of community, but the richer

proposition that human ageney is impossible outside of the "cor'tilluillg

conversation of a community, \\'hich provides the language by which \ve

dra,,' our background distinctions...."37 l ,,,;ll no\\' explain 'A'hy the

comparison to \Vittgenstein helps us understand what Taylor means by the

concepts of the 'background of distinctions' and 'strong evaluation'.

Il. Similarities Between Taylor and Wittgenstein

'Strong-Evaluation' : A Background of Distinctions

In the introduction to his two-volume Philo50phical Papers, and in Part 1 of

Sources of the Self, Taylor argues that a fully competent human being, agent

or self, not only has sorne understanding (\vhich may be aIso more or less

misunderstanding) of herself but is partly constituted by this understanding;

and even more cruciaUy, our self-understanding essentially incorporates our

seeing ourselves against a background of 'strong evaluation': a background of

distinctions behveen things \vhieh are recognized as of categorie or higher

importance or \\'orth, and things \\'rnch lack this or of lesser value. In fact,

the proposition that ' understanding' incorporates or is constituted by a

'background of distinctions' is made tmoughout the gamut of Taylor'~

\vritings. He daims in his early work that it is a thesis of "post-Heideggerian

hermeneutics".3~In Sources of tlze Se/fand Phi[osophical Arguments, he also

dra\\"s out the similarities bet\veen this vie\'\" and that of \Vittgenstein. In the

next part of this chapter 1 \\'ill explain \\"hat Taylor means by this daim that

our self-understanding (the \vay \ve define ourselves and others, our identity)

J ï T .Jylllr, "'ntrllductll1n" l'lri/osophical l'apas 1 .::"-2. K It.:llic..; .:lddL'd .

Js Ibid., 3.
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essentially incorporates our seeing ourselves against a background of

distinctions of 'strong-evaluation'. 1 will also explain what Taylor means by

,articulating' the background and show similarities between this and

Wittgenstein's approach.

Taylor argues that our self-understanding is constituted by strong evaluation

or strongly evaluated goods. Formally stated, Taylor speaks of 'strong

evaluation',

...when the goOOs putatively identified are not seen as constituted as
good by the fact that we desire them, but rather are seen as normative
for desire. That is, they are seen as goods which we ought to desire,
even if we do not.39

This concept of strong evaluation, or the background of distinctions (aIso

called 'framework-definitions', 'hypergoods', 'constitutive goOOs', 'horizons

of significance') is a conceptual tool which means a way of life, (lived

experience, a collection of practices), that is implicitly valued or ranked above

others, arising through historical supercession of what we consider less

adequate lived experiences. The background is what is tacitly relied on and

taken for granted, and serves as a standard, an attachment, a moral source, a

condition or a context of experiencel intelligibility; it is an underlying

motivating outlook, an empowering ideal that allows us to distinguish what

is a full life compared to a debased one and allows us to recognize what

choices and desires are vaIuable, worthy, admirable or meaningful &om those

that are not; it is what we appeal to in judging what is really of importance

39 Taylor, "Undcrstanding and Explanation" 193.
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and \'vhat is not.40 The claim here is that it is an inescapable feature of

personhood that humans evaluate and rank sorne commitments as higher

importance than others. The things that are rnarked out as of higher

importance is what Taylor calls 'goOO' which rneans anything valuable we

seek or ways of life so valued.41

One of the ways we can understand these concepts of a 'background of

distinctions' and 'strong evaluation' is by cornparing them to Wittgenstein's

concep~s of rule-following and forms of üfe. Wittgenstein was not the first tu

make the point about a 'background' and 1 am not suggesting that Taylor

attributes the point solely to him. Evoking the concept of a 'background' is a

form of argument pioneered by Kant and what Taylor calls an "argument

frOID transcendental conditions". This is where the adequacy or inadequacy

of an explanation is argued from what is shown to be the indispensable

conditions of there being anything like experience or awareness of the world

in the first place.42 This style of argument is carried on by Hegel, Herder,

Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger and Wittgenstein. In explaining ms own

characterization of the 'indispensable conditions of experience' or the

'background', Taylor cites all these important influences and a careful

understanding of Taylor would demand familiarity with all these authors.

t\1y aim here is to shed sorne light on Taylor's use of this term through one of

the authors that influenced this use. My argument is partIy that this influence

has been a neglected aspect of Taylor's philosophy, particularly among his

detractors. Most commentators, both friend and foe alike, fail to provide any

40The concept summarized here appears in almost ail ofTaylor's writings, tao numerous to cite. For

examples sec Taylor, "Introduction," as weil as Chapters 1,2 and 4 of Philosophical Papers 1; Taylor,

Plrilosoplrical flapers 2; Taylor, "Understanding and Explanation"; Taylor,"Ovt!rcoming Epistemology"; Part

1 of Taylor, Sources of tlle Self; and Taylor, Malaise of Modernity 31-41.

41 Sec Taylor, Sources of tire Self 89 and Taylor, "Cruss Purposes: The Libcral-Communitarian

Debilte," Libcralism and tire Moral Life, cd. Roscmblum, 173.

42 Taylor, "Overcoming Epistemology" 473.
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serious explanation of the importance of \Vittgenstein in Taylor's work,

despite the obvious influence.

This Wittgensteinian influence is clearly evident in I~O Follow a Rule" in

\\yhich Taylor explores the place that rules and conventions have in human

life.43 He cites Phi[osophica[ Investigations, sections 87, 202, 211, 217 and 219

to illustrate and endorse the concept of a background as explained by

\Vittgenstein, but also to calI into question a prevalent interpretation about

\Vittgenstein on this issue.

First, Taylor remarks on the "unarticulated" nature of understanding that "it

al \vays occurs against a background of what is simply relied on and taken for

granted."44 ln defending this view of the background, Taylor cites

\Vittgenstein:

Wittgenstein stresses the unarticulated, and on occasion even the
unarticulable nature of this kind of understanding. "Gbeying a rule,"
he says, #lis a practice" (1.202). What is more, the process of giving
reasons for the kind of practice that is involved in following a rule
must necessariIy come to an end at sorne point: IIMy reasons will soon
give out. And then 1 shall act, \vithout reasons" (1.211). Or later: '1f 1
have exhausted my justifications 1 have reached bedrock, and my spade
is turned. Then 1 am. inclined to say: 'This is simply what 1 do'" (1. 217).
More laconically: "When 1 obey a roIe, 1do not chose. Iobey the rule
blindly" (1.219).45

Thus Taylor adopts a language-games perspective on the connection between

understanding a rule and the background. But more importantly, Taylor's

daim about language-games and forms of life is that they must be understood

43 Charles Taylor, "To Follow a Rule," Rules and Co,wcntions: Uterature, fl/rilosoplry, Social

f1tt·ory. ed. Mette Hjort (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992) 167-185.

44 Ibid., 169.

45 Ibid., 169-170.
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non-rnonologically which is to say lIa perspective in which the agent is not

primarily the locus of representations, being rather engaged in practices, as a

being \vho acts in and on the ~vorld."46Taylor remarks that nobody has failed

to notice that human beings ad, but the crucial difference with the

Wittgensteinian perspective is that he situates "the primary locus of the

agent's understanding in practice" and to situate our understanding in

practice is to see it as implicit in our activity, and "hence irreducible to

representations."47 Taylor states:

Il is not a matter of claiming that we do not frame representations, for
we do indeed explicitly formulate what our world is like, what we aim
at, and what we are doing. At the same time, however, much of our
intelligent action in the world, sensitive as it usually is to our situation
and goals, is carried on unformulated. It flows from an understanding
that is largely inarticulate.48

Taylor argues that this tacit understanding is "more ft1ndamental" than the

explicit representational variety because "it is always there, whereas we

sometimes frame representations and sornetimes do not" and because "the

representations that we actually do form are only comprehensible against the

background provided by this inarticulate understanding." Thus "to come to

see that our understanding resides first of all in our practices is to attribute an

inescapable role to the background."49 This connection between

understanding and background (a "famous feature" of both Wittgenstein and

Heidegger) entails for Taylor that our understanding is itself Ilembodied",

46 rbid., 172.

47 Ibid., 173.

4!') rbid .

49 rbid., 173.
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(and 50 the role of the body appears in a different light50) and "the practices

that encode this tadt understanding are not instantiated in acts performed by

sorne isolated or single agent."51 In other words the practices of

understanding are dialogical, our understanding of self, society and the world

/lis carried on in practices consisting of dialogical actions."52

The importance of dialogical action in human life points to the utter
inadequacy of the epistemological tradition's view of the subject as a
monological vehide of representations. We cannot understand human
life uniquely in terms of individual subjects who react to others as they
frame representations about them, for a great deal of human action

50 "Our body is not just the medium through which we enact the goals wc frame, nor is it simply the

locus of causal factors shaping our representations. Our understanding is itself embodied. That is, our bodily

know-how, the way wc act and move, embraœs aspects of our understanding ofself and world. 1mow my

way around in a familiar environment inasmuch as 1am able to get from place to place with ease and

assurancc. 1may bc at a loss to draw a map, or even give explidt directions to a stranger. 1know how ta

manipulate and use the familiar instnJmcnts in my world, usually in the sarne inarticulate fashion." Ibid., 173­

174. Taylor's remarks about the 'ere~ied'nature of understanding are consistent with a remarkable

exchange between Wittgenstein and his Cambridge coUeague Piero Sraffa as reported by Nonnan Malcolm.lt

is weil known that Wittgenstein had many discussions with Sraffa about his ideas in the Tractatus Logico­

PJzi/osophicliS. "One day... when he was insisting that a proposition and what it dcscribcs must have sorne

'Iogical form " the sarne 'logical multiplicity', Sraffa made a gcsture, familiar to Ncapolitans as meaning

'ôomethi ng like disgust or contempt, of brushing the undemeath of his chin with an outward swecp of the

finger-tips of one hand. And he asked: 'What is the logical form of titan'" Norman Malcolm, l.lldu.'ig

Wittge,rsteill: A Memoir, (London: Oxford University Press, 1958) 69. Sraffa had a significant inf1uencf" on

Wittgenstein, something Wittgenstein himselfacknowledgcs in the "Preface" to the Plri/osopJzica/

Investigations where he writes: "...1 am indebtcd to that which a teacher at this university, Mr. P. Sraffa, for

many years unceasingly practiscd on my thoughts.1 am indebted to t'ris stimulus for the most consequential

ideas of this book."

51 Taylor, "To Follow a Rule" 174.

52 Taylor uses 'dialogical' in slightly different ways in "To Follow a Rule" and in the "Reply and

Re-artIculation" in Phi/osophy in Arr Age of P/uralism. In the fonner, an action is dialogical when "it is

dfected by an intt.-grated, nonindividual agent" and this means for Taylor a kind of shared agency that is

e\!ident in actions ofcommon rhythm likc dandng, and conversations "with sorne degree ofease and

intimacy...." Taylor "[0 Follow a Rule" 175-76. Howcver, as 1 cxplaincd abovc, in his later articulation

Taylor cites as a paradigm example of d.alogical understanding not actions ofcommon rhythm, Iike sir.n:ng in

u nison or chanting slogans in the square, but the givc and takc of a conversation where "one speaks and the

other Iistens" whcrc there is "always a differcnce in role." Taylor "Reply and Re-articulation" 237. In any

case Taylor's sen"ie of "common rhythm" is different from "coordinating my action with yours." Taylor, "To

Follow a Rule" 175.
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only takes place inasmuch as the agent understands and constitutes
him- or herself as an integral part of sorne "we". 53

1 am suggesting that Taylor's first important point in IITo Fol1ow a Rule" is

his daim that the embodied background understanding is a combination of

features: it is form of understanding, a making sense of tNngs and actions, yet

at the same time largely unarticulated.54 The second important aspect of

Taylor's ''To Folio",,' a Rule" is the distinction he makes behveen this

dialogical Wittgensteinian viel\' he is advancing and another scbool of

interpreting Wittgenstein that corresponds to a very different way of

understanding the phenomenon of the unarticulated background.

There are two distinct ways that commentators have interpreted

\Vittgenstein's rule-following arguments, such as the remark that IIWhen 1

obey a rule... Iobey blindly." One school of thought stresses the contingency

of understanding and connected to this, the role of training and conditioning

in shaping understanding. This school suggests that the yardstick of correct

understanding, following a rule, entails agreement \vith or conformity to the

behaviour of the majority of one's linguistic community.55 On this view,

,vhen lVittgenstein refers to rule-following as a 'customary practice' he means

conformity to community practice. When he refers to being "trained into

use" he means \ve are conditioned to follow rules the right way because they

are imposed by our society. Therefore this school's interpretation of

\Vittgenstein's daim about rule-following ranges from a causal daim about

leamed patterns of behaviour to the daim that community agreement

establishes correct rule-following (that is, human understanding). But Taylor

subscribes to neither variation of tbis community-agreement school, rejecting

5.1 Taylor 'ry"o Follow il Rule" 176.

54 Ibid., 177.

55 Such as the vicws of Winch and Kripke outlined in Chaptcr 1.
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i ts monological and determinate orientation as an incorrect reading of the

rule-following argument. In fact, Taylor tums to Wittgenstein's

understanding of 'ruie-foUowing' not to justify a 'communitarian'

understanding of human agency, but to help him defend a dialogical

conce?tion of the self and human understanding.

Taylor's argument is that the monological tradition interprets the daim that

III act \\ithout reasons" as an expression that reasons cannot be given, because

this vie",-' regards the rules residing our background understanding as not

susceptible to justification, being "simply imposed by our society". The

connection benveen a rule and il~ application on this view is "automatic" a

connection we are conditioned to make, or the connection is somehow causal

because the rule is "wired in", like blinking.56 Citing the Philosophical

Investigations, sections 193-194, 199, 289, Taylor rejects the vie\\' that there is a

brute causal connection between a mIe and its correct application. Rules do

not come with their applications, they are not "self-interpreting." What

establishes the connection betwF!en a rule and ils application, (or the sense of

a rule) is IIstanding social usage"; the regular use of a concept " ...actually gives

my response its sense, a meaning or significance that is embodied rather than

represented..."57 50 explicit reason-giving has a limit. Human understanding

is ultimately embedded in practice and similarly, the connection bet\veen a

rule and application is use. But this connection between understanding and

use cannot be understood as merely a causal connection. Social practices do

not merely impose correct rule-following. Drawing a comparison bet\\'een

\Vittgenstein and Aristotle's notion of practical wisdom, Taylor argues that

since a rule essentially resides and exists in the practice it guides (the rule, at

Sn Tilylor, "To Fllllo\V a Rulc" 170.

57 Ibid., 177-7H.
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any given instant, is what the practice has made it),58 rules are transformed

through practice. There is therefore lia crucial phronetic gap" between a rule

and its enactment. The gap between a rule and its application is neglected by

explanations that give primacy to either community standards, or rules-as­

representations. What these explanations miss is that determining what a

norm actually amounts to in any given situation, (correct rule-following)

requires not simply an ability to put into effect unchangeable standards or

formulae but practical wisdom, an ability to act in each particular situation.59

The \tVittgensteinian influence on Taylor on the phenomenon of the

unarticulated background is further confirmed in the most recently published

articles, collected under the distinctIy Wittgensteinian name PhilosophicaL

Arguments. Most notable are: "Lichtung or Lebensform: Parallels between

Heidegger and Wittgenstein", "The Importance of Herder" and "Irreducibly

Social Goods" .60 For example in "The Importance of Herder" Taylor daims

that in our day, "Wittgenstein's is the Most celebrated formulation" of a

thesis that our words have the meaning they have only within a lexicon and

a context of language practices, IIthe 'language-games' we play \vith them",

\vhich are "ultimately embedded in a form of life."61 Remarking on this

holistic connection benveen meaning and practice, Taylor writes that "its

most powerful application in philosophy is in the later work of

Wittgenstein."62

58 "i11(~ rule is what animales the practicc at any given moment and not sorne fonnulation behind il

inscribed in our thoughts, brains, genes, or whatever." The practice is, in effcct, an ongoing interpretation and

rcinterpretation of what the rule reaJly means. Ibid., 182.
59 Ibid., 183.

60 Sec the following articles in Plrilosophica( Argllmerrts: ''The Validity of Transcendcntal

Arguments" 21,25; "Lichtung or Lcbensfonn: Parallels bctween Heidegger and Wittgenstein" 61-78; ''The

Importance of Herder" 83; 89, 90-91, 96; "Irreducibly Social Goods" 132-33 and footnote 4,299.

61 Taylor, ''The Importance of Herder" 93,96.

62 "His dcvastating rcfutation of'Augustine's' dcsignative theory of meaning constantly recurs to

the backh70und undcrstanding we need to draw on to speak and understand." Ibid., %.
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An Argument From Transcendental Conditions

As 1 mentioned earlier, Taylor situates this concept of a "ackground of

distinctions' within a tradition of philosophy he calls an "argument from

transcendental conditions" because strong evaluation is shown to be an

indispensable condition of there being anything like experience or awareness

of the world in the first place. The use of 'transcendental' has however caused

sorne confusion in some of Taylor's interlocutors who see in the concept of a

'background of distinctions' (strong evaluation) an attempt to defend a

conception of essential human nature, a unitary common good or the

authority of a tradition over critical reason.63 1 have been reviewing the

Wittgensteinian influences on Taylor which suggest why rus use of the

concept of a 'background of distinctions' cannot he understood in such

essential terms. There are at least four reasons connected to this

Wittgensteinian perspective why Taylor's view of the background cannot he

understood in unitary or monological terms.

First it is not fundamentally a universal principle that constitutes the

background, that defines the shape of the qualitatively higher or 'what is

valued, but as 1 explained above the irreducible plurality of our practices.64

Second, just how to characterize the background, the conditions we are trying

to define, "can itself be a problem" because understanding what the

background is, is itself part of a process of giving reasons in a conversation.65

As he puts it in "To Follow a Rule", "the background - what is taken for

granted - is not itself the locus of resolved questions."66

63 Sec for example Weinstock, ''The Political Thcory of5trong Evaluation" 174.

64 Sce Taylor, Sources 0/ Ole Self parts 3- 4 and page 206; 1 dylor, "Philosophy and Its History" 22.

65 Taylor, "Overcoming Epistcmology" 473.

66 Taylor, "To Follow a Rule" 169.
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The third reason why Taylor's use of 'the background' can be understood in

neither universal nor monological terms is that he daims that he employs

the concept as an argumentative strategy for the same reason as Wittgenstein

(among others) who invokes it "to get us out of the cul de sac of monological

consciousness." To invoke the concept of a background in this sense is to

partray the human agent not primarily as an inner space or a mind or a

mechanism capable of processing information or representations but an

embedded human an 'engaged agent', "a being who acts in and on a world" .67

For Taylor 'engaged agency' refers to the relationship between to our human

experience and the background of values that renders intelligible and

meaningful that experience. The term 'background' is used in this dialogical

sense: not a fixed foundation that humans appeal to, but a condition of

experience, a context that confers intelligibility that gives meaning to human

experience and practices, that shapes what it is to he a human self or agent.

Taylor has observed that this connection between the background of

distinctions and human self-understanding resembles Wittgenstein's daim

that our language-games are embedded in forms of life. Thus, both Taylor and

\Vittgenstein agree that engaged agency (our language-games, and practices

and the form of life they are embedded in) are an indispensable condition of

human existence, but they are not fixed or unchangeable conditions but

dialogicaI.68

Taylor argues that one of the features that distinguishes the dialogical

philosophers from monological ones (such as those who defend disengaged

and mechanistic perspectives) is that the dialogical philosophers have a place

67 Ibid., 172.

68 ln "1'0 Follow a Rulc" Taylor iIIustrates the cmbeddcd dialogical view of the background, with

the assistance of sections 198-199 and 202 of the P/,ilosophica! Investigations. Taylor's idea ofembedd\!d or

"engaged agcncy" and ils conncction to the background is further explored in Taylor,"Lichtung or

Lebcnsform: Parallels Between Heidegger and Wittgenstein" 61-78.
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for the concept of a background, so it is not surprising that the philosophies

\vhich have challenged the essential, unitary and monological views Ilhave

all had sorne place for the notion of background."69 Taylor cites Heidegger's

notion of pre-understanding and Wittgenstein who IIm akes use of a similar

notion...when he shows what has to he supposed as already understood when

we try to define something ostensively or to name something."70 Taylor goes

on to say that the background does not figure in these philosophies only as a

doctrine but aIso IIp lays a crucial role in their argumentative strategy." The

argumentative strategy is what Taylor refers to as 'articulation' of the

background that a picture has to suppose. Both Taylor and Wittgenstein

broadly share the idea that when a picture of the world becomes so embedded

that we become blind to alternatives, the picture's presumption of uniqueness

or primacy can he challenged by bringing out the background needed to

expose picture's presumption of uniqueness. 1 will return to this point below.

The fourth reason why Taylor's conception of background cannot he

understood as a fixed. or universal condition is illustrated when Taylor

compares rus view to Nietzsche's notion of a 'transvaluation of values'.

According to Nietzsche's view, the new transvalued highest good (or the way

of lite that is strongly valued, in Taylor's terminology) that succeeds by

historical supercession is not only erected as a standard by which other,

ordinary goods are judged but often radically alters our view of their value, in

sorne cases de-valuing previously strongly vaIued goods. IISuch was the fate

of the warrior honour ethic at the hands of Plato, and later of Augustine, and

later still in the eyes of the modem ethic of ordinary life." Taylor agrees with

Nietzsche's view that a the background of distinctions is not definitive or

final. A transvaluation

tlY Ibid., 70.

70 Ibid.
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...is not necessarily a once-for-all affair.The older condemned goods
remain; they resist; some seem ineradicable trom the human heart. 50
that the struggle and tension continues.71

The Limited Explication of the Background

Because of the undifferentiated connection between our background

understanding and the language we use to describe it, the notion of a

background has two seemin~ly contradictory features or conditions. First, it is

IIthat of which 1 am not simply unaware, because it makes intelligible what 1

am incontestably aware of."72 The background is what 1 am. capable of

articulating, that is, /lwhat 1 can bring out of the condition of implicit, unsaid,

contextual facilitator -what 1can make articulate, in other words." In this

activity of articulating, "1 trade on my familiarity with this background. What

1bring out to articulacy is what 1 'always knew or \\-9hat 1had a 'sense' of, even

if 1 didn't 'know it." The second feature of the backgrc~d is /lthat of not

being the focal, explicit object." 1 am not explicitly or focally aware of the

background, because that status is already occupied by what it is making

intelligible.

The background has a paradoxical status in that it is both implicit, the context

that makes experiences intelligible and understandable, but can also he made

explicit and capable of being articulated, because we aren't completely

unaware of it. But the paradox can he appreciated, according to Taylor, because

as engaged agents, total explication is incoherent. To bring to articulacy is to

render explicit sorne of, not all of, the background, 73 but in articu1ating we

are aIso critically reflecting on the background, which precludes the

71 Taylor, Sources of the Sdf 65.

72 Taylor, "Lichtung or Lcbensform" 69.

73 "Therc must always he a context from which we are attending ifwc are to understand the

cxpcricnœ of a being like this. So bringing to articulation still supposes a background." Ibid., 69, 70.
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background understanding-the strongly valued way of life- from ever

being fixed. The articulation alters what is being articulated.

Taylor's daim is that the background understanding embodies a normative

standard and that sorne elements of that background understanding can be

rendered explicit in certain circumstances; the background of distinctions is in

conflict, not the locus of resolved questions, but a collection of conflicting

goods. Reconciling conflicting or rival standards, if possible at all, cornes in

the form of comparing and contrasting the conflicting standards, not by

searching for a common underlying property or set of properties. And 50 the

appeal to the background as a standard is a 'rule-following' aspect of Taylor's

argument not dearly understood or recognized by some of Taylor's

interlocutors. That is, they are not clear on the difference between

'evaluation' (a framework that meaningfully expresses the sense of things for

us) and 'articulation' (a practice of explanation and understanding). The

failure to distinguish these two important concepts is part of the reason for

the misunderstanding 1 mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, namely

the daim. that Taylor is suggesting that by 'common understanding' \ve

embrace or promote a homogeneous, uniform understanding. Failure to

understand the distinction renders unintelligible Taylor's advocacy for a

'common language' of understanding. It is therefore necessary to survey the

different uses of 'articulation' and the corresponding concept of ' retrieval'.

III. Reconciling Conflicting Languages of Understanding

'Perspicuous Representation' and 'A Language of Perspicuous Contrast'

50 far l have been arguing that for both Wittgenstein and Taylor

'understanding' is constituted by custom and convention, in the irreducible

plurality of social practices and that these practices embody certain evaluative

standards. \Ve are now faced \\rïth a critical question about how to reconcile
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practices and evaluative standards that conflict. How do we assess or

adjudicate rivallanguage-games or self-understandings? Once again, both

Wittgenstein and Taylor employ remarkably similar strategies.

Recall that in the Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein describes how a

particular way of looking at things can sink to a level of unquestioned

background assumption and becomes an "unshakeable ideal", wbich we can

never get outside of.7'; The failure to see anything other than the picture

(what is seen) is described b:;' Wittgenstein as "eing held captive' by a picture,

as 'aspect-blindness' and as the fallure to 'notice an aspect' of the picture.

When we are held captive by a picture, we express our way of seeing in

generaI terms, as an 'insight' into the essence of the phenomena.75 Captivity

means having no awareness of other possibilities, being blind to other aspects,

not seeing differently. "It is like a pair of glasses on our nose through which

\"Ie see whatever we look at. It never occurs to us to take them off." (section

1.103).

As 1 explained in Chapter II, Wittgenstein's preferred liberation strategy from

the captivity of hegemonic pictures, bis \4lay of weaning us from the from the

craving for a theory that sets forth the essential features of language, is

summed up in the concept of 'perspicuous representation'. The method of

perspicuous representation is an effort to bring hitherto unnoticed aspects of

phenomena to our awareness, to change our "way of looking at things"

(section 1.144), to effect not just a change in opinion but to free us from the

craving for generality, to encourage us to see the variety of aspects of a word,

and the variety of words, language-games and pictures. The survey's goal of

74 P!ri!osopltica! lilvestigatio"s, sections 94-97, 103.

75 "Wc prcdicatc of the thing what lies in the method of representing it. Imprcs~d by the possibility

of a comparison, wc think wc arc percciving a state of affairs of the highcst gcncrality." rbid., section 104.
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perspicuity is achieved by means of 'objects of comparison' and "arranging

what we have always known...." (section 1.109) The role of the philosopher,

he argues, is not in uncovering the hidden general or essential features or

rules of language but #lin assembling reminders for a particular purpose"

(sectiûn 1.127), and in helping us " ...to understand something that is already

in plain view...something we need to remind ourselves of..." (section 1.89)

something that "lies open to view and becomes surveyable by a

rearrangement." (section 1.92) In place of the conventional understanding of

philosophy as a study of the Most general and essential feQtures of things,

Wittgenstein challenges us to see the heterogeneity and variety of language­

games related by overlapping similarities and family resemblances rather

than a set of common principles. Charles Taylor employs similar strategies as

these. Like Wittgenstein's concept of 'forms of life' Taylor refers to a

1Jackground of distinctions'; like Wittgenstein concept of objects of

comparison, Taylor speaks of articulation and retrieval; like Wittgenstein's

concept of ' perspicuous representation' Taylor refers to a 'language of

perspicuous contrast'.

Taylor argues that because language is deeply woven into our lives, our

culture, our background of strong evaluations, we cannot avoid the value

commitments of language. Understanding someone else, or some other

culture entails using the concepts the same way they do, understanding what

the agents are doing in their own tenns, understanding what they see

themselves as doing. But just because \ve cannot do without the agent's self­

understanding, we do not have to therefore accept that the agent's self­

understanding is central to understanding or that is it incorrigible. The

'incorrigibility' thesis is one Taylor associates with a philosophical tradition

he caUs "neo-Nietzschean", another variation of the monological view
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mentioned earlier, which he also refers to as subjectivist and relativist.16 The

relativist position agrees with Taylor's premise that human understanding is

embedded in human values, but they conclude from this premise that we

simply cannot separate the language of self-description from 'what is',

therefore there is no truth of the matter. As Richard Rorty explains, since

there is no description-independent truth, there is therefore no sense in

asking whether there is a 'fact of the matter'.71

Taylor's response to this tradition is to articulate the background of

distinctions of worth that it fails to admit. Blind to their own moral

motivations (or 'sources'), Taylor argues that relativism paradoxically

promotes an ethnocentric, anthropocentric and homogenizing worldview for

it implies that we aIready have the standards to make judgements about the

other. By invoking our standards to judge all civilizations and cultures, the

relativist view ends up making everyone the same.78 It can lead to

1/misunderstanding the other because he/ she is interpreted as operating \\ith

the same classification as we are."79 Taylor rejects the daim that we can only

frame explanatory accounts in the agent's own terms or in the language of the

society \\Te are studying; this is a variant of the monological view, what Taylor

refers to as 'vulgar Wittgensteinian' .80 Instead what is needed is the scheme­

content distinction, and a language of contrast, which allows us to come to

understand that there is a very different way of understanding human life in

contrast to 1I0ur way of seeing things", and this means that in order to

understand the other \ve have to take their views seriously /las daims about

16 Sec Taylor, "Foucault on Freedom and Truth" Philosophical PapeT5 2 152-184; also:

Taylor,"Overcoming Epistemology";Taylor, Malaise of Modernity 56~9;Taylor,''Thc Politics of

Recognition" 66-69; Taylor, Sources of the Selfsection 4.2 (98-103).

77 Rorty, "Taylor on Truth" 20-33.

78 Taylor, "The Politics of Recognition" 71.

79 Taylor, "Reply and Rc-articulation" 221 .

HO Taylor, "UndcNtanding and Explanation" 191.
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what is" .81

This argument for a scheme or framework of understanding is not, as some

relativists would daim, the search for a fixed or unitary reality, nor is it as

other critics would say a defence of community-agreement or an 'essential'

understanding. In fact, Taylor argues that the debate around understanding

forces an impasse that 'bedevils' mast students in the social sciences: either

accept that the language of social explanation he or indude that of the agents

themselves (at the cost of relativism of the 'vulgar-Wittgensteinian' kind) or

escape relativism by deaving to an objective science, at the expense of

authentic human understanding. Taylor pleads for a third approach, a form

of 1 realism' he refers to as "a language of perspicuous contrast." This does not

need to he an arrogant and ethnocentric procedure. On the contrary,

because we take languages of understanding seriously in regard to their
value/ontological commitments, we don't need automatically to
assume that ours is correct in its commitments and that foreign
languages are wrong. We can, on the contrary, start with the
assumption that we May learn something more about ourselves as
weIl in coming to understand another society.82

Following this form of realism,

the adequate language in which we can understand another society is
not our language of understanding, or theirs, but rather what one
\vould call a language of perspicuous contrast. This would be a
language in which we could formulate both their way of life and ours
as alternative possibilities in relation to sorne human constants at
\vork in both.83

81 Ibid., 201.

82 Ibid., 205

H3 Ibid.
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It would he a language in yt'hich "the possible h.uman variations would he 50

formulated that both our form of Iife and theirs could he perspicuously

described as alternative such variations."84 Such a language of contrast,

Taylor explains, might show their language of understanding to he distorted

or inadequate in sorne respects, or it might show ours to he so (in which case

\ve might find that understanding them leads to an alteration of our self­

understanding, and hence our form of life - a far &om unknown process in

history); or it might show both to he 50.

The aim of understanding, Taylor argues, should not he to escape our own

point of view in order to 1get inside' another. We can überate others and 11et

them he" when we can identify and articulate a contrast between their

understanding and ours, thereby ceasing in that respect to read them through

our home understanding, and allowing them to stand apart from it on their

own. But the new understanding of the other has grown beyond the home

understanding: in making the contrast we have "identified, articulated, and

shown to be one possibility among others, what we previously felt as a limit."

The new understanding (a lfusion of horizons') is a not a final process (it is a

conversation that goes on indefinitely) and it cannot completely avoid

ethnocentrism (because \ve are not abandonmg completely our self­

understanding; we are always tied to our point of view). But it is a

conversation whose goal is to reach a Ilwider understanding which can

englobe the other undistortively" a conversation where the interlocutors

strive to reach a IIcommon language, common human understanding,..which

would allow both us and them undistortively to be."85 By lwider' and

'common' understanding, Taylor means Wittgenstein's sense of an

understanding of overlapping similarities, where each participant in the

84 Ibid., 205-6.

85 Taylor, "Comparison, History, Truth," Plri/osoplrica/ Argllmt'nts 148-151.
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language-game explores the rnultiplicity of similar and different uses.

The Practices of Articulation and Retrieval

Taylor's response to the neo-Nietzschean and naturalist perspectives is to

evoke the concept of a dialogical background. He shows the inadequacy of the

neo-Nietzschean and naturalist explanations by articulating aspects of their

background assumptions and retrieving their underlying strongly valued

goods, the conventions and customary practices that shape their self­

understanding. In IIPhilosophy and its History" Taylor describes this process

of 1articulation' in Wittgensteinian terms. When a self-understanding which

may first have been won by a heroic effort of hyper-articulateness licornes to

he the basi~ of widespread social practice" it May come to seem virtually

unchallengeable to common sense, even though over time the original

formulations (arguments), and especially their background reasons, May be

neglc~ted, IIrehearsed only by specialists" .86 Taylor refers ta this as being

"imprisoned in a model" and captured by a picture. To be captured by a

picture is to be captured IIw ithin the terms of a received 'common sense'"

\·vhich holds us in virtue of being embedded in our practices. Captivity

distorts, hides, displaces or discredits alternatives, IImakes them look bizarre

or inconceivable."87 This hegemony of the model cornes about because the

model becomes the organising principle for a wide range of practices in which

we think and act and deal with the world.88 This is how .... the model could

sink to the level of an unquestioned background assumption." When the

self-understanding (the mode!) is "what organizes and makes sense of so

86 Taylor,"Philosophy and Its History" 24.

87 rbid., 24.

88 1n the case of the epistemological model (naturalism) it becamc embcdded "in our mannerofdoing

natural science, in our technology, in sorne at least of the dominant ways in which wc construe politicallife

(the atomi~ticones), later in our various ways of healing, rcgimenting, organizing people in society, and in

othcr sphcrcs toc numerous to mention." Ibid., 20.
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much of our lives" it cannot but appear unchallengeable at first, "and hard

even to conceive alternatives tO."89

Despite the fact that a self-understanding is given such a foundational or

paradigm status, appearing to he the very essence of human understanding,

escaping the picture's grasp is possible, because the diversity of our practices

cannot he reduced to one self-understanding. Challenging the picture's daims

to uniqueness entails seeing :t not as the essence of phenomena, but "as

something one could come to espouse out of a creative redescription,

something one could give reasons for. And this you get by retrieving the

foundational formulations."9o 5eeing the picture as a one of a range of

alternatives, "rather than the only way you can sensibly see things" means

urecovering previous articulations that have been lost" and tbis means

Uundoing the process of forgetting", which entails 're-articulating' our actual

practices.91 This is a practice of challenging the primac) or hegemony of a

conventional understanding by recovering the background assumptions

implicit in the hegemonic practice - getting clear on the 'language' that the

dominant practice is woven out of, articulating "...the unsaid in present

practices... the good or purpose embedded in the practice."92 What

differentiates Taylor's practice of articulation from Wittgenstein's is the added

emphasis on this process as an inherently historical exercise. That is Il •• .if we

want to be able to conceive of genuine alternatives to the model, then...\·vhat

\ve need is a further refonnulation...\vhich will do justice to the

altematives...relegated to the trashcan of history...."93 Taylor's concept of

articulation entails lia further retrieval which sends us further back in

89 Ibid., 20-21.

90 Ibid., 20

91 Ibid., 18,24.

92Ibid., 28.

93 Ibid.
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history" to preclude being held captive by the "creative destrnction of the

pasr'.94 Articulation and retrieval revive displaced or marginalized earlier

frameworks against which the prevailing dominant framework was

defined.95

The practices of 'articulation' and 'retrievar are explained in SOUTces of the

Self in similar terms. Taylor argues here that " the moral ontology behind

any person's views can remain largely implicit" and "usu"llly does, unless

there is sorne challenge which forces it to the fore."96 Our qualitative

contrasts are embedded in our practices, not our interpretations. When

challenged, when we are "forced to spell out our daim to rightness...when we

have to defend our responses as the right ones" we articulate a part of the

background that "we assume and draw on in any claim to rightness".97 We

articu1ate by formulating what our commitments already are, what we

"already implicitly but unproblematically acknowledge"98 and what our

cornmitments really amount to, the "ontology that is in fact the only adequate

basis for our moral responses, whether we recognize this or not" .99

Escaping the "presumption of the unique conceivability of an embedded

picture" involves "taking a new stance to our practices"lOO and that entails

'undoing forgetting': instead of just living in our practices and taking their

implicit construal of things as the way they are, "we have to understand how

they have come to he, how they came to embed a certain view of things." In

other \vords:

94 Ibid., 20.

9 5Ibid., 2B.

96 Taylor, Sources of the Self 9.

97 Ibid.

98 Ibid., 10.

99 Ibid.

100 Taylor, "Philosophy and Its History' 21.
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...in order to undo the forgetting, we have to articulate for ourseIves
how it happened, to become aware of how a picture slid from the status
of discovery to thélt of inarticulate assumption, a fact too obvious to
mention. But that means a genetic account; and one which retrieves
the formulations through which the embedding in practice took place.
Freeing ourselves from the presumption of uniqueness requires
uncovering the origins. That is why philosophy is inescapably
historical.101

In surrnnary, liberation from a hegemonic picture entails retrieving sorne of

the background assumptions embedded in our practices and comparing them

to other strongly valued goods (constitutive goods, frameworks) that offer

ans\vers to the space of questions that constitute lived valued experience. This

articulation-retrieval is an inescapably historical exercise because the 'original

formulation' of the practice and the background reasons (the language

constitutive of the practice) May he widely neglected or forgotten and because

part of the reason for hegemony is displacement of earlier forgotten

frameworks.

The purpose of articulation then is to challenge the primacy of a practice or

escape the ernbeddedness of a practice. In such revolutionary periods when

the dominant self-understanding (or language-game) is challenged or called

into question, the activity of liberation involves retrieving sorne of the

background distinctions (either to justify or to challenge the practice under

attack). This liberation by retrieval has been a major aim of Taylor's

philosophy, particularly in the polemic against naturalism and

representationai epistemology. In Sources of the Self and "Overcoming

Episternology", Taylor retrieves the background of strong evaluation

underlying this tradition, namely the ideal of the self defined by the powers of

101 Ibid.
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disengaged reason with its associated ideals of reflexive self-given certainty,

self-responsibility and self-responsible freedom. Taylor then compares these

strongly valued goods to other equally valued forms of life, to loosen the

presurnption of uniqueness of the naturalist picture.

There are two other ways that Taylor uses 'articulation' and 'retrieval' besides

challenging the primacy of a practice. The second way is to restore a practice.

That is, the purpose of articulation and retrieval is neither to '\'holly endorse

nor to completely reject a way of life but to identify the hig~\er ideal behind

more or less debased practices and then criticize those practices from the

standpoint of their own motivating ideal. In other words, instead of

dismissing a practice or set of practices altogether or endorsing them

completely, articulation and retrieval is meant to "raise its practice by making

more palpable to its participants what the ethic they subscribe to really

involves."102 An example in Taylor's work of this type of retrieval is his

attempt to identify the higher ideal behind the individualism of self­

fulfilment and the politics of universal dignity; in Sources of the Self, Malaise

of lvfodernity and "The Politics of Recognition", Taylor criticizes these

practices from the standpoint of their own motivating ideal, the 'ethic of

authenticity' and restores the practice (the ethic of authenticity) from its

debased manifestations. This task is achieved by retrieving sorne of the

historicaI assumptions underlying this ideal such as the affirmation of

ordinary life and the romantic expressivist ideas of nature as an inner moral

source.

The final \vay in which articulation and retrieval are used (and this has been

alluded to earlier) is to reach an understanding or agreement. \Vlten

misunderstanding occurs as a result of a conflict of strong evaluations, as a

102 Taylor, Ma/aise of Modenrity 72.
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result of, for example, being brought up in different cultures, the practice of

articulation can play a key mie. In "To FoUow a Rule" Taylor argues that "if

misunderstanding stems from a difference of background, what needs to be

said has the effect of articulating some aspect of the explainer's background

that may never before have been articulated."103 That is, when reconciliation

is sought, the first step is to accept the other in their own terms and then

compare and contrast the background of distinctions that ground each other's

self understanding. The aim -Jf articulation here is mutual transformation

through dialogue and persuasion.104 An example of this from of retrieval is

seen in "The Politics of Recognition" and in Taylor's articles on the Canadian

constitutional conflict where he draws out the underlying background of

distinctions of Quebecers and Canadians outside Quebec, in an effort to

reconcile those differences. Unlike other proposais, Taylor's suggestion is not

to search for an underlying universal principle (such as equal dignity or equaI

value) nor "uniformitarian" documents such as a charter of rights, nor

definitive principles such as a distinct society clause or altematively the

equality of provinces. His solution is to search not for likeness and unity,

sorne global or over-arching formula or purpose but a common purpose

grounded in an ongoing recognition of pluraIism, like a conversation among

people recognized as different.l OS In the "Preface" to Philosophical

Arguments Taylor tells us that instead of speaking of the political culture of

'modernity',

...we should speak instead of "alternative modemities", different ways
of living the political and economic structures that the contemporary
age makes mandatory. How these are worked out in India will not he
the same as lapan, which is in tum different from the North Atlantic
region- which in ils tum again bas much inner diversity.

103 Taylor, "Ta Follow a Rule" 169.

104 Sec Taylor, Ma/aise of Modernity Chapter VII .

105 Sec Taylor, "Reply and Re-articulation" 255.
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An important factor in the modem world is cultural borrowing.
Although this has always been a feature of human life, today its rate
and scale are unprecedented. Still it doesn't follo\v that what is
borrowed will be a carbon copy of the original. In Most cases it plainly is
note This means that finding a language for cultural diversity is partly
finding a language for alternative modemities; or finding a way of
understanding that makes room for these altematives....106

The import point here, a point that many of Taylor's interlocutors miss is that

Tdylor's use of 'common' (a~ in common purpose, understanding, language)

is neither unitary nor fixed nor is it like an explicitly-agreed premise. Taylor's

proposai for the reconciliation of differences is not to uncritically affirm the

authority of our common institutions, traditions and practices. The language

of perspicuous contrast, and ils tools of'articulation' and 'retrieval', is not

used to simply affirm an existing way of seeing things but can aIso be invoked

to calI into question the background assumptions that inform a way of life or

to restore other backgrounds of distinction, other strongly valued goods, that

may be lost, forgotten, ignored or suppressed.

The concept of 1 strong-evaluation' or a 'background of distinctions', is

therefore used differently from 'articulation' and 'retrieval'. The background

of distinctions is the conventional understanding, the 'form of life' that is

valued above others, the inescapable condition of existence. To 1 articulate' or

,retrieve' aspects of a form of life are practices undertaken for a specific

purposes: they are practices of liberation (to help free us from a dominant \'\'ay

of looking at things), justification (restoring a practice or picture that it

informs) and reconciliation (reaching understanding). 50 'articulation' is a

practice of understanding that we engage when we are held captive by a

picture and we \vant to escape its presurnptions of uniqueness, or it is a step to

106 Taylor, "Prefacc" fll1i!osopllical Argtlmmts xi-xiii.
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help us overcome misunderstanding. Articulation is not the essence of

human understanding nor is it the fundamental way in which we

understand the world around us. Rather, as 1 mentioned earlier, Taylor.

argues that "the basic way in which we acknowledge and mark the things that

are important to us in the human context is through what we call social

practices."107 Taylor means that the ways we regularly behave to/before each

other embody sorne understanding between us and allows of discrimination

of right/wrong, appropriate/inappropriate. Such social practices U can he

largely inarticulate" in the sense that the practice incorporates our

discriminations: "the good, the value embodied in a practice, its point or

purpose, may not be formulated."108 The valuing we do as human beings is

not always a conscious explidt activity. What things are valued is implied in

our background.

Taylor's language of perspicuous contrast allows us to avoid the self-delusion

of thinking that we do not speak from a moral orientation which we take to

he right (a pitfall of some neo-Nietzschean and naturalist views) and is meant

for the kind of intercultural understanding where both sides can feel that

their background distinctions are not being distorted, ignored or undermined.

The language of perspicuous contrast refers to a negotiated conditional

intercultural reconciliation, a common understanding of contrast, not of

definitive uniformity. Taylor points out that this language of perspicuous

contrast "is obviously very close to Gadamer's conception of the 'fusion of

horizons' and owes a great deal to it" and he is dear that his way of thinking

107 Taylor, "Philosophy and ils History" 22.

108 rbid.'We have a gamut ofarticulatencss. At the bottom, there is the case wherc no descriptive

words are uscd at all...Now the inarticulate end ofthis gamut us somehow primary. That is we arc introduccd

into the goods, and inductcd into the purposes ofour society much more and earlier through its inarticulate

practiccs than through formulations" Ibid., 23. Compare this to Wittgenstein 's daim that giving grounds,

justifying the evidcnce, cornes to an end,"it is our acting, which lies at the bottom ofa languagc-game."

Wittgenstein,Orl Certainty, section 204.
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on these has been much influenced by Gadamer.109 1 hope it is clear how this

language of contrast is also a particular example of Wittgenstein's concept of a

llperspicuous representation". Taylor admits as much when he states in

IIUnderstanding and Explanation" that his form. of realism '''has leamt...from

non-vulgar Wittgensteinianisrn."110

The distinction between "strong evaluation'-the inarticulate background

practices that shape us-and the practice of 1 articulating' our background

distinctions is missed by sorne of Taylor's interlocutors.l 11 The mistake of

conflating the two concepts leads to the equally mistaken belief that by

articulating the background distinctions (the norms) that ground our

practices, Taylor is simply endorsing uncritically those norms, or that he is

proposing that they serve as essential principles grounding our differences or

that he is affirming as reconciling principles, ones that are deeply

cons~(vative.112 What these criticisms miss is that our background

distinctions of worth are ways of life, ethics, standards that constitute and

motivate our capacities; they are already-accepted distinctions by which we

109 Taylor, "Undcrstanding and Explanation" 206; Taylor, "fhe PoJitics of Recognition" 67;

Taylor, "Comparison, History, Truth" 148.

110 uUnderstanding and Explanation" 205.
111 Daniel Weinstock for example, understands strong evaluation to mean a capadty to articulate

or dcliberate practically and considers it a condition of acting out a strong evaluation that one has

articulatcd and critically rcflccted no that strong evaluation. He rcrers to strong evaluation as the

"articulation and refinement of a particular good", a "pcrspicuous articulation of the goods toward which"

one draws ones feelings, a practice whcrcby a person is "sclf-consciously cngagcd in the proccss ofscarching

for increasingly pcrspicuous articulations of the goods to which one's feelings and desires arc a responsc."

Weinstock "The Political Theory ofStrong Evaluation" 174, 175-176. But strong evaluations are not

individual human capacities, nor is it a condition of strong evaluation that it be rendercd explidt and

critically rcflccted on.

112 Considcr for example how Quentin Skinner rebukcs Taylor for suggcsting that wc must 'affirm'

our conceptions of the good and 'embracc' our inheritcd way s of Iife even if they "betray our intercsts and

threatcn our Iibcrtics." Skinner mistdkcnly bclievcs thatTaylor is suggcsting that dcspite the barbarism of

the present ccntury "the propcr vicw to take of our own moral evolution must he strongly affirmative."

Skinner, "Modcrnity and Disenchantment" 42.
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judge our desires, inclinations, choices, practices; they are IIthe standards by

which other, ordinary goods are judged".113 Strong evaluations are not

community-agreements or jushfications of existing traditions or norms, but

are the practice-frameworks we invent to give our lives 'sense'. Strong

evaluations are our forms of life, they are the norms or rules that constitute

our practices, giving them sense. Taylor uses 'evaluation' to Mean a condition

of experience, a framework that makes the world around us meaningful and

intelligible.

Frameworks provide the background, explicit or implicit, for our moral
judgements, intuitions, or reactions....To articulate a framework is to
explicate what makes sense of our moral responses. That is, when we
try to speU out what it is that we presuppose when we judge that a
certain form of life is truly worthwhile, or place our dignity in a certain
achievement or status, or define our moral obligations in a certain
manner, we find ourselves articulating inter alla what 1 have been
calling here 'frameworks' .114

In response to Daniel Weinstock who conflates evaluation and articulation

Taylor writes: "1 don't consider it a condition ~f acting out a strong evaluation

that one has articuJated and critically reflected on one's framework... .I Mean

simply that one is operati'lg with a sense that sorne desires, goals, aspirations

are qualitatively higher than others."115 This idea that we operate with a

'sense' of qualitative distinctions is spelled out dearly in the Sources of the

SeLf, when Taylor distinguishes the warrior-citizen ethic (the ethic of vir~.:e,

to he found in public life or in excelling in the warrior agon) and against this

the counter-position put forward by Plato, that the higher life is ruled by

113 Sec Taylor, Sources OJ tIre Self 4,20,34,35,65, 122,336-37. Sorne of the 'strong cvaluations'

Taylor rctricvcs arc the cthics of honour, sclf-rnastcry, transfonnation of the will, expressivism and the

affirmation of ordinary life.

114 Taylor, Sources of tire Se1f26.

115 Taylor, "Rcply and Re-articulation" 249.
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reason (a vision of order in the cosmos and the soul).116 Plato's ethic requires

what we would calI today a ' theory', a reasoned account of what human lite is

about, and why one way is higher than others. This flows inescapably from

the new moral status of reason. But the background within which we act and

judge doesn' t need to be articulated theoretically. IIIt isn' t usually by those

who live by the warrior ethic. They share certain discriminations: what is

honourable and dishonouring, what is admirable, what is done and not

done." Taylor describes this as knowing "'how to behave , :ithout ever being

toid the ruIes."117 Rules, discriminations, reside in customary social practices.

That is what Taylor means when he speaks of acting within a background or

framework as functioning with a 'sense' of qualitative distinction. A

framework can only he an inarticulate norm, embedded in practice, or it can

be articulated or retrieved - spelled out in a highly explicit way, in a

philosophically formulated ontology or anthropology.118 Like Wittgenstein' s

daim that rules reside in ongoing customary use, Taylor does not conclude

from the fact that sorne people operate without a philosophically defined

frame\vork that they are quite \vithout a framework at ail. Taylor daims that

this is ahvays untrue:

For Iike our inarticulate warriors, their lives may be entirely structured
by supremely important qualitative distinctions, in relation to which
they literalIy live and die. This will he evident enough in the
judgement calls they make on their own and others' action. But it may
be entirely up to us, observers, historians, philosophers,
anthropologists, to try to formulate explicitly what goods, qualities, or
ends are here discriminated. It is this level of inarticuIacy, at which we
often function, that 1 try to speak of when 1 speak of the 'sense' of a

116 Taylor, Sources of tire Self 20.

117 Ibid., 21.

118 "In the case of sorne frameworks, it may he optional whether one formulatcs [qualitative

distinctions 1or not. But in olhcr cases, the nature of the framework demands it, as with Plato, or scems lo

fnrbid it, ilS \Vith the warrior-citizen ethic he attacked." rbid.
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qualitative distinction.119

Like Wittgenstein's celebrated rule-foUowing daims in the Philosophical

Investigations, Taylor here is arguing that we can give definition to the rules

implicit in our practices ("we can draw a boundary - for a special purpose") but

it is a mistake to assume that our practices are meaningful only when theyare

so-defined: ''Does it take that to make the concept usable? Not at all! (Except

for that special purpose)."120 As "'Vittgenstein writes, even though the

application of a word, or agame, is not everywhere circumscribed, or bounded.

by dear rules, this does not Mean that its use, the game, is unregulated. We

know how to follow a rule and play agame because of our ongoïng

participation in the game or the practice in which the rule is customarily

used. Our participation in the practice means that we inherit a background

against which we can distinguish between correct and incorrect rule­

following, between true and faIse.

Taylor makes specific reference to this important argument121 and specifically

to Philosophical Investigations, section 87, where Wittgenstein argues that an

explanation (what Taylor calls articulation) is not what grounds our self­

understanding. This important Wittgensteinian aspect of the Taylorian

argument is not dearly recognized by Taylor's interlocutors Many of whom

do not see that strong evaluations are not always explicit, but are aIways

inarticulate, embedded in practice. The other more crucial daim Taylor makes

is that modernity is marked by a new kind of inarticulacy, that of denial of

frameworks and background distinctions altogether. Articulation, therefore is

not \vhat grounds our identity (our self, self-understanding) but serves a

119 Ibid.

120 Pl,ilosopJrical 11lvestigatio1ls, section 69.

121 Sec Taylor, Sources of th!' Self 34,35,38.
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specific purpose, as Wittgenstein explains in Section 87, IIto remove or to

avert a misunderstanding-one, that is that would occu.r but for the

1 . "exp anahon....

\'Vhat some of Taylor's interlocutors miss is the distinction Taylor draws

between the inescapable background and the practice of articulating and

retrieving that background. 'Articulation', 'historical retrieval', 'creative

r~description', 'perspicuous redescription', 'uncovering origins', 'formulating

what is unsaid', are practices that oceur when our background distinctions

(our framework) is called into question, is challenged, or when it collides with

a rival culture. These practices are not the same as strong evaluation.

Articulation is a practice of understanding but 'strong evaluation' refers to a

conventional understanding, or a rule that we obey and go against in actual

cases. These practices of retrieval-articulation strongly resemble and are

influenced by Wittgenstein's technique of 'perspicuous representation', a

technique and influence apparent in many other philosophers of the late

hventieth century including Quentin Skinner and Thomas Kuhn, whose

work 1 will survey in the proceeding chapters .

IV. Conclusion

Charles Taylor is conventionally read as a deeply conservative

'communitarian' philosopher "Tho grounds morality and politics in the

community, affirms and uncritically accepts the authority of our inherited

institutions and practices, and endorses a unitary common goOO. This

'communitari~n'interpretation is called into question, and replaced with a

dialogical reading of Taylor where human understanding is grounded not in

'the community' but in the continuing conversation and the ongoing struggle

to negotia te "ith others recognized as different. This dialogical reading is

made perspicuous by retrieving aspects of the philosophy of Ludwig
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\Vittgenstein, \vhose arguments about 'language-games' and rule-follo\o\ing

strongly influence Taylor's philosophical position. Like Wittgenstein's

account of language-games, Taylor daims that language is woven into a range

of social practices of dialogical exchange, and that our identities are shaped by

these dialogical relationships.

The incorrect reading of Taylor is based in part on a blindness to these

Wittgensteinian aspects and irl part on a number of conceptual

misunderstandings: \vhat Taylor means by a 'common understanding' and

the concepts of 'strong evaluation' (or the 'background of distinctions') and

'articulation' (or 'retrieval'). The concept 'strong evaluation' refers to a

standard, a moral or motivating ideal, a way of life, such as the ethic of

authenticity, the affirmation of ordinary life, inwardness. The concept of

1articulation' refers to a practice of making apparent sorne aspects of the strong

evaluation: in order to identify the higher ideal behind more or less debased

practices (such as the ethic of authenticity), in order to call into question our

practices, such as naturalism and neo-Nietzschean relativism, and in order to

reconcile differences, and reach an understanding, such as \\rith the Québec­

Canada impasse. The technique Taylor proposes to pursue these three goals of

articulation is, like Wittgenstein, a perspicuous contrast: comparing and

contrasting aspects of the background understanding that ground the

conflicting practices and the different and similar uses of concepts. In this

sense, Taylor is a philosopher of plurality, not community. What the

'communitarian' interpretation misses is Taylor's crucial daim that human

identities are constituted in the ongoing practices of dialogue, in the activities

of giving reasons, seeking rnutual understanding and agreement and going

on differently. The accounts which foeus on 'community' cannot explain

these Taylorian paradigm activities of identity-formation and understanding,

such as exchanging reasons with a significant other, in a poLitical discussion,
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in a serninar or at a meeting. The 'community' view misses how

understanding, reconciling differences, is an activity engaged in with others

who see things differently. It is a game in which there are many different

possibilities, a labyrinth of paths.

Wittgenstein's philosophy allows us to understand ho,v Taylor proposes to

reconcile the seemingly incommensurable plurality of cultures, values and

conceptual frame,,'orks, through a common understanding that recognizes

and makes room for different cultures and \vays of life. Taylor's form of

reconciliation is not the embodiment of a single all-embracing principle of

polities or morality frorn which everything can he deduced (such as the

community); nor is Taylor suggesting that intercultural reconciliation can be

achieved if we ail simply embrace our inherited customs and traditions, or

affirm sorne universal goOO. Taylor's proposai for reconciliation begins from

the position that we are deeply motivated by conflicting standards but a

common understanding, reconciliation, is possible in ongoing dialogue. Such

a cornmon understanding is similar to Wittgenstein's daim that what unites

the variety of language-games is not uniformity, but family resemblances, a

complicated network of overlapping criss-crossing similarities. For Taylor,

reconciliation can be achieved conditionally, and in a mutually non­

distortive manner, in a continuing conversation, negotiation and persuasion

in \vhich the differences and similarities are compared among people

recognized as different.
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CHAPTERIV

Quentin Skinner: History as an 'Obj..ct of Comparison' and
The Text as a Technique of Persuasion

I. Introduction

•

In the previous chapter, 1 explored the various areas of similarity in the

philosophical approaches of Charles Taylor and the later \\TÏtings of Lud"rig

\Vittgenstein: there is an irreducible plurality of self-understandings, practices

or fonns of lite; these self-unuerstanding are rule-güvemed in the sense that

they embody conventional standards of evaluation; acceptance of these

entails neither that rational assessment of conflicting, rival or uncombinable

practices is not possible nor that one must accept the incorrigibility and

incomparability of the multiplicity of practices; human understanding is

possible in ongoing practice in ongoing comparison and contrast, negotiation,

conversation, dialogue not by having a general or a comprehensive theory

that unites the variety of conversations.

1 argued that Taylor's position is partIy shaped by a distinctive reading of

Wittgenstein's later \vritings: one that is neither conservative nor relativist.

The reading is not conservative because Taylor argues that understanding is

not like being trained into a unitary agreed-to rule or being conditioned into

community-based conventional practices, it is not like singing in unison, but

rooted in a multiplicity of different and similar uses - 'obeying a rule' and

'going against il' in actual cases. This position is not relativist because the

absence of a general theory or eulturally-invariant principle does not entail

that conflicting self-understandings or evaluative languages are incorrigible

and incomparable, that \ve must simply appeal to the authority of a tradition,

convention or practice.

This chapter \vill examine another example of this distinctive reading of



•

•

138

lVittgenstein's later \'vritings, that offered by Quentin Skinner. It is may aim

to show similarities between the approaches of Skinner and Wittgenstein and

between those of Skinner and Taylor. This is not to say that there are no

differences between Skinner and Taylor. Indeed there is much grounds for

disagreement between them, including the ways they read Wittgenstein.1 1

am not the first to notice the connection between Skinner and Wittgenstein.

Jarnes Tully has already noted how Il the horizon and general orientation" of

Skinner'S \\'ork is furnished by an approach put forward by Wittgenstein in

the Philosophical Investigations and On Certainty.2 My aim is to examine this

general orientation and compare it to Wittgenstein's writings, to show how

Skinner employs Wittgenstein's techniques as tools to explain the

relationship between the past and present. In 50 doing 1 intend to show,

contrary to bis critics3, that: Skinner's views about interpretation and their

methodological implications are in fact constructed out of epistemologically

sound materials; that the philosophical understanding from which Skinner

draws rus arguments about the process of historical interpretation is tenable.

And that this self-understanding does not commit one to a conservative

political philosophy.

1 For examplc, Skinner's reading of Wittgenstein is influenccd by J.L Austin's speech-aet thcory, and

is used as cl method by which to stuJy the history of ideas, that is, historical inquirics into intellectual

problems. Meanwhile, Taylor situatcs his reading ofthe Philosoplrical Investigations within the Kantian

tradition of 'an argument from transcendental conditions', where the adequacy of an explanation is argucd

From what is "hown to he the indispensable conditions of there being anything like expcrience or awareness

of the world in the first place. Taylor, "Overcoming Epistcmology" 473. Taylor's comparison to Kant is nut

necessarily one that Wittgenstein would have objected to. Ray Monk explains that in 1932, when he devoted

ail his cnergy ta producing a presentation of his new thought.., the pcriod now recognized as when he bcgan

ta fonnulate the idea.. for which he would later be known, Wittgenstein Icctured on the Western

philosophical tradition using C.D. Broad's own series of undergraduate lecture~, "Element.. of Philosophy".

Of Kant' critical mcthod he s<lid: "This is the right sort of approach." Monk, nllty OfC".e11ÎllS 319-22.

2 Tully,'1"he Pen is a Mighty Sword" 8.

J Sec Skinner"A Rcply to My erities" 235.
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II. UWords are Deeds"

ln IIMeaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas"4 Quentin Skinner

holds up for scrutiny two approaches to historiography: textualism and

contextualism. The two approaches are "orthodox answers" Skinner daims

to IIthe basic question which necessarily arises whenever an historian of ideas

confronts a work which he hopes to understand" namely IIw hat are the

appropriate procedures to adopt in the attempt to arrive at an understanding

of the work?" Textualism is premised on a bellef that the text contains

timeless elements, universal ideas, dateless wisdom, fundamental concepts, a

definitive or essential (original) meaning and the task of the historian of

ideas is to retrieve the original true meaning of a text, the unbroken

continuity of forgotten things, the historically invariant principle. The

essential (true) meaning of the concepts employed by the author is given or

fixed by their sense and reference. The references of the text are the objects for

which its concepts stand, what the objects designate. The sense of the text, the

substance of the arguments contained in the texts, is determined by the

ideological context itself - the text in relation to other avaiIable texts.

Therefore the textualists argue that the text is a self-sufficient object of

inquiry; it is possible to understand utterances and hence interpret texts in the

absence of understanding the social context.5

The contextualist thE5is is based on the premise that meaning is 'caused' b}

the context, that knO\ving the cause (the necessary and sufficient condition of

the occurrence) of an action is equivalent to an understanding (and an

explanation) of the action itself, its meaning6; furthermore, social contexts are

antecedent causal determ;0'1nts of the ideas of a given author. Therefore the

4 Rcprintcd in Tully cd., Mcall;,rg aPld Context, 29-67.

5 Skinner, "Mcaning and Undcrstanding" 55-56.

6 Ibid., JO.
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contextualist thesis concludes that social contexts in themselves determine

the meaning of the text.7

Skinner replies to these two orthodox methods by arguing that examining

either the text itself or its social context are insufficient for understanding and

furthermore these Methodologies rest on fundamental mista1ces: textualism a

mistake about 'essential' meaning, contextualism a mistake about the nature

of the relationship between the author's intention and the .lction of the

\\'ritten word: it privileges causal explanation over explanation by purpose.

80th approaches ignore how a language of explanation is inseparable from an

evaluation and is inseparable from the subjects, theories or social reality it is

trying to explain. The textualist thesis fails to recognize that the meaning of

an utterance is fixed neither by what the words refer to or denote nor by the

\vord's role in the sentence or in relation to other available vocabulary

because the words denoting an idea may he used with varying and quite

incompatible uses, hecause the meaning of a concept is diverse.

Furthermore even if the context fixes the sense of the utterance - its linguistic

meaning or the substance of the argument itself - it alone cannot uniquely fix

the meaning nor resolve ambiguities in reference, since the context is capable

of yielding a variety of alternative of senses or the sense May itself he a variety

of possible interpretations. One also needs insight into the purpose of

linguistic actions, the author's intentions, her point in writing, the

'illocutionary force' of the text - something causal contextuaI explanations

cannot provide. Therefore Skinner advises us that rather than study social

context as a causal explanation, social context should be examined for its

7 rbid., 61.
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insights into the purpose of the action for the agent who performed it.8

Skinner's alternative approach, his response to textualism and causal

contextual explanation, is a form of historical explanation which is non­

causal, which attempts to retrieve the author's intention, which is to say the

point in writing the text. This is non-causal because it explains the linguistic

action in terms of the ideological point and not in terms of an independently

specifiable condition, a general li.w or theory, a hypothetical-deductive model,

a necessary and sufficient condition, a culturally-invariant all-embracing

method or some other search for essence. The very idea that there is an

1 essential' meaning of a text which remains the same or which writers

contribute at aIl, is a mistake. Therefore the very project of looking for such a

meaning by \vay of a general theory or historically-invariant explanation is

simply mistaken.

This distinctive historiography is deeply influenced by the lessons of the

Philosophical Investigations. It is a way of doing history in which "we must

study all the various situations which may change in complex ways, in which

the given form of words can logically be used - all the functions the "'ords can

serve, all the various things that can be done with them."9 Citing sections 43

8 Ibid., 59. It is noteworthy that both Taylor and Skinner share an carly comntitmcnt to

"explanation by purpose".

9 Ibid., 55. Skinner's response to textualism and his understanding of Wittgenstein is heavily

influenced by J.L.Austin who Skinner daims introduccd urcfincments...into Wittgenstein's suggestcd analysis

of 'meaning' in tcrms of 'the use of \Vords"'. Skinner, HA Reply to My erities" 260. Skinner daims that

Austin'c; speech-aet theory "pro,,;dcs us \Vith a convcnient way of making a point of fundamental importance

about the understanding of utteranccs and hcnce the interpretation oftexts." Ibid., 260. The theory reminds us

that, if we wish to understand any s~riousutterance, we necd to be able to gTasp something over and above

the sense and reference of the terms uscd to express il. "To cite Austin's own fonnula, wc necd in addition to

find a means of rccovcring what the agent may have becn doing in saying what \Vas said, and hence of

understanding what the agent may have meant by issuing an utterance \Vith just that sense and refcrence."lbid.

Sec also J.L. Austin, "Pcrformalivc-Constative" Tire Plrilo50piry of l.anguage, cd. J.R. Searle (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1971) 13-22.
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and 79 of the Philosophical Investigations Skinner claims that the

IIappropriate, and famous, formula" is that we should look for Rot the

essential or fixed meanings of words, '~ut their use."lO Skinner turns to

\Vittgenstein's remarks as a l'classic statement" of his own alternative

methodological commi tments. l t A proper historical understanding is an

ongoing and aspectival process in which \ve grasp what point a given

expression might have had for the agents who use it, "w'hat range of uses the

expression itself couId sustain./ l2 Skinner describes his use-based, practical

historiography as follo\'vs:

...as soon as we see that there ;5 no determinate idea to which various
\vriters contributed but only a variety statements made with the words
by a variety of different agents "With a variety of intentions, then what
we are seeing is equally that history of ideas must focus on the various
agents who used the ideas and on their varying situations and
intentions for using them.l 3

The continuing process of understanding an author means surveying a

muItiplicity of ways in \vhich a variety of \\Tords are used. Like an

anthropologist's attempt at understanding an allen culture and a

philosopher's attempt to understand an unfamiliar conceptual scheme14, the

historian understands the past in conversation or dialogue between one's

10 Ibid.

11 Sec Ibid., footnote 154 page 300: "For the clas..o;ic statement of this commitment, sec Ludwig

Wittgcn<.;tcin, Plrilosoplrical lllvrstigations ...csp. Para. 43; and for its application as cl mcans of attacking the

idca of fixcd mt.'anings,S<.'{.· t.'sp. para. 79 ct seq. "

12 Ibid., Sh.

1Jlbid.• 56•

14 Skinner "Mt.'ilnmg and Undcrstanding", oiS.
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o\vn "preconceived paradigms"15 and another unfamiliar or rival language,

seLf-understanding or conceptual scheme. This is a dialogical epistemology in

that making sense of a statement or action must include and make use of a

range of descriptions that the other agent could have used to describe and

classify his own actions. ln The key to understanding such actions is to

examine the use of words: to see as Skinner puts it, "the nature of ail the

occasions and activities - the language games - within which it might

appear...."17

Skinner's reference to \Vittgenstein's celebrated concept of the language game

is a clear indication of the important place of the Philosophical Investigations

in his early writings. Like Wittgenstein, Skinner's historical surveys highlight

a crucial feature of human understanding: that we understand the meaning

of a \vord by actuaUy using it in ongoing customary practice, by Il , obeying the

ruIe' and 'going against il' in actual cases"18 by using the language in new and

innovative ways, acquiring the range of normative abilities to use a concept

in various contexts.

Skinner's approach illustrates the practical nature of language not merely as a

description of human activity but something inextricably intenvoven in

human actions and values: speech is also action, to say something is always

and eo ipso to do something. Skinner invokes the 'language-games'

15 Ibid., ~. The use of this ~uhnian vocabulary is not coinddcntal. Skinner acknowlcdgcs his debt

to Kuhn's works in a numberof articlcs. Sec for cxample Skinner, "Meaning and Understanding in the

History of Idcas" 32; Skinner,"'Social Meaning' and the Explanation of Social Action'," Mearring alld

C011tcxt, cd. Tully, 92-93; and Skinner, liA Reply to My erities" 236 (footnote 22 page 328),250,257. Kuhn

reciproC.1tcs the acknowlcdgcment, rccognizing Skinner as an historian "whose concerns ovcrlap my own."

Kuhn, "Mathematical Ye:-suo; Experimental Traditions in the Dcvelopment of Physical Sdencc," Tire Essclltia/

TClIsion 31 n.

1 fi Ibid.

1 7 rbid., 55.

1Xl'lzilosoplzical 11IL'cstisations, Part 1, section 201.
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argument to illustrate why it is a mistake to look for the common, general or

essential features of history that could be discovered once and for all. Instead

the languages of history must be seen as a diverse collection or multiplicity of

tools \vith different functions, a complicated network, an ancient city with a

maze of little streets and squares, old and ne\v houses and multitude of

neighbourhoods, a labyrinth of paths.19

Skinner appeals to this very T)()werful Wittgensteinian framework to

challenge the supremacy of positivist methods of history with their unitary

and causal daims.20 He credits Wittgenstein with a "central insight" about

'use' claiming that it is l'most economically conveyed by [the) remark that

'words are also deeds'."21 This reference to section 546 of the Philosophical

Investigations is of such fundamental importance to Skinner that he uses it

and a similar remark "words are deeds"22 as a quotation prefixed to the

publication Meaning and Context Quentin Skinner and Iris Critics and as the

methodological framework of ms recent publication Reason and Rhetorie in

the Philosophy of Hobbes in which Skinner attempts to "take seriously the

implications of the fact that, as Wittgenstein puts it in Philosophieal

Investigations, '\vords are also deeds.'''2J

19 Ibid., Part 1., sectjons Il - 12, 18,23, 203.

20 Thélt is not to say that Skinner rejecto; causal cxplanations. His point is that there are also non

causal expianations of human action. Skinner, "A Reply to My CrHics" 266.

2 1 Ibid., 260.

22 Wittgenstein Culture and Valllt' 46e.

23 Skinner, Reasorr and RJU!toric in tire Plzilosoplry of llobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

199f1) 8. From Austin Skinner distinguishcs two ways that words can bc dœds: what one may bring about

'by saying' something (pcrlocutionary utteranccs) and what one may he doing 'in saying" something,(the

i ntended force, corresponding to the 'illocutionary' aet being performed by the agent in isc:;uing a given

utterance). As Skinner puts it, "Austin's central contention is that any agent, in issuing any serious utterance,

will he doing o;omething as wpll a .. mercly saying something, and will bl'doing something in saying what he

".:lys, and n(lt ml'rely as a consequence of what is said:' Skinner, " 'Social Meaning" and the Explanation of

Social Action" H3. To understand fully the historical meaning of a text it is not sufficicnt to undcrstand its

locutionary mcaning, the author'c:; inter.tion 'to write' (where the intention precedes the action) but it is also
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The way in which Skinner attempts to take seriously the implication that

words are deeds is to exhibit the dynamic nature of the relationship which

exists between the professed principles and actual practices of politicallife,

that is, bet\veen the linguistic or ideological context (thought) and the

practical context (action).24 This means that to understand a text is not just to

recapture the locutionary or linguistic meaning but also ""why its contents are

as they are and not otherwise ,.25 As Skinner wri tes:

\Ve need, that is, to he able to give an account of what [the writer] was
do in g in presenting bis argument: what set of conclusions, what course
of action, he was supporting or defending, attacking or repudiating,
ridiculing with irony, scoming with polemical silence, and so on and
on through the entire gamut of speech-acts embodied in the vastly
complex act of intended communication that any work of discursive
reasoning may be said to comprise.26

necessary to 'secure uptake' of the iIIocutionary force of the author's utterances, the author's intention 'in

writing' the text ,his point (where the intention is logically connected to the action) The locutionary meaning

(the sense and reference) of past practices can be secured by situating author1text in hisl its linguistic or

ideological context - what an author is or was 'doing' in writing a text in relation to other available

texts.The locutionary context is the collection of texts written or used in the same periods, addresscd to the

same or similar issues and sharing a number of conventions. The author's illocutionary force (intention) can

be secured by situating the author in hls or her practical (political) context: the point of the text in relation to

available and problematic political action. Tully, "The Pcn is a Mighty Sword" 7. The "key'" to the latter is

"to compare how the relevant political action is rendered by the conventions of the ideology with how it is

reàescribed by the manipulation of these conventions in the given text:' Ibid., Il. The practical context

concems the poHticaJ problcms of the age to which the political theorist is responding. Tully tells us that the

locutionary meaning asks about the character of the text as an ideological manoeuvre (what is an author

doing ideologically?) and the ilIocutionary force asks about the character of the ideological manoeuvre as a

political manoeuvre (what is an author doing in manipulating the available ideological conventions?) Ibid.,

10. Tully's important clarification is that Skinner distinguishes: (a) the ideological and political pointes) of a

text relative to available conventions and (h) the author's ideological and political pointes) in writing il.

Ibid., 10, 12.

24 Skinner, "Meaning and Understanding" 56-9 and Skinner "Sorne Problems in the Analy~isof

Political Thought and Action" Meaniug a"d Context, ed. Tully, lOS.

25 Skinner, ''The Idea of Negative Liberty" 201 .

26 Ibid.
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Skinner begins with the Wittgensteinian observation that use, our customary

practices and conventions, are what lie at the foundation of modem social

and political thought.27 And the histories that Skinner specifically explains

are the ways in which relations of power and war ground modern practices of

political thought.28 However, Skinner also accepts the hermeneutical

convention of the constitutive role of language (ideology), in negative form,

rejecting the view that the practitioner's language of description (ideology)

has no influence on practice itself. 29Although the practical context is

primary, the ideological context is not \\1holly superstructural - it in tum

affects the base.3o

Skinner's interest as an historiélI\ is to examine and explain those periods in

history where prevailing social and political conventions are rendered

problematic because of practical conflict or war. In such cases the production

of a text is crucially significant in the historical explanation because ~e text

helps constitute and characterize the ideological contexte Because the

ideological context is not wholly superstructural, the text must he read as

"action in context", as a technique of persuasion, as an attempt by the author

to "reinforce or change his ideological context, strengthen or weaken rival

elements of it, preserve a certain form of it intact against assault, or on the

contrary give it a new hvist or direction."31 Political theories are about

contemporaneous legitimation crises caused by shifting political relations

because the language in \vhich they are written serves to characterize political

27 Tully, "The Pen is a Mighty Sword" 24.

28"The primary agent of large-scale change in both thought and action is the unstable configuration

ofpower relations that make up the practical context, and which the ideological controversy represents."

Ibid., 15. Tully adds, that for Skinner "it is practical conflict and war that lie at the foundation of modem

political thoughL." Ibid., 24.

29 Tully, ''The Pen is a Mighty Sword" 23.

30 Ibid., IS.

31 Charles Taylor, "The Hermeneutics of Conflict," Meoning o"d Context, l'd. Tully, 219.
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relations.32 In this sense, social and political theories are "'justifications of the

alterations or reinforcement of use-governing conventions"33, theyare

"weapons of vindication or subversion", characterizing or re-evaluating the

political situation they represent, legitimizing a new range of activity or

belief, or delegitimizing or reenforcing the status quo.34

Ooes Skinner's anti-essentialist historiography lay the groundwork for a

relativist rationality? That is, lS Skinner insulating questions of historical

explanation from those of truth?35 One of the questions Skinner is concerned

\vith is how the historian can evaluate the precise character of the social and

political theories expressed in various texts.36 This is a difficult task indeed

because /1an ideology is only a very rough guide to the fonns of life it

characterizes" and Ila worst guide to what is actually going on" because

"components of the (languages) ideologies are adjusted to mask and disguise

as customary forms of action what would otherwise he considered

unreasonable, immoral or illegal."37 The great texts are often classics "because

they challenge the commonplaces of the period."38

Despite these difficulties, Skinner insists that \ve cao evaluate the precise

character of the theory (revolutionary and conventional) and we can

understand the precise roIe of epistemology in relation to the author' s

political thought by asking questions about what an author is doing and

seeking the answers by reIating the author's \vork to the prevailing

32 Tully, "The Pen is a Mighty Sword" 13-14.

33 Ibid., 13.

34 Ibid., 13-14.

35Taylor ,"The Herrnencutics of ConAict" 223.

36 Skinner, ..Analysis of Political Thought and Action" 104.

37 Tully, "The Pen is a Mi~hty Sword" 23.

38 Ibid., 13.
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conventions of political argument at the time.39 Il is this complex

relationship between use, convention and the possibility of evaluation that

renders Skinner's approach neither relativist nor objectivist, but aspectival in

the sense articulated by Wittgenstein. 1 will now examine these three aspects

sho\\ring their connection to Wittgenstein's later writings: Wittgenstein's

remarks about grammar (an examination of the range of vocabulary and their

uses), convention (ho,\" concepts are situated in convention-govemed

contexts) and dialogue (how understanding occurs betwee~l convention­

govemed contexts).

Philosophical'Grammar'

In section 90 of the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein calls bis

investigation "grammatical" which is an analysis that sheds light on a

problern ''by clearing misunderstandings away". Such misunderstandings

concern "the use of words" by which Wittgenstein means not just how we

use language but also "the kind of statement that we make about

phenomena."40 Here \Vittgenstein is calling into question a conventional

philosophical method of making sense of the world which is "an urge to

understand the basis, or essence, of everything empirical."41 The question

about what is the essence of phenomena is a 'picture' that holds that before

we can understand any phenomena \\Te must develop a general theory \\lhich

explains its essential features. [n his lectures, Wittgenstein explained t!lat he

\vas not offering a philosophical theory, but rather was calling into question

the need for theory. As Ray Monk remarks in bis excellent summary of

\Vittgenstein's life and \vorks, IIw hat replaces theory isgrammar. "42

39 Skinner, "Analysis of Political Thought and Action" 104.

40Sce also Plrilosopllical Illvestigations Part [ sections 199,392,492,496-497.

41 Ibid., section 89.

42 Monk, Dufy of C,nlillS 322. Monk meticulously summarizes thcdcvelopmcnt ofWittgenstein's

idCi! of philosophical grammar in chaptcrs 13 and 14.
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As 1 explained in Chapter II, the alternative to theory-building is outlined in

section 122 of the Philosophical Investigations, where Wittgenstein explains

the concept of lperspicuous representation' or the 'survey' - a technique that

sho\\rs by way of 10bjects of comparison' how we are grounded in a variety of

conventional self-understandings joined by a complicated nehvork of

similarities and differences overlapping and criss-crossing. Rather than

constructing a general theory to unite this polysemy of meanings,

\Vittgenstein urges us to see the family resemblances in aIl the various uses.

Rather than assuming that a concept must have a definite common use in aIl

possible cases, Wittgenstein encourages us to see the connections, the

differences and similarities, among particular cases and examples.

There are in fact many overall similarities and similarities of details when we

compare Skinner's and Wittgenstein's remarks on grammar or use. In his

UThe Idea of Negative Liberty", Skinner's describes his historical

"Vittgensteinian approach as follows:

... to explicate a concepl...is to give an account of the meanings of the
terms ha~itually used to express il. And to understand the meanings of
such terms...is a matter of understanding their correct usage, of
grasping what can and cannot he said and done with them. 50 far so
good; or rather, so far so Wittgensteinian, which 1 am prepared to
suppose amounts in these matter to the sarne thing.43

Overall, Skinner's approach is one of a survey of the "gradual emergence of

the vocabulary of modern political thought."44 Like Wittgenstein, Skinner's

aim is to use objects of comparison, in this case recovering "discarded

43 Skinner, "The Idca of NC~<1tivcLiberty" 198.

44 Sec Skinner [he fo",rdatiorrs of Modern Po/itica/ "fhous'rt, vols. 1& fi back cover of paperback

edition. Citcd in Tully, "The Pen i.; cl Mighty Sword" 17.



•

•

150

traditions of thought";45 recovering the variety of things that "have been said

and done with"46 a concept at earlier phases in the history of western culture

in order to IIsupplement and correct" prevailing and misleading restricted

senses of what IIcan and cannot he said and done"47 with various concepts of

social and political philosophy. Skinners aim is to invoke the past as an

object of comparison. This comparative analogical use of history as

comparison is a way of IIquestioning rather than underpinning our current

beliefs" and allows us to see our present practices differently - ,,0 show us how

a concept \ve take for granted IIhas been put to unfamiliar but coherent

uses."48

The similarities to Wittgenstein are even more apparent in detail. Skinner

identifies the \vay an 'appraisive vocabulary' is used by human agents and

how their manipulation of this vocabulary illustrates the artificial distinction

between social reality and the language of description of that social reality. In

other words linguistic debates, debates that arise over the use of terms, are

debates about the application of "our appraisive vocabulary to our social

\vorld U and 50 are debates about substantive social issues. Appraisive terms,

or 'evaluative-descriptive' terms49, are terms like nature, democracy,

originality, being, courageous, exploitation, religious, empiricaI, family,

interest, naughty, commodity, disceming, penetrating, ambition, shrewdness,

squandering, spendthrift, errant, exorbitant, providence, frugality.50 These are

45 Skinner, "The Idca of Negative Liberty" 197.

46 Ibid., 198.

47 Ibid.

4M Ibid .• 200, 198.

49 Words that cvaluatc our "second ordcr dcsircs", what Charles Taylor caUs "our language of

evaluative distinctions" of "qualitative contra5~'. Sel' for cxamplc, Taylor. "\Vhat is Human Agcncy,"

fJhi/osophica/ l'apas 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) 15-44. The capacity for reflcctive self­

evaluation that i'Ô maOlr~stcd in the fonnation of second-order desircs is somethlOg both Taylor and Skinner

Idcntify as crucial fcatures of human agency.

50 Skinner, "Analy.,is of Political Thought and Action" 114-115, 119-2H.
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terms which perform an evaluative as weIl as a descriptive function in

language;51 they are used to describe individuaI actions or states of affairs, and

to characterize the motives for the sake of which these actions can he

performed. li the criteria for applying one of these terms can be plausibly

claimed to he present in a given set of cïrcumstances, this not only serves to

describe the given action or state of affairs, but also to evaluate it in a certain

\-vay. This range of descriptive terms have the special characteristics of having

a standard application to perform one of tlvo contrasting ranges of uses: they

are standardly used, that is, to commend (and express approval for) or else

condemn (and express disapproval for) the actions or states of affairs which

they are also employed to describe.

Skinner isolates three main disagreements that arise over the application of

our appraisive vocabulary to our social world, and argues that these linguistic

disagreements, these disagreements about grammar or use, are aIso

disagreements about our social world itself. One type of argument over the

use of appraisive terms centres on the nature and range of the criteria in

virtue of which the \-vord or expression is standardly used, the criteria for

applying the term.52 \VIlen we find ourselves debating whether or not a word

ought to be applied as a description of a particular state of affairs, our

linguistic debate is aIso a substantive social debate, IIfor it can equally well be

characterized as an argument between two rival social theories and their

attendant methods of classifying social reality."53 Even if there is agreement

about the criteria for applying an appraisive term, a second type of dispute can

arise over its use, namely its correct range of reference54, whether a given set

of circumstances can be claimed to yield the criteria in vietue of \vhich the

51 Ibid., 111. Sec footnotc 46.

52 Skinn~r, "Language and Socia' Change," Meanillg and COrltext, cd., Tully, 121, 122-23.

S3 Ibid., 123.

S4 rbid., 122.
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term is normally employed. Like the first dispute such a disagreement is a

substantively social one, not just linguistic, "for what is being contended in

effect is that a refusaI to apply the term in a certain situation may constitute

an ad of social insensitivity or a failure of social awareness."55 Even if there

is agreement about the criteria for applying an appraisive term, and also

agreement that a given set of circumstances can properly be said to answer to

those criteria, there is still a third type of dispute that can arise about the use

of a term, namely what exact range of attitudes the term can standard.ly be

used to express or signaI. To use Austin's jargon, this is the term's IIspeech-act

potential" - the nature and range of the speech-acts it can he used to perform.

Once again, this can he characterized as a substantive social dispute and nat

merely a linguistic one, Ilfor in this case what is at issue is the possibility that a

group of language users may he open to the charge of having a mistaken or an

undesirable social attitude."56

What this analysis reveals is that there is a "strongly holistic" relationship

behveen a word and an entire vocabulary, an evaluative language and the

social action it helps justify.57 Language, ideology, is interwoven in the

practice it serves to justify. To see this relationship is, Skinner writes, Il ••• to

see the point at which our social reality and our social fabric mutually prop

S5 Ibid., 125.

56 Ibid., 12R.

57 "... a tenn such as art gains its meaning from the place il occupk'S within an entire conceptual

seheme. To changl' the eriter" for applying it will thus be tu change a \!;"l<:.t deal cise Ix!sides...50 an argument

over the application of the tenn art is potentially nothing Jess than an argument over two rival (though not of

course incommensurable) ways of approaching and dividing up a large tract of our cultural

experience...." Ibid., 124.
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each other up."58 And this is to say that ideology is not simply

'superstructural' but can change the practice it is rneant to describe.S9 Once

again, Skinner recognizes a Wittgensteinian source of this position. He rejects

the daim that fully intended and complex actions are best understood as the

results of causes "'hich are antecedent to and contingently connected with the

resulting actions and favours instead the "Wittgensteinian notion" to the

effect that there is a logical connection between the agenrs intentions and

actions.60 What Skinner's an~iysis tells us about a word changing !ts meaning

is that "we must focus not on the 'internal structure' of particuIar \vords, but

ratr.er their role in upholding complete social philosophies." The historian is

therefore obliged to examine the variety of social philosophies and not simply

the sense and reference of the word, if she is to understand the meaning of a

"Tord and how it changes over time.

Skinner's holisrn has clear implications for human agency (the notion of a

self, of a responsible human agent and the human capacity for reflective self­

evaluation) and it is for this reason that it is a very useful methodology

particularly \vith regards to explaining a very specific question in political

philosophy: conceptual innovation and change. Skinner's histories consider a

type of situation in which tlli! agent is engaged in a form. of social or political

action that is in sorne way untoward, and also possesses a strong motive for

attempting to legitimate it. "In such a situation the agent must he able to

58 Ibid., 132. For more on Skinner's holism see pages 248-249. Skinner citf..'S Charles Taylors

"Interpretation and the Sciences of Man" to support his argument. Ibid., sec endnote number 33, page 313.

Taylor speaks of "the artifidality of the distinction betwcen sodal rcality and the language of description of

that social reality....To scparatl' the two and distinguish them...is forever to miss the point." Charles Taylor,

"Interpretation and the SdenCl's of Man," reprinted in Taylor, Plli[osopl,ica[ {'apas 2, 34.

59 "A successful manipulation of the criteria for the application of a term that is, a manipulation

that becomc~cnnventional- causes a change in 'social heficfs and theories' ..:social perceptions and

awarencs<;' ...and, finally ..:sociJI values and attitudes:" Tully, "The Pen is a Mighty Sword" 15; Skinner

"Language and Social Change" 123-30.

60 Skinner, "Meaning and Understanding" 59.



•

•

154

describe his behaviour in such a way as to override any hostile appraisals of it,

and in this way to legitimate what he is doing to those who may have doubts

about the morality of rus actions."hl Since the agent justifies his own actions

on the basis of certain professed principles, bellefs, or an ideology, the

explanation of the agent's behaviour must include the agents's professed

principles, beliefs or ideology. There is in other words a connection between

the principles for the sake of which he professes to act and rus actual social or

political actions.h2 In Skinner's words, Il •••any course of action is inhibited

from occurring if it cannot he legitimated; it foUovls that any principle which

helps to legitimate a course of action must also be amongst the enabling

conditions of its occurrence."63

The central task of this lIinnovating ideologist" (or revolutionary) is that of

legitimating untoward social actions, to legitimate a new range of social

actions which, in terms of the existing ways of applying the moral vocabulary

prevailing in rus society, are currently regarded as in sorne way untoward or

illegitirnate and this is achieved by successfully manipulating the terms in

which his actions are described and evaluated. UHis aim must be therefore be

to sho\v that a number of existing and favourable evaluative-descriptive

terms can somehow be applied to his apparently untoward actions. If he can

somehow perform this trick, he can thereby hope to argue that the

condemnatory descriptions which are othenvise Hable to be applied to his

actions can in consequence he discounted."h4 It is by manipulating the set of

evaluative-descriptive terms that any society succeeds in establishing and

altering its moral identity: by describing and thereby commending certain

courses of action as (say) courageous or honest, while describing and

nI Skinner"Analysis of Political Thought and Action" 110.

02 Ibid., 111.

03 Ibid., 117.

(,4 rbid., 112.
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condemning others as treacherous or disloyal, we sustain our picture of the

actions and states of affairs which we wish either to disavow or legitimate.65

1 want to now provide two examples of Skinner's Wittgenstein

historiography, two illustrations that show two different aspects of his

approach: ho",' we can understand what an author is 'doing' by examining the

ways she or he manipulates the conventionallanguages of self­

understanding, and ho,,, histùry can be used as an 'object of comparison'. ln

both cases Skinner turns to the Italian Renaissance and particularly the

\\'ritings of Niccolo Machiavelli.

An 'Object of Comparison': Machiavellian L,~ertà

As 1 explained earlier, Skinner uses historica1 examples in order to free us

from some conventional or commonplace self-understanding, as a means of

questioning rather than underpinning our current beliefs. An example of this

use of history is Skinner's "The Idea of Negative Liberty: Philosophical and

Historical Perspectives."66 In this article Skinner explains that his interest is

not to use historical examples to help justify, affirm or 'mirror' our current

practices and self-understandings but on the contrary his aim is to turn to

history to enable us to "stand back from our own beliefs and the concepts \ve

use to express them", forcing us perhaps to reconsider, to recast or even

abandon sorne of our beliefs, to release US from the confines of an accepted

political convention "in light of these wider perspectives."67 The

conventional beliefs Skinner has in mind is a prevailing orthodoxy around

political liberty - the freedom of action available to individual agents \vithin

the confines imposed by their membership of political society. The orthodox

6S Ibid.

66 This Skinnerian method as a \Vay of 'sccing things differcntly' is also evidtmt in Skinner's most

reccnt publication Liberty Brfon- l.iocralism.

67 Skinner, "The Idea of Negative Liberty" 202.
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view of politicalliberty that Skinner seeks to challenge is that such liberty is

essentially negative (the absence of constraint) and negative liberty is to be

construed as an 'opportunity concept' as nothing but the absence of constraint

and as unconnected with the pursuit of any purposes of substantive ends; it is

not connected to the idea of civic virtues or public service and it is necessarily

connected to individual rights.68

Skinner turns to \",hat he takes to he the lessons of history (0 show that

...in an earlier and now discarded tradition of thought about social
freedom, the negative idea of liberty as the mere non-obstruction of
individual agents in the pursuit of their chosen ends was combined
\vith the ideas of virtue and public service in just the manner
nowadays assumed by all sides to be impossible without incoherence.69

Thus Skinner's aim is to "~~pplementand correct" tbis prevailing and

misleadingly restricted sense of what can and cannot be said and done with

the concept of negative liberty by examining the record of "the very different

things that have been said and done with it at earlier phases in the bistory of

our o\vn culture."70 By turning to the Roman republican theory of

citizenship71 as articulated by Machiavelli's The Discourses on the First Ten

Books of Titus Livius, Skinner shows how negative liberty is consistent \vith

"the performance of public services, and the cultivation of the virtues needed

6H Skinner argues that "thcrc is one fundamental assumption shared by virtually ail the

contributors to the current debate about ~ocial frccdom. Even Charles Taylor and Isaiah Berlin are able to

.:lgree on it: that it is only ifwecan give content to the idea ofobiective human flourishing that we can hopc to

make sense of any theory purporting to connect the concept of individuallibcrty with virtuous acts of public

servicc. The thesis 1propose to defend is t;,at this shared and central assumption is a mistake" Ibid., 197

69 Ibid., 197.

iO Ibid., 197-98.

71 "...il thcory that cnjoycd a brilliant though short-livcd revival in Renaissance Europe beforc

bcing challengcd and eventually eclipsed by the more individualistic (and contractarian) styles of political

rea..;oning th.Jt triumphed in the course of the seventcenth ccntury." Ibid., 203.
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to perform them...." that these are shown to be "instnlmentally necessary to

the avoidance of coercion and servitude", and thus "to be necessary

conditions of assuring any degree of personal liberty in the ordinary

Hobbesian sense of the term."72 Even though many contemporary negative

theorists say this is contradictory, Machiavelli's is a theory of negative liberty,

but he develops it without making any use whatever of the concept of

individual rights. As Skinner explains, Machiavelli writes that the prudent

citizen recognizes that "\vhatever extent of negative liberty he may enjoy, it

can only he the outcome of...a steady recognition and pursuit of the public

good at the expense of aIl purely individual and private ends."73

The various historically-constituted languages of understanding are therefore

used, as Wittgenstein writes in section 130 of the Philosophica/

Investigations, "to thrO\V light on the facts of our language by way not only of

similarities, but aiso of dissimilarities" and this comparison is intended to

enable us to change our way of Iooking at things, to cure our aspect-blindness

about politicalliberty to get us to see things differently about the concept of

negative liberty.

What an Author is 'Doing': Machiavelli as an Innovating Ideologist

The second example of Quentin Skinner's Wittgensteinian historiography

il1ustrates how understanding a text entails retrieving what an author is

'doing'. Skinner's most cited illustration is Niccolà Machiavelli's The Prince.

Ho\\' are we to make sense of Machiavelli's advice in Chapter 16, that

"Princes must learn when not to be virtuous"? Skinner writes,

Suppose that the sense and intended reference of the statement are
bath perfectly clear. Suppose even that this clarity is the result of a

72 Ibid., 217.

73 Ibid., 218.
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study of the entire social context of the utterance - a study which might
have revealed, say, that virtue in princes had in fact led to their ruin at
the time. No"' suppose two alternative truths about the statement
itself: either that such cynical advice was frequently offered in
Renaissance moral tracts; or that scarcely anyone had ever publicly
offered such cynical advice as a precept before.1t is obvious that any
commentator wishing to understand the statement must find out
\vhich of these alternatives is nearer the truth. If the answer is the first
aitemative, the intended force of the utterance itself in the mind of the
agent who uttered it can only have been to endorse or emphasize an
accepted moral attitude. But if the answer is the second the intended
force of the utterance becomes more like that of reje~ting or
repudiating an established moral commonplace.74

According to Skinner something like each of these historical daims has been

advanced in tum by historians of ideas about the statement to this effect to be

found in Machiavelli' s PT;nce. Not only is just one of these daims correct, he

argues, but also the decision on which one is correct "will very greatly affect

any understanding of what Machiavelli can have been intending to achieve."

The question is potentially "w hether he intended to subvert or to sustain one

of the more fundamental moral commonplaces of political life in his time."75

Skinner's daim is that in order to understand this (or any) statement, it

cannot be enough to grasp the statement itself or "'hat its context may be

alleged to show about what it must have meant, since the context is evidently

capable of yielding both of the alternative interpretations, "and so can hardly

be invoked to reject either in favour of the other." It must folIo\v, Skinner

continues, that in order to have understoocl any given statement made in the

past, the further aspect \vhich must still be grasped is its role in upholding or

challenging a prevailing social practice, "h 0 w what \vas said \vas meant, and

thus \vhat relations there may have been between various different

74 Skinner "Mcaning and Undcrstanding" 61-62.

7 5 Ibid., 62.
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statements even within the same general context."76 Understanding an

utterance is therefore connected to our grasping ho"' it enabled, legitimated

and commended a practice under threat or how it challenged, condemned

and undermined one. Grasping this practical or strategic purpose or point is a

crucial aspect of understanding the text and this cannot be supplied by

studying the linguistic social context alone.

Skinner uses this historical method to explain Machiavelli'5 point in writing

The Prince, why he \vas an l'innovating ideologist." Machiavelli was

attempting to sho\v that a favourable evaluative-descriptive term prevalent

in early sixteenth-century Renaissance Italian society, virtil, could he applied

to activities that would conventionally be described as illegitimate or vicious ­

parsimonious violence, lying, deceit. Machiavelli's contribution to conceptual

innovation was a result of his ability to successfully manipulate the term so

that it could he used to describe and 50 justify these activities. He achieved

this end by stretching the criteria of application and the range of reference of

vi r t il. and furthermore he expanded the term's speech-act potential- the range

of attitudes the term could standardly he used to express; Using Skinner's

jargon, he used a term normally employed to condemn what it describes in

such a \vay as to make it contextually clear that, in his vie,v, the relevant

action or state of affairs ought to in fact he commended.77

III. Deeds are Convention-Govemed: 'Marching Backwards into Battle'

Convention: What is 'Taken for Granted'

1 have been exploring the various aspects of Quentin Skinner's methodology

that he shares with \Vittgenstein's later philosophy: language is interwoven

in human practices (\vords are deeds); an author's intention or purpose is

76 Ibid., 62•

77 Skinncr, "LangucJgc .1nd 500.11 Change" 129.
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holistically related to the action it used to characterize; principles '~rhich help

to legitimate a course of action are amongst the enabling conditions of its

occurrence; misunderstanding a text is a result of aspect-bündness - neglecting

the motley of human practices, being held captive by a general or

comprehensive theory which purports to lay out the essential features of the

phenomena we are trying to understand; a way of freeing ourselves from the

craving for the general or essential is a survey of the vocabularies, the

grammar, of modem social ,- nd political philosophy by examining the specifie

cases, the examples, in order to, in Wittgenstein's words, "see something

different each time" .78 In the last section 1 outlined that one of the important

implications of this use-based or practical historiography is that it clarifies

how rational assessment takes place within 'convention-govemed' contexts

or conceptual schemes: it allo\vs the historian to notice those aspects of

conceptual change that occur because 'innovating ideologists' go against a rule

or convention by manipulating their available appraisive or evaluative­

descriptive vocabulary to justi.fy their untoward behaviour.

But this \Vittgensteinian historiography this 'history of philosophical

grammar' has another crucial companent, a second Une of argument that we

must nO\\1 consider. Skinner \\Tites, " ...the agent \VÎshing to legitimate \\'hat

he is doing at the same time as gaining what he wants cannot he the

instrumental problem of tailoring his normative language in order to fit his

projects. It must in part be the problem of tailoring his projects in order to fit

the available language."79 The "innovating ideologists" Skinner examines,

the political theorists who manipulate their available appraisive or

evaluative-descriptive vocabulary, were practicing forms of reflection that in

fact rested on and took for granted a whole range of conventions of the form

7S ['Ililosoplrical Irrr>cstisatiolls, Part Il, xi, 212c.

79 Skinner nie rOlmdatiollS of Modem l'olitical TJlous'lt, vols. 1« Il, xii-xiii.
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of life in which they thought and acted.so The daim here is that there are

lirnits to the agent's ability to single-handedly or privately manipulate

concepts to her own ends. Our critical inquiries are not monological or

radically reflexive; rather, they always take place within some ways of

thinking and acting that are taken for granted and not questioned.81 The

nature and range of evaluative concepts which any agent can hope to apply in

order to legitimate his behaviour can in no case be set by the agent himself.

On the contrary, the humaJ1 .lgent is con~trainedby other ~ccepted principles

of the society in which she is acting; other conventions set limits on how far

the innovating ideologist can stretch the use of terms to legitimate his

actions.82 Conceptual innovation must he grounded or justified partIy in

terrns of these conventions, in terms of a vocabulary that is Dot questioned

but taken for granted; it must show that some of an already-existing range of

favourable evaluative-descriptive terms can be applied as descriptions. 83 To

this extent, "every revolutionary is...obliged to march backwards into

battle."84 To justify rus behaviour, the innovative ideologist must show that

it can be described in a \vay "that those who currently disapprove of it can

somehow be brought to see that they ought to withhold this disapproval after

all. lI And to achieve this end, IIhe has no option but to show that at least sorne

HO Tully "Progrcss and Scepticism" 277.

81 Ibid., 276.

H2 The availability of evaluative concept.. that the agent can manipulate Uis a question about the

prevailing morality of the society in which the agent is acting; thcir applicability is a question about the

standard of meaning and use of the tenns involved, and about how far thes<" can be plausibly stretchcd. Thcse

factors serve as rather specifie constraints and directives to the agent about what precise lines of conduct

afford him the bcst means ofbringing his untoward actions in line with sorne accepted principlc, and thereby

legitimating what he does while still gaining what he wanls." Skinner, "Analysis of Political Thought and

Action" 117.

H3 Ibid., 112. "...huwevcrrevolutionary the ideologist conccmcd may bc, he will ncverthcless be

committcd, once he has acceptcd the necd to Icgitimate his bchavlOur, to attempting to show that some of t!1e

cxisting rLlngc of fLlvourablc cvaluative-dcscriptive terms can somehow he applied as apt descriptions of his

own apparcntly untoward actions."

H4 rbid., 112.
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of the terms which his ideological opponents use when they are describing

the actions and states of affairs of which they approve can be applied to

indude and thus legitimate his own untoward behaviour."85 Tully has

argued in rus summary of Skinner's position, that the term that does aIl the

\\'ork here is 'convention' and Skinner uses it heuristically to refer to relevant

linguistic commonplaces uniting a number of texts: shared vocabulary,

principles, assumptions, criteria for testing knowledge daims, problems,

conceptual distinctions."86 The innovating ideologist is constrained because

he "changes one part of an ideology by holding another part fast; by appealing

to and 50 reinforcing convention."87 This is precisely what Wittgenstein

means in Philosophical Investigations section 201 by Il 'obeying the rule' and

'going against il' in actual cases."

An illustration of the conventional'taken for granted' features of conceptual

innov.:.tion is Skinner's example of The Prince. Machiavelli justified his

advice, that a prince need not always act virtuously, by arguing that this

would enable a prince to achieve what everyone assumed a prince should

achieve: i.e., ad "rith virtue in laying dO\VIl good arms and good laws and so

achieve honour, praise and glory. "Since Machiavelli is standardly taken to be

one of the most radical of theorists, Skinner's analysis shows very graphically

the conventional limits to ideological innovation."ss In the example of

Machiavelli, one of the conventions of the 'advice to princes' literature is

ahvays to advise the prince to act virtuously. By reading Machiavelli's advice

in the light of this convention \ve can understand that \vhat he is doing in

using it is "to challenge and repudiate accepted moral commonplaces."89

85 Ibid.

Hf, Tully, 'rrhc Pen is a Mi~hty Sword" 9.

1;7 Ibid., 14.

HH Ibid.

H9 Skinner, " 'Social Meaning' and the Explanalion of Social Action" 86.
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We Do Not Follow Rules Privately

Skinner's way of doing history, bis examination of the manipulation of use­

conventions governing a prevailing normative vocabulary, is deeply

influenced by the lessons of Wittgenstein. This influence is apparent

particularly in the similarities between Skinner's concept of 'convention' and

Wittgenstein concept of a form of life. The 'taken for granted' feature of

human understanding, 'the given', what Skinner caUs convention, is what

\Vittgenstein famously referred to as 'forms of life' .90 Forms of life are

language-games, the variety of ongoing linguistic practices that presuppose

certain abilities or skills. Wittgenstein sought to show again and again that

any language-game or form of life involves uses that are taken for granted,

even the most reflective language-games. The argument that a prevailing

normative vocabulary cannot he manipulated indefinitely or be employed to

legitimate any untoward or unusual praetiee, that such manipulation must he

grounded in terms of what is already aeeepted and taken for granted, by

appealing to convention, is what Wittgenstein refers to as the impossibility of

follo\ving a mIe privately. As 1 outlined in the preceding chapters, rules are

often implicitly follo\ved. They are not neeessarily explicitly laid-out but

inarticulate and embedded in their practiees, language-games, forms of life, in

what is taken for granted. Even where there are no c1early defined rules, it is

not the case that 'anything goes': there are what Taylor calls "constitutive

distinctions", customary practices, constitutive rules between different SOlLS of

behaviour such that one sort of behaviour is appropriate for one action or

context and the other for another action or context.9 1 There are, in other

words, conventions sueh that the practiees they govern could not exist

\vithout them. We Ieam hf'"" to play agame like chess or tennis through our

90Phélosophical Im.'cstigatio7rs, Part Il, xi, 226e. "What has to bc acccptcd, the gi\'cn,is - "0 one muid

say - forms of fife."
91 Taylor,"'ntcrpretation" 34.
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ongoing participation in the fonn of life, game or the practice in which a rule

is customarily used, "purely practicaUy, without leaming any explicit rules."92

Rule-following is a social practice because understanding how to apply a rule

correctly requires familiarity with the practiœ in which it is embedded, by

"\\'atching ho\\' others play."93 Skinner's understanding of 'convention' is

consistent with Wittgenstein's use of 'rule-following': something of which

"the agent may not be aware, and \\'hich he deliberately follows."94

IV. Understanding Among IConvention..Govemed' Contexts

In the previous sections 1 outlined how disputes about the application or use

of terms (the manipulation of use-conventions goveming a prevailing

normative vocabulary) are also disputes about our social world itself;

furthermore such disputes about use take place with others, as debates about

ho\v, in the absence of unhrersally applicable ruJes, to understand and

critically evaluate what Tully has called these 'Iconvention-governed

contexts./95 This process can be understood in Wittgensteinian terms as

'obeying a rule' and 'going against il' in actual cases: diversity is irreducible

because convention-govemed contexts are constantly contested and modified

by the human agents, or innovating ideologists, operating within them. In

this final section, 1 want to explore ho\v understanding and critical reflection

takes place not just withïn, but among these continually contested and

modified convention-governed contexts. The problem that must be addressed

is ho\\' understanding and critical evaluation can occur at aIl in the absence of

any culturally-invariant conceptual scheme or essential understanding that

could unite the various conflicting, rival or uncombinable historical

92 t ),r CafaiTlly 94.

Y3 Ibid. and Phi/osor/rical ['fvt'sfigafions Part f, section 54.

94 Skinner" 'Social Meaning' and the Expianation of Social Action" 94.

9S Tully, 'rr"he Pcn i.. il Mighty Sword'" 21.
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conventions, practices and forms of life. More laconically, can \ve rank

different languages of historical explanation, different historically situated

self-understandings and if so how?

Skinner's recent answer to this problem, like Wittgenstein's, is to invoke a

dialogical, comparative approach. In bis Reason and Rhetoric in the

Philosophy of Hobbes, Skinner suggests that the appropriate model in moral

and political reasoning "will always be that of a dialogue, the appropriate

stance a \villingness to negotiate over rival intuitions conceming the

applicability of evaluative terms."96 This dialogical style of moral and

political reasoning (a humanist vision now widely repudiated) insists that it

vâll always he possible to construct a plausible argument lIin utramque

partern, on either side of the case"97 and that lIour watchword ought to be

audi alteram partern, ahvays listen to the other side."9S This is not an

approach that makes sense of different points of view by means of a common­

coordinate system on \vbich to plot them, but an approach in which U\ve

strive to reach understanding and resolve disputes in a conversational

\\'ay."99

A Conversation of Wittgensteinians

Following Skinner's advice, \ve can try ta understand Skinner's position on

understanding and critical reflection in the form of a dialogue by reviewing

Skinner's liA Reply ta My Critics" in lvfeaning and Context. Among the

replies to the contributors the text, Skinner devotes a considerable attention

to a variety of questions posed by Charles Taylor who shares the dialogical

ideal. \Vhat is significant in this exchange is that the question~ and answers

9ô Skinner, Reason alld Rlœtoric 16.

97 Ibid., 9.

9 H Ibid., 15.

YY Ibid., 16.
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they provide reveal important similarities, 'family resemblances', with the

\Vittgensteinian problematic. And true to their Wittgensteinian orientation,

part of the dispute concems the application or use of appraisive terms such as

'truth', 'power' and 'rationality'. In Taylor's jargon, this is a dispute about our

language of 'evaluative distinction' of 'qualitative contrast'. The 5kïnner­

Taylor debate is a dialogue on seeing aspects, a conversation of

\Vittgensteinians. In this \vay Skinner's ans\ver to the problem of

understanding and critical reflection is shaped in conversation with,

sometimes in struggle against Taylor and other \Vittgensteinians. The best

explanation of his account must include his interlocutors' vie\vs because it is

in the context of these conversations and contrasting views about what a

dialogical epistemology should be and how conflicting schemes are assessed

that the reader achieves perspicuity about rational assessment. In comparing

Skinner and Taylor we can discem amidst the important differences, equally

important similarities in the answer to critical assessment or rationality in

the context of irreducible plurality.

Taylor asks severa! questions of Skinnei-'s approach including what the truth

value is of the theories the texts expound, ,vhether the context of struggle can

be kept from the context of truth, and \vhether truth can he bracketed. These

remarks are consistent with a Wittgensteinian understanding in that Taylor's

concem is that Skinner's approach privileges a single or all-embracing

principle of politics from which everything can be deduced, a principle that

does not allow for other goods vying for our allegiance. To use Wittgenstein's

phrase in Philosophical Investigations section 115, a picture holds Skinner

captive and he cannot get outside il. This pieture is that relations of

domination, and the strategies which create and sustain them, have totally

invaded the \\"crld of everyday self-understanding, making all dominant

ideas the outeome of eonflicts which centre on war and the struggle for
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po\ver.1 00 This "neo-Clause\vitzian" thesis seems to bracket the question of

truth because Ilthe arbiter of ideas is a kind of power which is no repecter of

truth."101

Taylor's charge against Skinner is that he is unable to see things differently,

that he is blind to the plurality of aspects, to the different conflicting or

mutually restricting languages of explanation and their inherent conceptions

of the good. Skinner's appeal to lpo\\'er', Taylor's argument suggests, is a type

of bewitchment by the dangers Wittgenstein speaks about in section 97 of the

PhiLosophical Investigations - he is l'under the illusion that \vhat is peculiar,

profound, essential," ir.. his investigation IIresides in its trying to grasp the

incomparable essence of language", a IIsuper-order" or a "super-concept" that

explains the variety of contemporary forms of life. In Taylor's words,

Skinner's lIexciting new insight" is an example of "an old temptation", which

is " ...a tendency to focus on and make primary just those aspects of social life

\\~hich seem closest to invariant across different cultural contexts...."102 To

paraphrase Wittgenstein, Skinner's insight suffers the illusion of mistaking

the neighbourhood struggle for the politics of entire city.

Taylor poses hvo questions of Skinner, which 1 will address in this section of

the chapter: "Is fuis neo-Clausewitzian thesis Skinner's?" and Taylor asks

\vhether this neo-Clausewitzian thesis is at all plausible.103 80th are critical

questions about Skinner's work, ones that need to be asked since they raise

the spectre of a type of 'essentialism' and so an inconsistency in Skinner's \vay

of looking at things. The Iplausibility' question is easier to ans\\'er, and

100 Taylor "rhe Hermcncutics of Confljet" 224-226.

101 Ibid., 224.

102 Hc continue..., " ... \Var; the reproduction of rnaterial rneans of life; the conditions of ecological

'iurvival; the prc"cnœ or absence of dvil strifc." lbid., 22/'l.

10) Ibid., 223, 22-1.
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Taylor's reply amounts to an effective and successful objection from a non­

vulgar Wittgensteitùan point of view. 5ince lpower" is not an all-embracing,

culturally invariant or timeless principle, on Taylor"s view, the fate and

prevalence of ideas cannot be explained uniquely as the outcome of conflicts

which centre on war and the struggle for power. Other aspects are relevant to

explain the persistence and diffusion of ideas. What is conventionally true

and valid must also play a deciding role. Moreover, even if we agree that

1 c;;truggle' does play a primo y role in the explanation of the fate and

prevalence of ideas and that tbis is only randomly related to their truth and

validity, "it is a different, proposition altogether to hold that those self­

interpretations which emerge out of the daily struggle for self-understarLding

are quite unrelated to their validity to US."104 Taylor points to 'the affirmation

of ordinary life' and how il gained its place partIy as a result of struggle, and

one phase of this was a spiritual battle for "the hearts and minds" of the

sixteenth century. "But war and the preparations for war doesn't exdusively

expiain the terms and nature of the struggle."lOS

Skinner describes Taylor's position as a daim in which IIthe question of truth

must ah\'ays be raised"106 but mistakenly characterizes Taylor's position on

truth in general and unitary terms. Taylor 15 actually invoking not a general

but a conventional understanding of truth and is rejecting the Rortian view

that the 'truth of the matter' is never at least implicitly raised; truth is an

aspect of normal conversation - something that impinges, that just is part of a

dialogue that aims at understanding. The text then must he seen as part of a

conversation in which reasons are exchanged under the aspect of Itruth-

104 Ibid., 226. Taylor continues: "To put it most simply, we may havc to cxplain their risc at least

partly in ll'rms of thcir fit '" ;th what wc have bccornc, rathcr than c"ï=",:aining in rcversc direction, whcrc

Whcll wc bl'comc is a function of the language which has becn impl"'icd on us by strategies of power. " Ibid.

lOS Ibid., 227-28.

106 Skinner, "A Rcply ta My Critic.o;" 237.
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seeking'. In the act of understanding (such as historical retrieval) this truth­

seeking aspect cannot he excluded because one's language of explanation and

self-understanding confronts the languages of self-understanding of one's

interlocutors. It is in this sense that a language of political explanation, a

political theory, is unavoidably a potential rival and is inseparable from an

affirmation or negation with the historical theories it is being called on to

explain.1 07 On Taylor's view, by avoiding the question of truth-seeking,

Skinner's approach is avoiding the issue of wheth~r it negltes or affinns th€

self-understandings it seeks to explain. And so Taylor takes Skinner's

avoidance to mean that he is intending to promote a truth-free historical

explanation - history uniquely explained by relations of domination.

Taylor's objection to this apparent truth-freedom is ta argue that if relations

of domination (war, conquest, expulsion, imposed industrialization) were the

defining, primary or founding events of modem society then they could

uniquely explain the fate and prevalence of ideas; 'truth' would have no place

as an arbiter of ideas.1 0S But they are not primary or essential. While 'power'

is an important langauge-game, it does not displace nor does it subsume all

other languages of explanation. The reality of historical change is lia much

more complicated and messy business" in which "the truth of ideas is neither

decisive nor totally irrelevant to their fate, since tbis truth would have a very

different weight in different facets of what was nevertheless a single

interconnected culture."109 Rather than setting up 'truth' as the foundational

standard of valuation, Taylor's proposal is not unlike \~ittgenstein'sin

section 107 of the Philosophical Investigations:

The more narro\\'ly we examine actual language, the sharper becomes

107 Taylor, "The Hermcneutics of Con fi ict" 224.

108 rbid., 226.

109 Ibid.
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the conflict between it and our requirement. (For the crystalline purity
of logic was, of course, not a result of investigation: it was a
requirement.) The conflict becomes intolerable; the requirement is now
in danger of becoming empty.-We have got onto slippery ice where
there is no friction and so in a certain sense the conditions are ideal,
but also, just because of that, \ve are unable to walk. We want to walk:
so \ve need friction. Back to the rough ground!

Taylor's proposaI is to retum to the 'rough ground' of history: a IJmessy

picture" 110 of the reality of things where the explanation of ideological change

is the result of struggle, but also among other things, such cherished

standards of valuation as truth, justice and right. 111

Thus Taylor dispenses with the plausibility of the neo-Clausewitzian daim,

that the context of struggle can he separated from the context of truth. But

\vhat of his other question: is this thesis Skinner's? 1 will now provide

reasons v/hy 1 think that it is not. My main point throughout tbis chapter is

that the key to understanding Skinner are the lessons of the Philosophical

Investigations. Like his Wittgensteinian interlocutor, Skinner's response to

Taylor can best he understood in the context of a Wittgensteinian frarnework

in \\'hich \\'e survey his 'philosophical grammar' - what he is doing and

saying, the language-games he is practicing, his intention 'in writing', his

point. This framework provides insights into Skinner's position since

Skinner's reply to Taylc~ is a dispute about the correct application of the terms

'truth' and 'reason'. Therefore, it is worth examining whether \ve can

understand what Skinner means by these terms in the context of tbis

\Vittgensteinian approach that Skinner employs.

First let's consider the Skinner-Taylor dispute in relation to the three kinds of

110 Ibid.

111 Ibid., 223.



•

•

171

disputes mentioned by Skinner that can arise over the application of our

appraisive vocabulary to our social world: disagreements about the criteria for

applying terms, whether a given set of circumstances can he claimed to yield

the criteria in virtue of which the terms are used and about their speech-act

potential. It seems that this is not a dispute about the speech-act potential of

the terms 'reason', and 'truth'. Both Skinner and Taylor aim to expand the

speech-act potential of these tenns. Their historical retrievals reveal that they

are each innovating ideologlsts attempting to retrieve, articulate and give

prominence to long-forgotten or discredited aspects - application and uses - of

a number of concepts including 'reason', 'truth', 'meaning' and

'understanding' such that a variety of different historically-situated actions or

states of affairs ought in fact to he called 'rational', 'true, 'meaningful' and

'intelligible' rather than 'irrational', 'false' and 'meaningless'. Rather, the

Skinner-Taylor dispute is partIy about the criteria of what is 'rational' and

'true', about what set of circumstances can he claimed to yield the criteria in

virtue of \vhich the terms are used and therefore the dispute is partly an

argument about h\"o competing social theories: on Taylor's vie\v a social and

poli tical philosophy that identifies the importance of truth-seeking, and on

Skinner's a social and pclitical philosophy that identifies the importance of

the strategie use of \\'ords.

1 \vant to redescrib~ this dispute about two competing social and political

theories as a confrontation of two aspects, language-games, hvo ways of

framing the multifarious practices of modern social and political thought and

action. In other words, \vhile recognizing the differences of their approaches 1

\vant to explore the simjl"'tities between Skinner and Taylor, particularly in

their 'philosophical grammar'. There is much \\"orth noting. Both Taylor and

Skinner agree that there are no historically or culturally-invariant standards

of rationality and meaning, but accuse each other of appealing to such
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standards - Itruth-seeking' in the case of Taylor, 'power' and relations of

struggle in the case of Skinner. But as 1 will now explain, while these

differences do point to different aspects of phenomena in question, there are

also overlapping similarities in the ways in which Taylor and Skinner use

'reason' and Itruth'. These similarities are in fact reveaIed in the debate about

their differences, particularly in Skinner's reply to Taylor in the section of

AJeaning and Context entitled IlA Reply to My erities". Skinner provides two

replies ta Taylor's remarks that sho\vs similarities.

Taylor asks \vhether an historian should try to avoid "taking a stand on the

truth of the ideas he or she is examining" and whether it is desirable or even

possible to Ilinsulate questions of historical explanation from those of

truth" .112 Skinner considers two possible interpretations for these questions.

The first reply is as follows: if Taylor is asking whether the historian should

usomehow seek to discount or set aside the fact that he or she holds certain

beliefs to be true and other faIse", then Skinner's reply is agreement with

Taylor: no historian "can ever hope to perform such an ad of forgetting" and

in any case "it would be most unwise to try."113

The second \Vay that Skinner replies is to respond to Taylor's remarks on

truth as a question about the truth value of the beliefs that historians

expound. Skinner's reply to Taylor depends on what is meant by the Itruth­

value' of beliefs. If by 'truth' Taylor means a wide, metaphorical or extended

use of the term Skinner concedes a limited agreement with Taylor. For

exarnple, Taylor suggests that a conception of the truth is necessarily

embedded in any language of explanation and evaluation, that this langtl~ge

cOMonts the beliefs \\ye investigate \vhich are themselves true or valid Uin

112 Ibid.• 224, 223; Skinner, IlA Reply to My enties" 2.36•

113 Skinner, "A Rcply tn My enties" 236.
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relation to the needs of the people who live under them."1H Therefore to

deny the aspect of truth-seeking leads to ethnocentrism. Skinner replies that

he agrees with this use of 'truth', that U our explanations are bound to vary

,vith \vhatever judgements we make about truth in this extended sense." He

adds,

If \ve encounter an ideology which we find to be true to the needs of
the society living under it, we are sure to treat that very fact as part of
the explanation for its success. If we come upon an ideology which is
demonstrably untrue in tbis extended sense, we shaH certainly be
obliged to explain its success in a very different way.115

Hovvever, if Taylor means 'truth' in a more restricted sense, Skinner disagrees

\vith Taylor's daim that the context of truth can never he bracketed from the

context of struggle. Skinner reviews two senses of the 'restricted' sense of

truth, and consequently nvo reasons for believing that truth can never be

bracketed: a comprehensive or general theory of truth, as articulated by

Donald Davidson, where the historian is obliged to judge the past on the basis

of an historically-invariant principle of truth;116 and a comprehensive or

general theory of 'rationality', \vhere the historian is obliged to judge the past

on the basis of a historically-invariant standard of rationality, an algorithm, a

114 Taylor, "rhe Hermcneutics of Conf1i~' 223 and 226.

115 Skinner "A Rcply to My enlies" 237.

116 According tu Skinner, the suggestion from Davidson's theory of radical interpretation is that

"unk'Ss wc bcgin by assuming that the holding of truc bcliefs con..,titutcs the nonn among people \\'e arc

.. tudying, we shall find ourseh:es unablc to idcntify what thcy bclicvc.lftoo many ofthcir bcliefs provc to bc

fa 1..,1.', our capacity to givc an account nf the 5ubjcct matter of tho.;e beliefs will bcgin tu bc undcnnin<.>d. And

onn- thi ... bcgins to happen. wc ..hall find ourselvcs unable cven ln dcscnbc what wc hopc to expia in. The

implication. as Davidson him..clf puts il. io; that 'if wc want to understand others, wc must count them right in

mo... t mattl'rs'." Ibid., 238.
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"single criterion, and hence a method, for discriminating rational beliefs" .117

Skinner rejects both reasons for determining the 'truth' and 'rationality' of

past events.

1 think it is fatal to introduce the question of truth into social
explanation in this way. To do so is to assume that, whenever an
historian encounters a belief which he or she judges to he faIse, the
explanatory problem must always he that of accounting for a lapse of
rationality. But this is to equate the holding of rational beliefs with the
holding of beliefs that the historian judges to be true. And this is to
exclude the obvious possibility that, even in the case of bellefs that
no\\-·adays strike us as manifestly false, there may have been good
grounds for holding them true in earlier periods.118

50 Skinner's position is that truth should be bracketed if by 'truth' one means

tha t the historian is obliged to evaluate other languages of self-understanding

on the basis of general theories of rationalïty and truth. li this is what is

meant by true and rational, he concludes that it is "fatal to satisfactory social

explanation to exclude the possibility of holding a false bellef in a wholly

rational \vay."119 Skinner's use of 'rational' here is connected to a

conventional standard of truth as a criteria. When agents hold rational

beliefs,"their beliefs should he suitable beliefs for them to hold true in the

circurnstances in \\,hich they find themselves."120 Rational bellef is a belief

that an agent has attained "by some accredited process of reasoning"121, "in

117 Ibid., 240. Skinner writes: "False bcliefs, it is said, point to failures of rcasoning, and failurL"; of

reasoning requirl~ additional explanations of a kind not nceded in the case of true belids. This appears, for

example, to be the thought underlying Graham's contention that wc shall be acting 'in a spirit of ill-judgcd

humility' as historians if wc fail to considcr the points Olt which the social bclicfs wc invcstigatc arc 'flawed

or inadequate'." Skinner continues, cxplaining how this historically-invariant vicw of rationality obliges

the historian to considcr "the ki nds of 'social function or p"ychological pressure' that could have prevented

the agent in question from rccogni7ing 'the mistakcn nature of the bclieP." Ibid., 238-239.
Il S Ibid., 239.

11 Y Ibid., 240.

120 Ibid., 239.

121 Ibid., 239.
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the light of a certain attitude towards the process of belief-formation itself

"122, a "recognizable chain of reasoning"123, an "inner coherence"124,

according to "prevailing nonns of epistemic rationality" that may he said to

give the agent "good grounds for supposing (as opposed to merely desiring or

hoping) that the belief in question is true. "125 As an example of what he

means, Skinner tums to the influentiaI explanation of witchcraft beliefs

offered Le Roy Ladurie in his classic study The Peasants of Languedoc.

Skinner rejects Ladurie's position that such beliefs are manifestly faIse, a mere

product of "mass delirium", that they could not he rationally held. These

mistaken assumptions commit the historian to the misleading task of

looking for an explanatian of a breakdown in normal reasoning.126

Skinner's rejection of the application of generaI theories of 'truth' and

1 reason' to historical phenomena are persuasively presented, but he is

mistaken if he is attributing these uses of 'truth' and 'reason' to Taylor. Like

Skinner, Taylor rejects Davidson's vie\v of interpretation and agrees with

something like Skinner's contention that what is true is what is

conventional. Furthermore, as 1 argued in the previous chapter, it is not part

of Taylor's position that there is a method or algorithm for discriminating

rational beliefs or that "[faIse] beliefs...point ta failures of reasoning, and

failures of reasoning require additional explanations of a kind not needed in

the case of true heliefs."12?

The point l am making here is that Taylor and Skinner employ the concepts

122 Ibid.

123 rbid., 243.

124 Ibid., 244.

125 rbid.

12ft rbid., 242.

127 rbid., 238.
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of 1 truth' and /reason' in similar ,vays and they both see historical retrieval in

dialogical terms as a conversation between the past and present. Neither

Skinner nor Taylor appeal to an essential standard of truth, both reject

considering absolute or idealized truth as a criteria in investigations of the

rationality of human beliefs.12M And their rejection of ideal truth is grounded

in similar reasons - historically and culturally invariant truth as a criteria of

\'Vhat is rational leads to misunderstanding and ethnocentrism because one is

potentially blinded by one' ~ own standards of rational acceptability.129

Sorne of Skinner's critics have suggested that because of his rejection of an

absolute criteria of truth, he is a conceptual relativist. 1 want to explore

reasons \\'hy this charge is mistaken. As 1explained above, since there are no

tirneless standards of rationality, Skinner's position is that the historically­

sensitive explanation (one that avoids anachronism) must distinguish \vhat

reasons the historical subjects had for 'holding true' a given bellef from what

our language of self-understanding holds is rationally acceptable. However,

Skinner adds that we can nevertheless acknowledge in this historical

comparison that sorne of the beliefs \ve are tryïng to understand are in fact

128 Skinner writes: "( am merely insisting that our task as historians is to try to recover

Machiavclli's point of view; and that, in order to discharge this task, what wc need to cmploy is solcly the

conccpt llf rational acccptability, not that of truth", Ibid., 257. This is a convcntion-based understanding of

truth that Taylor would not disagrec with , especially Skinncr's daim that "even in the case of bclicfs that

nowaday" strike us as manifcstly faIsc, there may have becn good grounds for holding them truc in carlicr

hi.;torical pcriods." Ibid., 239. Therc is alsu agreement in the project against a naturalist o1ccount of history_

A.. Skinner writcs"l am convinced... that the importanceoftruth for the kind ofhistorical inquirics 1am

considcri ng ha.. becn cxaggerated. 1take thic.; to bc a product llf the faet that too much of the mcta-historical

discus.;jlJll has hingt.'(j around the analysis of scientific beliefs.ln such cases the question of truth may bc of

sorne intcre..;t. But in must of thc cases investigatt.>d by historians of idcas, the suggestion that wc necd to

con..;idcr the truth of the b~·!:ef.. undcr examination i.; .. .Iikcly to strik:' .ln historian as strange...." Ibid., 256.

129 "Othcrwi--e wc arc --ure to commit the characteristic sin of the 'whig' intcllcctual historian: that

of irnputi ng incohercncc or irrationality where wc have merciy faik-d to idcntify sorne local cannon of

rational acceptability." Ibid.,2.J4.
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faise .130 In other \\'ords, the absence of an extemal standard of 'reason' does

not entail that there can be no rational assessment at aIl of different beliefs.

On the contrary, IIthere may be many cases in which, if we are to identify what

needs ta be explained, it may be crucial to insist, of a given belief, that it was

less than rational for a given agent to have upheld it."131

As an illustration, Skinner turns to a examples from Machiavelli's political

\\·orks. One of the beliefs ft. ndamental to Renaiss;mce political philosophy

,vas that vi r t ù is indispensable to military and political success. Machiavelli

rndintained that it \vas due to their loss of this quality that the Florentines of

his O\vn age were incapable defending themselves and therefore their liberty.

His fellow-countrymen were lacking in virtù. But Machiavelli's sources do

not support his conclusions, and so Skinner argues that this was not a

rational belief. Not on the basis of an external standard, but because

Machiavelli's own contemporaries insisted that he was obliged to falsify the

relevant authorities in order to maintain this position. In consequence, he

"fell rather grievously short of the standards recognized by his own peers for

the assessment of evidence and the justification of beliefs."132 Not only can

an historian make such judgements about the rationality of an agent's beliefs,

but the historian must - "i[ matters to he able to make such judgements"

because only by enquiring into the rationality of beliefs "can \ve hope to

recognize the range of explanatory puzzles they actually pose." 133

1JO "1 have asscrted that it may weil have becn rational for Bodin to hold it truc that thcre are

\\'1 tchcs in Icague \Vith the devil. even if such bclicfs no longer strikc us as rationally acceptable. But at no

pl1int have 1endorscd the tht.'Sis ofconccptual rclativism. ( have ncvcr asscrtcd that it was truc that at onl?

time thcre \Vere witchcs in league \Vith the dcvil, cvcn though such a bclief would nowadays strike us as fa Ise.

To put the point generally, 1have rnercly observcd that the question of what il may bc rational to hold true

can V.:lry with the totality of onc's bcliefs. 1have never put fonvard the recklcss and complctcly differcnt

thcsis that truth itsclf can vary in the same \Vay."Ibid., 255-Sh.

131 Ibid .. 2oW.

132 Ibid .. 245.

1J3 Ibid., 245. For .lnother examplc, "Cc Ibid., 258-59.
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Skinner expresses this approach in the form of four "precepts" or IImaxims"

\\rhich amount to charity principles or heuristic devices for historians

concemed \vith the explanation and evaluation of different beliefs: make the

agents appear as rational as possible, take whatever is said at face value,

surround the particular statement of bellef with an intellectual context that

serves to lend adequate support to it.134 Furthermore, "if as historians we

come upon contradictory beliefs, we should start by assuming that we must in

sorne \\ray have misunderstood or mistranslated sorne of the propositions by

\vhich they are expressed." 135 This is oot to say that in order to understand

the meaning of alien terms the historian's task is to find a set of "core beliefs"

or a "rational bedrock" that can he understood through "the medium of a

common language"136 or that we need to find synonyms in our own

language. In this sense 'translatability' is not a criteria of ratiooality.1 37 While

there are cases of dramatic incomparability, Skinner reminds us that there is a

less dramatic version of the thesis of incommensurability, which insists that

at best \ve can discem the meaning of allen terms lIif there is sorne

considerable overlap between our beliefs and the beliefs of those whom \ve

are trying ta investigate."138 This is partIy what Wittgenstein meant by

perspicuous representation - oot looking for something that is common to aIl

but seeing "multifarious relationships" and finding "a complicated network

of similarities overlapF~ng and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities,

sometimes simiIarities of detail."139

134 Ibid., 246-47.

135 rbid., 258.

13h Ibid., 248-249, 250.

137 Ibid., 250-53. Skinner writcs" ...it will ahvays be a mistake for an historian to assume that the

lil ...k of L"plicating an alien concept can bc reduccd that of finding a counterpart in his or hcr own language

for the lerm that l'xprcssL."i iL.." Ibid., 252.

l)H Ibid., 252-53.

139 {l/ri{osoplrical {npt'stigations, Part 1, section 66.
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1 mentioned earlier that sorne of Skinner's critics have suggested that because

of his rejection of an absolute criteria of truth, he is a conceptual relativist.

The replies 1 have offered, what 1 have been exploring points to another

notable similarity betlveen Taylor and Skinner: both their philosophical

positions are shaped in opposition to a relativist reading of Wittgenstein, and

partIy shaped by a comparative-dialogical reading. This is where the absence

of external standards or aIL "excessively objectivist conception of rationality"

does not entail that rational assessment cannot occur at aIl.

Disciples of the later Wittgenstein such as Peter \Vinch...have all
converged on this point....[ToJ claim that we can assess and criticize the
rationality of beliefs is to presuppose "extemal standards' of rationality
of an 'objective' kind. But we have no access to any such 'super-cultural
norm', and in consequence no prospect of being able to "discriminate
existing belief-systems or their components into rational and irrational
groups'. The very idea of assessing the rationality of beliefs is thus
dismissed as nothing better than an intrusion, a forcible imposition of
our O\N11 epistemic standards on an alien... "form of life'J4o

EIse\vhere Skinner contrasts his position ,·vith Rorty's '''Wittgensteinian

style"141 and position iI~ometirnesascribed to \ViUgenstein" in \vhich \~/e are

precluded from asking about the truth of beliefs different from our own on

the ground that "they can ooly he understood as part of a form of life that may

be no less cognitively justifiable than our own."142

Skinner rejects this relativized Wittgenstein of Rorty and Winch, the thesis

of conceptual relativism, as misconceived, unhelpful and self-refuting since it

140 Skinner. "A Rcply to My Critics" 243. Sec also Skinner's reply to the rc~lati\';st

WiUg('nstciniims' daims of incommensurability in" 'Social Meaning' and The Explanation ofSocüJl Action"

HO-Hl, 93.

141 Ibid.• 248.
) -l2 Ibid., 257.
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embodies the statement of a preferred point of vie\\~ "while denying that any

such point of view can be attained."143 But this rejection is not motivated by

an attempt to llvindicate a substantial and objective conception of reason and

ernploy it in the assessment of beliefs."144 Skinner's position is that the

abandonment of the search for an extemal, objective, common or neutral

standard does not preclude the idea of assessing beliefs for their rationality.t 45

His alternative is an approach that judges the agent's beliefs according to her

o\\'n prevailing conventions and norms. t 46 The histOriaLl \...·ould rationally

assess a belief other than her own by "reporting" whether the belief was

appropriate "for that particular agent to have espoused in that particular

society at that particular time."147

50 5kinner's historiography is stated in opposition to an 'objectivist' approach

but aiso to a relativized Wittgensteinianism, what Taylor caUs a 'vulgar

\Vittgensteinian' position. Furthermore, Skinner's dispute with Taylor is

based on a non-vulgar reading of Wittgenstein. His argument against

Ladurie's study for conventional reason resembles a line of argument from

the Remarks on Frazer's GoLden Bough. \Vittgenstein rejected James George

Frazer's attempt to judge the practices of "primitive" societies from the point

of vie\v of the scientific practices of contemporary European societies. Frazer's

143 Ibid., 257.

144 Ibid., 243. "It secms positively erroneous tn try to arrive at a single criterion, and hcncc a

method, for discriminating rational beliefs. The relations betwecn the ideal of rationality and the practiccs

that rnay bc said tn manifl.'St it .;cern far too complcx and open endcd to be capture in the form ofan algorithm.:'

Ibid, lolO.

t.;5 Ibid.

14ft "fhe historian nl'cd only be daiming that he or she has uncovcrl'd the prcvailing norms f r the

acquisition and justification of belicfs in that particular society, and that the bdid in qUl.'Stiùn appcars tu

havl' bet.'n upheld in the face of, rather than in the Iight of, thosc norms thcmsclves. Tht-, historian nl'cd only be

cJaiming, that i'i, that thl' agent in question fell ..h(,rt of - or perhaps abandoned, manipulatcd or in ..orne other

way dl'llberatcly dcficd - '(lmc gcnerally acccptcd standard of epistemic rationality." Ibid., 243-244.
147 Ibid., 244.
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aeeount made these practices lIappear as mistakes" as "stupid actions.1I148

Rather than assuming that unfamiliar practices are done lIout of sheer

stupidity", as error, our explanations of different ways of life or practices

should he based on the assumption that there are reasons-in-practice:

The same savage \\"ho, apparently in order to kili his enemy, sticks his
knife through a picture of him, really does build his hut of "'ood and
cuts his arro\\" \vith skill and not in effigy.149

In Skinner's "'ords/'to treat al1 interpretations as fallures unless they yield

complete intelligibility is to adopt an unduly optimistic view of ""hat we can

hope to bring back. with us from the foreign lands of the past.1I150

The evidence 1 have been exploring suggests that Skinner's position is not

neo-Clause\vitzian but Wittgensteinian. 1 redescribed the Skinner-Taylor

dispute as a conversation of Wittgensteinians ,vhose concepts point to

different aspects of the variety of social and politica1 practices they are

examining. According to this re-articulation, the Wittgensteinian Skinner

challenges \vhat he mistakenly believes to be Taylor's privileging of truth­

seeking. The \Vittgensteinian Taylor contests \vhat he mistakenly believes to

be Skinner's privileging of conflict and ,var. Both challenge the other for what

they misconstrue as attempts to set up aspects as essences as comprehensive

foundations. But both are mistaken about the other's intentions. Skinner's

point is to sho\v ho,\' the 'strategic' uses of \vords are as important as the

'truth-seeking' uses. \Vhile Taylor's point is to explain why truth-seeking

cannot be bracketed from the practice of dialogue (except in specifie

situations), that the context of struggle cannot be separated from the context of

conventionally-held truths. Moreover, neither philosopher adequately

14,s Rt"marks on f,a::.e,'s Coldctl Boll~/, le.

149 Ibid., 4e.

150 Skinner"A Reply tu My enlies" 259.
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identifies the significant criss-crossing similarities, overlapping similarities

and family resemblances with the other, particularly their dialogical

Wittgensteinian approach. 80th reject the relativism-objectivism problematic

in favour of a social and political philosophy of seeing aspects. 80th ground

their understanding of the practices of modemity in opposition to a 'vulgar

\Vittgenstein' of conceptual relativism and on a reading of the Philosophical

Investigations \\'hich is comparative-dialogical.

v. Conclusion

1 have argued that \'Vittgenstein's method of perspicuous representation is

not simply a linguistic analysis but is meant to bring hitherto unnoticed

aspects of social phenomena to our awareness, to get us (as he writes inthe

Philosophical Investigations, Part 1, section 144) IIto regard a given case

differently" and change "our way of looking at things", to free us from deeply

held ,\'ays of thinking and 100king at the matter at hand, to free us from

aspect-blindness, to free us from the captivity of one \vay of 100king at things,

to encourage us ta see different aspects of the phenomenon in question. This

is achieved by means of the ' survey' a technique that shows through

comparison and contrast ho\\' we are both grounded in conventional self­

understandings, but also ho\\' a conventional self-understanding is simply

one \vay among many of seeing things, a neighbourhood in the city of

language.

Skinner shares overall and detailed similarities \\'ith Wittgenstein's method.

He aims to free modem political thought from dosed and conventional \vays

of thinking by means of a historical survey of the various language-games of

modernity. In this way Skinner's histories darify the different employments

of concepts, the functions that they perform, their various meanings.

Skinner's historiography therefore sho\\'s ho"' a concept can have different
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historically constituted meanings, and hO\\T different concepts cao have

similar meanings. This renders clear the works under scholarly scrutiny by

shedding light on \,"hat the authors were saying and doing in \\rriting these

texts. Understanding \vhat the authors are doing is to understand the author's

intent, revolutionary or conventional.
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Seeing the Natural Sciences Differently:
Thomas S. Kuhn's Neglected Wittgensteinian Aspects

Introduction: Why Kuhn?

In the previous chapters 1 examined the "'ay \Vittgpnstein's later philosophy

of language can shed light on other forms of human interaction besides

speech; ho\,' this reading can darify a debate in social and political theory

about human understanding in the face of irreducible plurality. 1 surveyed

the \Vittgensteinian influence in Charles Taylor's 'philosophical

anthropology' and Quentin Skinner's history of the vocabulary of modern

political thought. Wittgenstein's recognition and affirmation of the

multiplicity of meanings resonates in these debates in social and political

philosophy about human understanding in the face of the complex \,veb of

irreducibly plural values, cultures and forms of human reflection.

This recognition of diversity of cultures, practices and forms of reflection is

\vhat \Vittgenstein's outlook has in common "'ith Thomas Kuhn's, the next

example of this survey. Like the previous examples in this survey, the

influence of \Vittgenstein's remarks on Kuhn's Structure of Scientiftc

Revolutions (hereafter Structure) is clearly evident in the text itself. The

connection benveen Kuhn and Wittgenstein is neither indirect nor hidden,

but something Kuhn intended in order to help challenge a longstanding set

of beliefs about \vhat scientists do. Kuhn acknowledges that the techniques

\Vittgenstein uses in the PhilosophicaL Investigations play an important role

in his philosophicaI frame\vork. ft is a remarkable fact that today, almost forty

years after its first printing, these \Vittgensteinian aspects have passed almost

\vithout remark- lJ~rhaps \",rithout recognition - ~n many of the

commentaries. It is my aim to make visible these unnoticed or neglected
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aspects of Kuhn's O\\~ philosophical method - to expose a \\pay of looking at

Structure as a sensitive and authentic use of the lessons of the Philosophica[

Investigations, as a tool to assist in an explanation of the strange multiplicity

of historically situated conventional scientific practices, called paradigms.

II. Kuhn's Language of Explanation: A Hermeneutical Recovery?

One of the questions that arises among the various commentaries on Kuhn's

Structure concems its language of explanation. Among Lhe various attemplS

to address this question, some have argued that the essay can be best

understood as an example of, or with the assistance of, hermeneutics. T"'o

notable exarnples of this tendency are Richard Bernstein and Alasdair

Macintyre w'ho turn to theories of interpretation in their efforts to explain

Kuhn's work. In so doing they have in fact undermined rather than provided

a dearer understanding of Kuhn's language of explanation. Understanding

\vhat Kuhn is doing \vill entail getting over the influential picture that has

been defended by Bernstein and MacIntyre.

In part 1 of Beyolld Objectivism and Relativism: Science Hermeneutics and

Praxis, in a section entitled IIThe Recovery of the Hermeneutical Dimension

of Science" Bernstein argues that in contemporary reexaminations of the

social disciplines "there has been a recovery of the hermeneutical dimension,

\vith its thematic emphasis on understanding and interpretation."

Furthermore "this is also \vhat has been happening in postempiricist

philosophy and history of science."l What Bernstein means by a 'recovery of

the hermeneutical dimension' and #lits thematic emphasis on understanding

and interpretation" is not simply a type of sensitive historical reading, the

task of \vriting the history of science. Rather, Bernstein uses the term

1 Richard J. Bcm..tcin. Be:!ond Objt'ctivism and Rdatipisrn:Sâence, 1!t'rmC·llClltics. and {'raxis

(Philadelphia: University llf Pennsylvania Prl.><O;s, 1985) 30.
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'hermeneutical' in a richer sense.2 Even though Kuhn himself states that he

was not IIdirectly" influenced by hermeneutics, that the term "henneneutic'

IIwas no part of [his] vocabulary" when The Structure of Scientific

Revolutions was written,3 Bernstein insists that Kuhn was nevertheless

follo\\ring a hermeneutical rule.4

Despite the absence of direct evidence, Bernstein argues that there is in

Kuhn's attempts to explain his non-positivist epistemology a "coincidence

and convergence"5 bet\veen his approach and the henneneutical tradition.

Bernstein's thesis is that Kuhn's essay has a Ilgroping quality", a fundamental

blindness to and inarticulacy about the philosophical sources that ground the

essay's cO!lcepts of reason and understanding. "It is as if..." Bernstein dedares

Il •••he has been searching for a proper model to express bis awareness...."6

Bernstein proposes that hermeneutics is Kuhn's model: not only is he

un~":~idably involved in interpretation, but rus conception of rationality is

essentially Gadamerian:

1 \vill argue that without being completely aware of what he is doing
Kuhn is appealing to a conception of rationality that has been at the
core of tradition of practical philosophy that Gadamer seeks to disclose
and revive.7

2 "Thcre is a much stronger and much more consequential sense in which the henneneutical

dimension of -;ciencc has oc'Cn recoven.>d.ln the critique of...Iogical positivism and empincism; the qucstioning

of the daims of the primacy of tne hypothetical-dcductive model of explanation; in the questioning of the sharp

dichotomy that has becn made bctwccn observational and theoreticallanguage; in the insistencc on the

indetcrmination of theory by fact, and in the exploration of the ways in which ail description and

observation are theory-imprcgnated, wc find daims and arguments that have been at the very heart of

hermeneutics...." fbid., 31.

3 Thomas Kuhn, "Prdace," Tire [ssmt;Q/ ferrs;oPl xv. Citl>d in Ibid.

4 "It is primarily bccause the internai diaiectic of contcmporary philosophy of science, by reflection

and argumentation about a correct understanding of scientific inquiry, that they have strcsscd those featurL'S

of science (and nut just the ~tudyof saence and its history) that are hcrmeneutical. " Ibid., 33-34.

5 Ibid.

fi Ibid., 40.

7 Ibid., 41.
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Kuhn's Similarities with Gadamer

It is easy to see why Bernstein characterises Kuhn' s approach as an example of

Gadamerian hermeneutics, and therefore why he announces the retrieval of

a 'hermeneutical dimension' in the philosophy of science. The numerous

and important similarities betlveen Gadamerian hermeneutics and

postempiricist philosophy of science make such a comparison seem obvious.

For example, both Gadamer and Kuhn fundamentally try to ans\"ter the

question "ho\\,7 is human understanding possible?" and the dynamic process

by which knowledge is gained and accepted beyond their presumed 'logical' or

methodological self-image.8 Gadamer's answer calls into question the

enlightenment principle of rationality of accepting nothing as certain which

can in any way he doubted. Contrary to this rule of Cartesian certainty, he

attempts to recover \vhat has been suppressed and forgotten in the

intentional conditions of experience.9 His position is that rationality is

grounded in and cannot he radically freed from the totality of our social

'prejudgments', the expectations that "'e bring with us.10 Knowing cannot he

8 Hans-Georg Gadarner, "Foreword to the Second Edition," Trutll and MetJtod xviii. Kuhn, Structure

9 and Kuhn,"Logic of Discovcry or Psychology of Rl.'Scarch?"Criticism and tl,e Growtlz of Kno'wledgt' l.>d.

Lakatos and Musgrave l.

9 Gadamer, Trutlr a"d Metlrad 240. The henneneutics developed by Gadarncr is an attempt to

understand what the human sciences .Jre bcyond their methodological sclf-consciousness "'and what connects

them to the totality of our expcrienccs of the world:' Ibid., xv. Thc investigation is conccrned to seek "that

cxpcricnce of truth that transcends the sphere of control of scientific mcthod wherevcr it is to be found ...modes

of cxpericncc in wmch a truth is communicated that cannat be vcrified by the methodological means pruper to

science." Ibid., xii. Just as in cxpcriences ofart, Gadamer's henneneutics explores the idea {lf "truths that go

essentiaJ 1y bcyond the range of methodological knowledge...:' Ibid., xiii. Gadamcr sometimes describcs

understanding as an 'event' as weil as an 'experiencc' Ibid., 442, 445-447.

10 Gadamer actually uses the term 'prejudice': "This recognition that ail undcrstanding inevitably

involves some prejudice givcs the hcrmcneutical problcm ils real thrust:' Howcver, Gadamcr is careful to

explain that "it is not until the en'; .' .h:nment that the concept of prejudice acquires the negative aspect that we

arc familiar with...." The enl ightenment critique of religion Iirnits the mcaning of the word to 'unfoundcd

judgcment', and thereby att.1ins its negative connotation: "...therc is onc prejudice of the enlightenment that is

es"cntial to it: the fundamcntal prejudice ofthc enlightenment is the prejudice against prejudice itsdf. which

dcprives tradition of ils power." Ibid., 239-240. Sec also Fred R. Dallmayr and Thomas A. McCarthy, cd.

U"derstalldillg and Social [PIl1"iry (Notrc Dame and London: University of Notrc Dame Press, 1977) 285-291.
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founded in what cannot he doubted because there is no such thing as

complete doubt: the practice of doubting presupposes and leaves

unquestioned the complex variety of these socially and historically

constituted prejudgments. Moreover, our prejudgments enable us to

understand and kno,v they Il •••constitute the horizon of a particular present,

for they represent that beyond which it is impossible to see."11

This is not to say that \\'e are simply trapped in the boundaries of our o\\~

prejudices, that our prejudgments are Ila fixed set of opinions and evaluations

that determine and limit the horizon of the present" nor that the past can he

distinguished from the present as Ila fixed ground" as Ilothemess".12 Part of

the task of hermeneutics is to distinguish '1egitimate prejudices" from aIl the

countless ones that our critical reason must overcome.13 The horizon of the

present is being continually formed and contested by the encounter of

different horizons of the present and past.The celebrated description of tbis

'encounter' is the 'fusion of horizons', ""hich is a description of

understanding itself: "Understanding" Gadamer writes Il•• .is always the fusion

of these horizons which we imagine to exist by themselves."14

It is on the basis of this anti-representational conception of rationality that

Bernstein daims that:

... the type of rationality that Kuhn has been struggling to articuJate
,,,hen dealing \vith complex issues of theory choice and paradigm
switches-his insistence that reasons function as values which can be
differently \veighted and applied to concrete situations, and bis defence
of the role of judgement in making choices and decisions-are closely
related to Gadamer's analysis of phronêsis and the role that it plays in

1 1 Gadamcr, TrullI a"d Mt't1lod 272.

12 Ibid., 272-73.

13 Ibid., 246.

14 Ibid., 273.
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understanding and interpretation.15

Maclntyre's 'Dramatic Narrative'

Unlike Bernstein, Alasdair MacIntyre sees in Kuhn's account of competing

scientific practices resemblances not to Gadamer's conception of reason but to

Descartes' and that is superïmposed on an ultra-conservative view of

science.16 Kuhn's description of scientific revolution as a case of scientists

useeing differently" is a bleak. picture of radical interpretive doubt and the

utter failure of mutual understanding, in which adherents of rival paradigms

do no just disagree but lIevery relevant area of rationality is invaded by that

disagreement."17

An agent facing such a situation of rational justification of rival

uncombinable interpretive schemata is in the midst of an epistemological

crisis,18 and one that is lIessentially the same as the Cartesian account of

epistemological crises in philosophy" because "(everything] is put in question

simultaneously. There is no rational continuity between the situation at the

time immediately preceding the crisis and any situation follo\\ring it." And

like Descartes, this view of epistemological crisis is faIse because lIit can never

be the case that everything is put in question simultaneously."19

Like Bernstein, MacIntyre tums to hermeneutics to make sense of this mess.

He describes the situation as nothing less than a hermeneutical crisis, a break

dov"n of trust in one's schema of interpretation, a situation in which a

15 Bernstein, E:kyolld Objt-ctivism and Rcl:ltir'ism 40.

16 Alasdair Maclntyrc "Epistcmological Crises, Dramatic Narrative and the Philosophy ofSciencc"

Paradigms and Revollltivlls cd. Cary Cutting (Notre Dame and London: University of Notre Dame Press, 1980)
hH.

17 Ibid.

1M Ibid., 54.

19 Ibid., h8.
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rnultiplicity of rival incompatible interpretive schemata or "prescriptions for

interpretation" is omnipresent in sociallife; where "error, deception, self­

deception, irony, and ambiguity" are 50 pervasive as to render reliable

reasoning, reasonable action and social life impossible.2o The ndtural scientist

is like Hamlet at Eisinore "trappe<! in episternological circularity" \\"ith "too

many schemata a vailable for interpretation" unable to interpret the events of

\\"hich he is already a part. "Until he has adopted sorne schema he does not

kno\\-' \vhat to treat as evidence; until he knows what to tre"t as evidence he

cannot tell \"hich schema to adopt."21 Hamlet's problems arise, MacIntyre

daims, because he cannot construct a narrative of these events because the

"dramatic narrative" of his family and the Kingdom of Denmark through

\vhich he identified his own place in society and his relationship to others

"has been disrupted by radical interpretive doubts."22

Thus, Kuhn's account of radical misunderstanding is connected to a highly

conservative situation in which "all justification takes place within a social

tradition, and the pressures on such a tradition enforce often unrecognised

rules by means of which discrepant pieces of evidence or difficu1t questions

are...put on side \vith the tacit assent of the scientific community."23 For

these reasons, Maclntyre includes Kuhn in a philosophical frame\\"ork that

includes Edmund Burke and Michael Polanyi, who understand traditions as

"essentially conservative and essentially unitary."24 According to this

reading, Kuhn describes a situation of "aImast total discontinuity"25 in which

ail rationality and judgement are bound by the scientific traditions and

20 Ibid., 54, 55.

21 Ibid., 55-56.
22 Ibid., 56.

23Ibid .• 07.

24 Ibid., 67.

25 Ibid., 70.
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scientific communities, in which 'normal scientists' are simply held captive

by their respective paradigm and its Mes. ft is impossible under Kuhn's view

to explain how a transition might he made from one tradition to another or

how a tradition which had lapsed into incoherence might be reconstructed.

Macintyre therefore agrees with those who label such a transition or a

reconstruction not a work of reason but a leap in the dark, or an "evangelical

conversion."2b

Macintyre tums to a comprehensive language of explanation to rescue

Kuhn' s account of scientific revolutions from these charges of irrationalism:

Ildramatic narrative ie; the crucial form for understanding of human action"

and so natural science can he a rational form of inquiry Il •••if and only if the

\\rriting of a true dramatic narrative - that is, of history understood in a

particular \vay - can he a rational activity."27 This is a neo-Kantian philosophy

of history \vhose aim is to uncover the fundamental "'underlying order', the

"ontological truth" by means of a "'coherent and convergent relationship" of

different sciences,2B where the seemïngly incommensurable scientific

paradigms are recast, re-written and reconciled in a more comprehensive,

26 Ibid., 67, 68.

27 lbid., 66.

28 "What Kuhn's disrcgard for ontological truth ncglects is the way in which the progrcss toward

truth in different sciences is such that they have to converge. The ea~y rcductionism ofsome p05itivist

programs for sdcnce \"'as misleading here, but the rejection ofsuch a reductionism must not blind us to the

nccessary convergence of physics, chemistry, and biology. Were it not for ontological truth the nature of our

dcmand for a coherent and convcrgent rclationship bctwcen ail the sciences would be unintclligible....Kant is

csscntially right; the notion of an underlying order - the kind of order that wc would expect if the ingcniouo;,

unmalicious god of Ncwton and Einstein had created the univcrse-is a regulative ideal of physics. We do not

nccd tn undcrstand this notion quitc as Kant did, and our antitheological belicfs may make us uncomfortable

in adopting il. But perhap" discomfort at this point is a sign of philosophical progress." Ibid., 73.
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uenlarged" or historically 'continuous' narrative.29 Like Hamlet the practicing

scientist can only make sense of the world on the adoption of such a 'dramatic

narrative'30, a schema or instrument of interpretation to ground his

understanding.31 The dramatic narrative reverses the agent's understanding

of past events in the light of "present responses to his probing" and this

reversaI enables the agent to understand "both he\,-" he could intelligibly have

held his or her original beliefs and how he or she could have been so

drastically misled by thel1" ."32

Two Enors Informed by a Common Picture

The positions of Bernstein and MacIntyre are cited here as examples of two

typical errors in the commentaries on Kuhn's essay.33 On the one hand

Kuhn's vie\vs make of theory choice a matter of "evangelical conversion":

because it is not based on good reasons of any kind, factual or othen\ise, the

decision by a scientific group to adopt a new paradigm lacks rational

foundations. On the other side of this coin, it is said that the scientific

29 "lt is more rational to accept one theory or paradigm and reject its predecessor when the later

theory or paradigm provides a standpoint from which the acceptance, the life-story, and the rejection of the

prcvious thcory or paradigm can b~ rccounted in more intelligible historical narrative than previously. An

understanding of the concept of superiori ty of one physical theOl"y ta another rcquires a prior understanding

of the concept of the supcriority of one historical narrative to another.... What is carried over from one

paradigm to another are epistemological ideals and a correlative understanding of what constitutes progress

of a single intellectuallife. Just as Descartcs's account of his own epistemological crisis was only possible by

rcason of Descartes' ability to recount his own history, indeed to live his life as a narrative about to be cast

ioto a history - an ability which Descartes himsclf could not recognize without falsifying his own account of

cpistemological crises-so Kuhn and Feyerabend rccount the history ofepistemological criscs as moments of

.1lmo'it total discontinuity without notidng the historical continuity which makes their own intelligible

narratives possible...." [bid., 70.

JO "1 am suggesting...that the bcst account that can be given of why som~sdentific thcorics arc

supcrior to others presupposes the possibility of constructing an intelligible dramatic narrative which can

daim historical truth...." Ibid., 73.

31 Ibid., 56, 59.

32 fbid., 56.

33 Kuhn rcvicw'i and replies to sorne of the early reactions to his CSSclY in Kuhn,"Objectivity, Value

Judgcmcnt and Theory ChoiŒ," [sst'1rtia/ Tension 321-322.
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enterprise is hopelessly conservative: in the absence of extra-paradigmatic

epistemic standards, or a comprehensive language of explanation, normal

scientific practices are realities Deyond which no appeal can be made, and the

authority of the paradigmatic practice simply prevails.

These errors are informed by a common underlying picture. For both

Bernstein and Madntyre, Kuhn's essay on its own makes no sense without

the assistance of a comprehensive theory of meaning or a common langua:e

of historical expIanation that unites the variety of sclentific practices Kuhn

surveys. While they rightfully target for criticism and masterfully reject the

misguided Cartesian daim. that reason and understanding requires doubting

all that undermines apodictic certainty, both Bernstein and Macintyre go on

to defend the equally mistaken daim that what grounds reason and

understanding has to be something comprehensive or common, a unifying

principle or common language that connects the variety of languages of

science. The preferred language of explanation for Bernstein and MacIntyre is

hermeneutics and so Kuhn's Structure is described in the rules of the

language game of hermeneutical theory with its emphasis on interpretation

and narrative as the foundations of understanding. The difference between

the two philosophers is cnly that one daims that Kuhn's essay is rational

because it contains this comprehensive framework, while the other claims

that Kuhn's essay is irrational because it lacks this comprehensive

framevvork.

But the arguments of both Bernstein and MacIntyre contain a common fla\v.

They are both held captive by a picture that \\"e are always essentially

involved, at least implicitly, in interpretation and it is only on the adoption

of a unifying language of interpretation that reason and human

understanding are possible.This picture of human understanding is based on
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Gadamer's daim in Truth and Method that interpretation is both essential

(ontologically primary) and universal,34 "not an occasional additional act

subsequent to understandin~but rather understanding is always an

interpretation."35 Bernstein's daim that Kuhn's text constitutes a

hermeneutical recovery is in this sense, in which 'understanding' is

intrinsically linked to 1 interpretation',36 in which, as Gadamer daims, the

understanding of a text has Il •••an essential inner relationship to its

. t t· "37ln erpre atlan....

This picture was rejected by Wittgenstein and since the publication of his

post-Tractarian writings has come under sustained criticism by

\Vittgensteinians who point out the crucial differences between Gadamer and

Wittgenstein on understanding and meaning. Gadamer's daim that

interpretation is essential, that is the foundational way of being in the world,

is based on the mistake of conflating interpretation and understanding, the

mistake of assuming that understanding involves interpretation in sorne

essential way, or that understanding is the same as interpretation. But

\Vittgenstein argued that understanding is just the way we are in the world.

James Tully explains \\'hy this picture is a mistake:

An interpretation is a reflection on a sign; an opinion or belief about
ho\\' it should he taken. To interpret a sign is to take it as one
expression rather than another. In contrast, to understand a sign is not
to possess a sedimented opinion about it or to take it as something, but
to be able to grasp it; that is, to act with it, using it in agreement with
customary \vays (section 241).... Our conventionaJ understanding of the
\\'orld is just the way \ve are in the \vorld, "like fish in water" not an

34 Cadamcr rdcrs to language as "the universaJ medium" and caUs hcrmeneutics lia univcrsaJ aspect

of phi lo."ophy, and n(.lt just the melhodological basis of the so-called human sdenccs." Cadamer, Truth and

.\1ethod 432-433.

3S Ibid., 274.

3n See Bernstein, 8tya"d Objf'ctipism a"d Relativism 30-44.

37Cadamcr, frutlr and Me-thod 428.
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interpretation of or perspective on it.38

As l explained in the previous chapters,Wittgenstein argued that we

understand and reason in practice; we command a clear view of the variety of

meanings of words in conversation with others about their correct

application by comparing standard or customary uses with unfamiliar or

unconventional uses, noting the similarities and differences, the criss­

crossing family resemblap _es between our language and other languages. This

perspicuous representation or survey of the various uses of words, and not

the adoption of sorne essential explanation or rule for interpretation is what

grounds understanding, renders reliable reasoning, reasonable action and

social life possible. The consequence of not having a perspicuous

representation is a kind of aspect blindness: being held captive by a picture or

mistaking an aspect of a picture for the essence of the picture itself. In such

cases, the remedy must he to bring unnoticed aspects to a persan's awareness,

that is to get him to see things differently. The aim, Gordon Baker reminds

us, "is to effect not merely a change of opinion, but a kind of conversion..."39

By 'conversion', Baker does not mean here, (as MacIntyre suggests of Kuhn),

that understanding is a process devoid of, or not grounded in, truth or good

reasons, but that understanding is a contest of equally justifiable positions.

Because understanding is in a sense comparative, the condition of dramatic

incomparability describes a rare occasion of severe breakdown in reasoning.

Normal understanding is a situation in which conceptual contrasts can be

pointed out: we place other ways of seeing things, or other arguments that

are equally \vell justified side-by-side \vith the thing to he reconsidered,

juxtaposing 'the aspect of the use of our words' \\rith another system of

38 Tully, "Wittgen<;tcin and Political Philosophy" 197.

39 Baker, "Plli[osop/rica[ Investigations section 122" 50.
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expression real or imagined. '40 This method of using 'objects of comparison',

surrounding our practice with new possibilities (language-games), comparing

one aspect with another, questioning, challenging or justi.fying our position

does not guarantee the ability to persuade our interlocutor; the process might

sirnply expose a possibility for understanding a phenomenon differently; or it

may have the consequence that we actually see matters differently.

Despite its many important similarities with Gadame~an hermeneutics,

there is prima facie evidence to suggest that Kuhn's philosophy and history of

science is deeply grounded in Wittgenstein's way of looking a things. If there

is support for this evidence, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions cannot

possibly constitute a 'hermeneutical' recovery even in what Bernstein calls

the 'weak' sense, to mean a type of sensitive historical reading. Instead it must

be read as an example of Wittgenstein's way of seeing things.

Unfortunately there are stumbling blocks on the road to a elearer

understanding of Kulm's Wittgensteinian aspects. We are not helped by the

fact that numerous commentaries on Kuhn have neglected or have not

noticed these Wittgensteinian aspects or sources of Kuhn's method. The

commentaries that have addressed the comparison are disappointing.

Bernstein, for example, offers two sentences in a footnote in which

\Vittgenstein is assimilated into the claim about the recovery of a

herrneneutical dimension of science. He argues here that although Kuhn \vas

influenced by Wittgenstein, he does not "fulIy appreciate that many of

\Vittgenstein's remarks about rules in the Philosophical Investigations

challenge Kuhn's interpretation of understanding what is involved in

40 Ibid.
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following rules and the application of rules."41 Kuhn employs the term 'rule'

in the same 'Nay as Descartes' regulae, something that can he "stated explicitly

in a general or universal form", which is then applied to particular cases. In

support of this argument that Kuhn does not understand Wittgenstein,

Bernstein appeals to the Wittgenstein scholar Stanley Cavell's Must We

A1ean What We Say?42 ln order to render perspicuous the similarities

ben'veen Kuhn and \Vittgenstein, this misleading aspect is the first thing that

requires attention.

In 1958 at the time that Kuhn was writing Structure he accepted a year's

feUowship at Stanford. He initially produced a draft of a chapter of the essay,

but found himself at an impasse in the spring of 1959, unable to explain what

he eventually described as 'normal science'. According to Daniel Cedarbaum,

Kuhn daims that "Wittgenstein provided the answer" to this impasse:

Though Kuhn had read a transcrïpt of The Blue and Brown Books in
1950, he had not read any of WiUgenstein's other writings before 1959.
When he came upon the Philosophical Investigations that year, he
found in its account of naming the key to the working of normal
science for \\Thich he had been searching.43

\Vhether or not, as Cedarbaum suggests, Kuhn takes the term 'paradigm'

from \Vittgenstein is not dear. But what seems unshakeable is the role of

\Vittgenstein's post-Tractarian philosophy and the influence of the

\Vittgensteinian scholar Cavell at this important time in the advancement of

Kuhn's research. Cedarbaum goes on to say that "perhaps more consequential

41 Bernstein, Reyorrd ()bjl"ctivism and Relativism 56. For 6cmstein's cursory comparison of Kuhn

and Wittgenstein see footnote 23 on page 241-242.
42 Ibid.

·B Daniel G. Cedarbaum, "Paradigms," Studies i1l tire Jlistory aud Pllilosop1ly of Scimce 14. 3 (1«;23):

188. Important aspects of CL>darbaum's position derives from a conversation with Kuhn on Novembcr 26,

1979.
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that his actual reading of the Philosophical Investigations were Kuhn's

frequent conversations with Stanley CaveU, who \vas al the time writing his

doctoral dissertation on Wittgenstein's later philosophy...."44 ln the

autobiographical elements of the "Preface" to Structure Kuhn acknowledges

Cavell's influence in nothing but unequivocal terms: Kuhn states that "a

constant source of stimulation and encouragement" to him. was the fact that

Cavell "should have reached conclusions quite so congruent to my O\vn."45

He goes on to say that Cavell was:

the only person with whom 1 have ever been able to explore my ideas
in incomplete sentences. That mode of communication attests an
understanding that has enabled him to point me the way through or
around severa! major barriers encountered. while preparing my first
manuscript.46

The picture is now becoming a little clearer. With Kuhn's statement of not

having even heard of the word ,hermeneu tic', Bernstein rescues ms thesis by

defending the problematic assumption that Kuhn's approach can he called

hermeneutical even though he was "not completely aware of \vhat he [was]

doing."47 But the evidence suggests that Kuhn really was aware of what he

\vas doing. \Vhen researching and writing Structure, Kuhn read

\Vittgenstein's later philosophy and participated in an ongoing conversation

\vith one of the fe\v scholars in the United States ,·vho was both interested and

deeply familiar ,"ith Wittgenstein's later work. By cleverly glossing over this

acknowledged philosophical agreement behveen Kuhn and Cavell, the

important differences between Kuhn's approach and the hermeneutical

approach were hidden, leaving Bernstein free to mischaracterize \vhat is

44 Ibid.

45 Kuhn, Structure xi.

46 Ibid .

47 Bernstein, Beyo"d Objectivism a,rd Re/ativism 41.
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happening in Structure. Whether Kuhn understood what he read is of course

another question entirely. It is in fact a question of correct application, which 1

will now tum to. If there is evidence that Kuhn's grammar, his vocabulary, is

used in the same or similar manner to Wittgenstein, then both Bemstein's

and Macintyre's vie\vs will be shown to he mistaken.

III. Kuhn's Wittgensteinian Commitments: "Let Use Teach You Meaning"

In explaining rus methodological commitments, Kuhn emphasizes the plural

and practical nature of scientific understanding: "an analysis of the

development of scientific knowledge must take account of the way science

has actually been practiced."48 But Kuhn also accepts the view that scientific

kno\vledge is "üke language" because it is "the common property of a group"

and "[to] understand it, we shall need to know the special characteristics of the

groups that create and use it."49 Understanding a scientific practice entails

kno\\ring its socially-constituted uses.

In the section entitled " a role for history", Kuhn develops further this

practice-oriented philosophy of science. What is new about Kuhn is how he

explains differences: the variety of scientific schools are judged neither from

the dictates of an historically invariant scientific method (of observation and

experience) nor from any other essential or comprehensive criteria of

'science' but \vhat Ku.hn calls their lIincommensurable ways of seeing the

\vorld and of practicing science in it."sO The implications of tbis ne\v

historical approach is a new image of science, one that displays the historical

integrity of an oider science in its o\vn time, revealing not the relationship of

past views to those of modem science, but rather the relationship of the

48 Kuhn," Logic l1f Discovery or Psychology of Research?" 4.

49 Kuhn,$truct/lrt' 210.

50Ibid.A.
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scientisrs view to those of bis group, "ms teachers, contemporaries, and

immediate successors in the sciences."S1

The concept of 'incotl"-mensurability' is meant to highlight an important

aspect of the variety of scientific practices that Kuhn examines: different

scientific practices are governed by their O\\YJ\ internaI standards, 50 there is no

scientifically or empirically neutral system of language or concepts to

adjudicate and combine the different traditions of science.52 The best way ta

understand \vhat Kuhn means by 'incommensurability' is to examine what

he means by the daim that science is a rule-governed activity.

Men whose research is based on shared paradigms are committed ta
the same rules and standards for scientific practice. That commitment
and the apparent consensus it produces are prerequisites for normal
science, i.e. for the genesis and continuation of a particular research
tradition.53

In what sense are scientists committed to the same rules and standards for

sdentific practice? The analogy Kuhn uses to illustrate the practical, rule­

governed nature of a given scientific research tradition is to compare it to a

collection of puzzle-games. The aim of normal scientific practice, \ve are told

in section IV, is almost never to find major substantive novelties of fact or

theory (and \vhen successful finds none) nor ta test long-accepted beliefs, but

to solve puzzles.54 Like jigsaw and cross-word puzzles, riddles and chess

problems, the nature of acceptable or admissible solutions and the steps by

\vhich they are to be obtained are restricted by the conventions of the games

51 Ibid., 3.

52 l would Iike to stress that Kuhn is not suggcsting that diffcrent practiccs arc thcrcfore radically

incomparable. r will rctum to this mistaken view latcr in the discussion.

53 Kuhn, Structure Il.

54 Ibid., 52.
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themselves.55 And so the same criteria that determine when a puzzle has

been solved also determine fallure.56 Like Wittgenstein this rule-following

exercize cannot be done privately: scientists Ieam how to solve puzzles

through their ongoing participation in the game itself, or the practice in

\,'hich the rule is customarily used. When a puzzle-solving exercize fails,

uonly the practitioner is blamed, not bis tools."57 It is in these senses that

problems in science are rule-governed:

If \ve accept a considerably broadened use of the term 'ruIe'~ne that
\vill occasionally equate it with 'established vie\\rpoint' or with
'precondition'-then the problems accessible within a given research
tradition display something much like this set of puzzle
characteristics.The man who builds an instrument to determine optical
wavelengths must not be satisfied with a piece of equipment that
merely attributes particular numbers to particu1ar spectral lines. He is
not just an explorer or measurer. On the contrary, he must show, by
analyzing bis apparatus in terms of the established body of opticaI
theory, that the numbers bis instrument produces are ones that enter
theory as \vave lengths. If some residuaI vagueness in the theory or
sorne unanalyzed component of bis apparatus prevents bis completing
that demonstration, bis colleagues may weIl condude that he has
measured nothing at aIl.58

So Kuhn sometimes uses the concept 'ruIe' broadly to mean, precondition,

,admissible solution' or 'established viewpoint'. And he aIso uses the tenn

'rule' to rnean conceptual ("quasi-metaphysical"), theoretical, instrumental

55 Ibid., 37-38, 52, 175.

56 "No puzzle solving enterprise can exist unless its practitioners share criteria which for that

group and for that timc, dctcrmine when a particular puzzl(' has becn soln>d. The same criteria neccssarily

dctermine failurc ta achie"c a solution...."Kuhn, "Logic of Discovcry or Psychology of Research?" 7.

57 Ibid .

SH Kuhn, Structllre 37-38
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and methodological commitments.59 The implication here is that Bernstein

is \vrong to daim that Kuhn's use of rule-following is the same as Descartes'.

His account is mistaken because it misses this varlety of ways that Kuhn uses

the term.

Furthermore, Bernstein's is also mistaken in suggesting that Kuhn does not

fully appreciate Wittgenstein's remarks on rules. The Wittgensteinian

resemblance is particu1arly evident in Kuhn's description of science as an

activity that is not necessarily dosed by a frontier: following section 68 of the

Philosophical Investigations, Kuhn condudes section IV by cautioning the

reader not to he mislead into thinking that science is everywhere

circumsuibed by rules.

Though there obviously are rules to which aU the practitioners of a
scientific specialty adhere at a given time, those rules may not by
themselves specify all that the practice of those specialists has in
common. Normal science is a highly determined activity, but it need
not be entirely determined by rules. That is why, at the start of this
essay,I introduced shared paradigms rather than shared rules,
assumptions and points of view as the source of coherence for normal
research traditions. Rules, 1 suggest, derive from paradigms, but
paradigms can guide research even in the absence of rules.60

In section V, entitled IIThe Priority of Paradigms", Kuhn develops this rule­

follo\ving position in w-eater detail. What unites the scientists working in the

same field of scientific practices is not a set of common rules, but a shared

59 These rules arc: 1. cxplidt statemcnls of sdcntific law, concepls and theorics which limit

acceptable solutions, such as Ncwton's Laws, Max\\,"ell's equations and thc laws of statistical

thennodynamics; 2.commitmenl'i to prcfcrred types ofinstrumentation (tools for tcsting knowledge-daims); 3.

quasi-mctaphysical commitmcnts, 5uch as Descartes' sdcntific writings that the univcrse was composed of

micro...copic corpusclcs and that ail natural phenomena could he cxplaincd in terms ofcorpuscular shape,

sizc, motion and interaction; 4. finally rulcs of prcdsion and scrutiny. Ibid., 40-42.

(,0 Ibid, 42.
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paradigm which is not a collection of rules.61 The paradigm, a "locus of

professional commitmen~',a Ilconstellation of group commitments" a

"concrete scientific achievement", a "shared exemplar"62 is IIprior to the

various concepts, la\vs, theories and points of view that may he abstraeted

from it."63 The coherence of a research tradition is to be understood neither

in terms of unitary common ground (such as comprehensive set of rules),

nor a full or standard interpretation or rationalization of it.

Normal science can be determined in part by the direct inspection of
paradigms, a process that is often aided by but does not depend upon
the formulation of rules and assumptions. Indeed, the existence of a
paradigms need not even imply that any full set of rules exists.64

In the footnote to this statement, Kuhn cites Polanyi's claim in Personal

Knowledge that a scientist's success depends on "tacit knowledge", that is,

upon knowledge that is "acquired through practice ?.!\d that cannot be

articulated explicitly."65 But what is more remarkable than this citation is that

to defend this daim that there can be shared paradigms without shared rules,

to explain the relation behveen rules, paradigms and normal science, Kulm

tums to examples in the history of science, and ta arguments made by Lud\vig

Wittgenstein.

Kuhn asks: in the absence of a set of common rules, \vhat restricts the scientist

61 Nor is it somcthin~ that can bc reduccd to "logicaJly atomic componcnts" Ibid., Il.

62 Ibid., 187.

63 Ibid., 11.

64 Ibid., 44.

65 Ibid. Kuhn's rcfcrcncc hcrc to PoIanyi rcndcrs somcwhat puzzling Macintyre's daim that Kuhn

"nowhcre acknowledgcs any ..uch debt". Madntyre, "Dramatic Narrative" 67.
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to a particular nonnal-scientific tradition?66 Replying to bis own query, Kuhn

notes: "Partial answers to these questions were developed by the late Ludwig

Wittgenstein. Because that context is bath more elementary and more

familiar, it will help to consider his form of the argument first."67 Kuhn then

directs the reader to important passages of the Philosophical Investigations.

Citing pages thirty-one to thirty-six (sections 64-79) Kuhn outlines with

impressive philosophical clarity and succinctness Wittgenstein's remarks on

language-games, naming and family resemblance:

\Vhat need we kno\'v, Wittgenstein asked, in order that we apply terms
like 'chair', or 'leaf, or 'game' unequivocally and without provoking
argument? That question is very old and has generally been answered
by saying that \\,re must know, consciously or intuitively, what a chair,
or leaf, or game is. We must, that is, grasp sorne set of attributes that all
games and that only games have in common. Wittgenstein, however,
concluded that, given the way we use language and the sort of world to
which we apply it, there need he no such set of characteristics. Though
a discussion of som e of the attributes shared by a n u mber of games or
chairs or leaves often helps us leam how to employ the corresponding
term, there is no set of characteristics that is simultaneously applicable
to all members of the class and to them alone. Instead, confronted with
a previously unobserved activity, we apply the term 'game' because
\vhat we are seeing bears a close "family resemblance" to a number of
the activities that we have previously leamed to calI by that name. For
\Vittgenstein, in short, games, and chairs, and leaves are natural
familles, each constituted by a network of overlapping and crisscross
resemblances. The existence of such a network sufficiently accounts for
our success in identifying the corresponding object or activity. Only if
the familles we named overlapped and merged gradually iuto one
another-only, that is, if there were no natura! families-would our
success in identifying and naming provide evidence for a set of
common characteristics corresponding to each of the class names we

66 Kuhn, Structure 44. ln other \vords, if a variety of research problems and techniques that arise

within .J single normal-scientific tradition are not united by a sorne cxplicit or fully discoverable common s~t

of rules and assu mptiono;, how cise can wc justify that they arc related or connected? Indeed one might

wonder how the word 'o;cicncc' can be used al ail if nothing demarcatcs it from other socially constructcd

beliek or myths, if it jo; not a different variety of social thought.

67 rbid.
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employ.68

Kuhn then uses this Wittgensteinian understanding of language to help

explain how in the absence of common rules there is nevertheless a

relationship among the "various research problerns and techniques that arise

within a single normal scientific tradition."69 Another long citation from

Structure is once again in order here, given the extraordinary application of

\Vittgenstein to the study of ;cientific practices and the aImost universal

neglect that this Wittgen~teinianapplication has received:

What these have in common is not that they satisfy sorne explicit or
even sorne fully discoverable set of rules and assumptions that gives
the tradition its character and its hold upon the scientific mind.
Instead, they may relate by resemblance and by modelling to one or
another part of the scientific corpus which the community in question
already recognizes as among its established achievements. Scientists
work from models acquired through education and through
subsequent exposure to the literature often without quite knowing or
needing to know what characteristics have given these models the
status of community paradigms. And because they do so, they need no
full set of rules. The coherence displayed by the research tradition in
which they participate May not imply even the existence of an
underlying body of rules and assumptions that additional historical or
philo'iophical investigation might uncover.That scientists do not
usually ask or debate what makes a particular problem or solution
legitimate tempts us to suppose that, at least intuitively, they know the
answer. But it may only indicate that neither the question nor the
answer is felt to be relevant to their research. Paradigms May be prior
to, more binding, and more complete than any set of rules for research
that could be unequivocally abstracted from them.7o

The variety of research problems and techniques that arise \vithin a single

normal scientific tradition (a paradigm) are not related by a common set of

68 Ibid.

69 Ibid .

70 Ibid., 45-46.
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ruIes, (a narrative or interpretation), but "by resemblance" of examples, of

conventional practices. A scientific community consists of "practitioners of a

scientific specialty" bound together "by common elements in their education

and apprenticeship."71

These citations from the Philosophical Investigations and other similar

remarks by Kuhn show an unmistakeable Wittgensteinian grammar:

paradigms, normal scientific activities, are language-games, a motley of

convention-govemed scientific practices that scientists are trained into. Like

other language games, we can say that the games of science are played

according to such-and-such 'ruIes' because 'ruIes' of scientific practices are

embedded in these practices, and we can read these rules off from the practice

of the games themselves. To be more accurate, Kuhn refers to these

embedded rules as examples and "established achievements", \vhich is to say

scientific conventions that determine science even in the absence of

discoverable or explicitly stated rules. StrictIy speaking then, scientists do not

learn from explicit rules but scientists leam the game of science "by \vatching

others play"72.They follow Wittgenstein's injunction: "Let use teach you the

meaning."73

Kuhn gives four reasons in Structure for justifying his daim that use teaches

the meaning of scientific concepts, not a discoverable set of rules. And these

reasons follow arguments made in the passages of the Philosophical

Investigations just cited: First, there is a flsevere difficulty" in discovering the

ruIes that have guided particular normal-scientific traditions and this

difficulty, Kuhn claims, is flnearly the same as one the philosopher

71 ThOrT'<l<; Kuhn, "SccondThoughtson Paradigmc;," [sse'ltial Tt'YisiOll 296.

72 Philosoplrica/ lur>estigatiorrs, Part I, scction 54.

73 PIzilosoplrico/ Iur>f'stigatiorrs, Part Il, xi, 212e.
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encounters when he tries to say ",hat aIl games have in common."74

The second reason to which the first is really a corollary, "is rooted in the

nature of scientific education." Scientists, Kuhn writes, never leam concepts,

la\vs, and theories in the abstract and by themselves. Instead these intellectual

tools are from the start encountered "in a historically and pedagogically prior

unit that displays them with and through their applications." A new theory is

ahvays announced Utogetl.er with applications to sorne concrete range of

natural phenomena; without them it would not even he a candidate for

acceptance...." The process of leaming a theory depends upon "the study of

applications, including practice problem-solving both with a pencil and paper

and with instruments in the laboratory. " Kuhn describes this as a process of

"learning by doing" which is not necessarily learning "abstracted rules of the

game" since the ability to do successful research can "be understood without

recourse to hypothetical rules of the game."75

The third reason to suppose that paradigms guide research by direct

modelling is Kuhn's observation that normal science can proceed without

rules Ilonly so long as the relevant scientific cODlD1Unity accepts \\"Ïthout

question the particular problem-solutions already achieved." In the

Philosophical Investigations sections 68 and 69, (part of the sections cited

earlier by Kuhn), \Vittgenstein argues that we can dra\v a boundary for a

special purpose, but except for that special purpose, the boundary is not

needed "to make the concept usable". Following this logic, Kuhn remarks

that rules become important and the characteristic unconcem about them

vanish "\vhenever paradigms or models are feU to he inseeure."76 In section

74 Kuhn, Structure 46.

75 Ibid., 46-47.

76 Ibid., -t7.
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87 Wittgenstein argues that an explanation does not need another

explanation (a rule for interpretation for example) in order to be understood,

lIunless we require it to prevent a misunderstanding." That is, a rule or

explanation is necessary, and would serve the purpose of removing or

averting a misunderstanding only in very specifie cases, sueh as when a

misunderstanding would occur ''but for the explanation". "The sign-post is

in order" Wittgenstein reminds us "if, under normal circumstances, it fulfils

its purpose." Kuhn follows this line of reasoning in his third justification.

When scientists disagree about whether the fundamental problems of their

field have been solved, "the search for rules gains a function it does not

ordinarily possess." However, while paradigms remain secure "they can

function without agreement over rationalization or without any attempted

rationalization at all."77

The fourth reason for "granting paradigms a status prior to that of shared

rules and assumptions" is that substituting paradigms for rules makes the

diversity of scientific fields and specialities easier ta understand.

Explicit rules, when they exist, are usually common ta a very broad
scientific group, but paradigms need not be. The practitioners of widely
separated fields, say astronomy and taxonomie botany, are edueated by
exposure to quite different aehievements described in very different
books. And even men who, being in the same or in closely related
fields, begin by studying many of the same books and achievements
may acquire rather different paradigms in the eourse of professional
specialization.78

Scientists \vho leam the same rules, for example physieal scientists \,..ho are

taught the laws of quantum mechanics, do not aIl learn the same applications

of these rules "and they are not therefore all affected in the same ways by

77 Ibid., 48-49.

78 Ibid., 49.
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changes in quantum-mechanical practice."79

In short, though quantum mechanics (or Newtonian dynamics, or
electromagnetic theory) is a paradigm for many scientific groups it is
not the same paradigm for them all. Therefore it can simultaneously
determine several traditions of normal science that overlap without
being coextensive. A revolution produced within one of these
traditions will not necessarily extend to others as weIl.8o

While scientists may have common experiences, they view the world

through their own paradigms, "their own research training and practice"81

which constitutes the \vay scientists solve problems, and indeed the way they

see the world.

Kuhn's Debate with Popper

Kuhn's is therefore a deeply Wittgensteinian philosophy of science. And this

aspect of Kuhn's outlook became clearly evident al the 1965 International

Colloquium in the Philosophy of Science, where Kuhn debated one of

\Vittgenstein's harshest critics, Karl Popper.82 Popper's description of science

was, at the lime of the publication of Kuhn's essay, the conventional view of

scientific practices. In this debate Kuhn outlines the areas of agreement and

disagreement with Popper and asks the reader not to focus on the "secondary

issues" about which bis disagreement with Popper is explicil: Kuhn's

emphasis on "the importance and deep commitment to tradition" and

79 rbid., 50.

80 lbid., 50.

81 fbid., st.
82 The CoHoquium was hcld at Bedford Collegc, Regent's Park, London, July Il to 17,1965. The

Colloquium was organized jointly by the British Society for the Philosophy ofScience and the London School

of Economies and Political Science, under the auspices of the Division of logic, Methodology and Philosophy

ofScience of the lntcrnational Union of History and Philosophy ofScience. The proceedings of the

Colloquium wcre publishcd in four volumes. The fourth volume, Criticism a"d tire Gr01L'tlr of Kno-ü.'ledge,

arises from one symposium (\Vith the same tille) held July 13 with Kuhn and Popper among the participants.

See "Preface" to Lakatos and Musgrave, Critiôsm and tire Gro-..vth of Kllowledge.
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Kuhn's "discontent with the implications of the term 'falsification' ."83 Kuhn

insists that what demands attention is not so much "the peripheral area in

\vhich our occasional secondary disagreements are to he isoJated" but "the

central region in which we appear to agree."84 Where both Kuhn and Popper

agree is that an analysis of the development of scientific knowJedge must not

focus on "the logical structure of the products of scientific research" but must

take account of the way science has actually been practiced, the "spirit of actual

scientific life" and the history of this life.85 Where they disagree is on the

question of whether there is a foundational or primary practice of science,

something that defines the use of the concept 'science'. For Popper there are

foundational or primary practices of science, a 'logic' of scientific discovery ­

'testing' .:1 procedure that solves outstanding scientific problems, and results

in novel theories, and 'learning from our mistakes'. These imperatives are

requisites to the revolutions through which science growS.86 The 'growth' of

sci~ilce, on Popper's view, occurs by the revolutionary overthrow of an

accepted theory and its replacement by a better one by means of testing and

learning from one's mistakes, by 'conjectures and refutations'.

Kuhn's lVittgensteinian reply to Popper i5 that he mistakes aspects of science

for its essence and 50 rather than a 'logic', "Sir Karl has provided an

ideology."87 Kuhn's reaction to Popper is not trivial or inconsequential.

Kuhn daims that the "Iargest part" of his thesis in his paper delivered at the

International Colloquium was his observation that by emphasizing the 'logïc'

of discovery, Karl Popper "has erred by transferring selected characteristics of

H3 Ku hn, "Logic of Discovcry or PsychoJogy of Rcscarch?" 2.

84 rbid., 3.

~5 rbid., 1.

86 rbid.,l O.

87 rbid., 15. Kuhn refers to views such as Poppcr's as "rhctorically induœd profcssionally shared

imperativcs." rbid., 22.
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everyday research to the occasional revolutionary episodes in which scientific

advance is most obvious and by thereafter ignoring the everyday enterprise

entirely."88 In particular, Popper proposes to solve the problem of theory

choice during revolutions by logical criteria that are applicable only when

conventional or paradigmatic practices can already he presupposed. Both

'testing' and 'leaming from our mistakes' are standard features of scientific

practices, but the practices they are a part of are no r m Q [ scientific practices;

they already presuppose î corpus of accepted knowledge ("eurrent theory"),

\\That is conventionally known. They are not directed against this accepted

kno\\rledge, rather "the scientist must premise current theory as the rules of

rus game."89 As Kuhn puts it, though testing is frequent "in the final

analysis, it is the individual scientist rather than current theory which is

tested."9o

Popper fails to recognize that the kind of tests and mistakes that he describes

explore the limitations of accepted theory and are therefore "aspects of or

occasions for" extraordinary research; consequently he characterizes the entire

scientific enterprise in terms that apply to its "occasional revolutionary parts."

For Kuhn neither science nor the development of knowledge can he

understood if research is viewed exclusively through these aspects and the

revolutions they occasionally produce.91 Kuhn's remarks are not unlike

\Vittgenstein's comments on Augustine in section 3 of the Phi[osophical

l nvestiga tions:

Augustine...does describe a system of communication; only not
everything that we call1anguage is this system. And one has to say in
this and many cases \vhere the question arises "Is this an appropriate

88 Ibid., 19.
89 fbid.,4.

90 Ibid., 4-5.

91 lbid ., 5-6
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description or not?" The answer is: IIYes, it is appropriate, but only for
this narrowly circumscribed region, not for the \vhole of what you are
claiming to describe.

Like Augustine, Popper does describe a procedure of science, only not

everything that we call science is this procedure. Kuhn rejects Popper's image

of science because Popper mistakes the occasionallogical episodes for "the

everyday enterprise". What makes the scientific enterprise rational cannot

therefore be these mathematical techniques.92 Neither a clear and distinct

proof nor a falsification nor a neutral algorithm for 'testing' can conclusively

overthrow or constitute a scientific paradigm. Furthermore, because scientific

understanding is rooted in conventional (paradigmatic) understanding, it is

precisely the abandonment of testing and critical discourse that marks the

maturity of a science, not the adoption of caIculi for testing.93

This daim that it is puzzle-solving rather than testing a paradigm that marks

the maturity of science was met with horror by Kuhn's critics, particularly

Popper \vho refers to the normal scientist as having been "badly taught",

having been taught in lia dogmatic spirit", a IIvictim of indoctrination."

Popper caTIs puzzle-solving an "uncritical approach" in which he sees lia very

great danger...a danger to science and, indeed to our civilization."94 Popper

also \vonders "\\rhether Kuhn's use of 'puzzle' has anything to do with

\Vittgenstein's use" to mean that in Philosophy problems are "cor"Jlected

\\Tith the improper use of language."95

92 Kuhn's position is that Popper has sought evaluation procedures which can bc applied to

theories with"...the apodietic assurance characteristic of the techniques by which one identifies in arithmetic.

logic or measurement." Ibid., 13.

93 This is, Kuhn writes, "to tum Sir Karl's view on its head." Ibid., 6.

9-l Karl Popper, "Nonnal Science and its Dangers," Criticism and tire Grou>t1l of K1lCm'ledge, 00.

Lilkato'> iJnd Musgrave 52.

Y5 fbid., footnote l,53.
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Indeed Popper is correct about the family resemblances between the two

philosophers (he May be the first to have recognised the connection) and it is

partly Popper's mistaken views about Wittgenstein that shapes his equally

mistaken vie\vs on Kuhn. Kuhn is providing here an anti-Cartesian view

that scientific conventions are unquestioned, taken-for-granted fonns of

thinking and acting that ground scientific understanding. They "must he

lived \\ith and explored befcre they can he broken."96 Like Skinner's

'innovating ideologist', rLormal scientists practice forms of reflection that in

fact rest on and take for granted a whole range of conventions of the

language-games in which they think and act. They cannot simply manipulate

concepts or conventions to their own ends in a monological or radically

reflexive manner. Testing always takes place within sorne ways of thinking

and acting that are taken for granted and not questioned. The 'taken for

granted' aspect of human understanding is what Skinner caUs 'convention',

what Taylor calls 'background', what Kuhn calls a 'paradigm' and what

\Vittgenstein famously refers to as 'forms of life.' As James Tully has

explained, being engaged in 'forms of life' is not sorne limit that needs t,o be

deconstructed and overcome, nor does it render our knowledge defective in

any \vay. Nor does it mean that we must simply accept our, or any, given

form of life, or that accepting a given form of life is a 'dogrnatié or 'uncritical'

attitude. The normal scientist occasionally does question her form of life, but

in such cases it "involves the acceptance of others and not a transcendental

standpoint."97 In this sense Popper is correct about the connection between

Kuhn and Wittgenstein. Kuhn's position is identical to Wittgenstein's in

section 105 of On Certainty:

96 Kuhn, "Rctlcctions on my Critics" Criticism alld tire Gro·wtlr of KnorL'ledge, cd. Lakatos and

Musgrave,242.

97Tully, "Progrcss and Sœptidsm" 276. Sec my prcvious chapter, section IL
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AlI testing, all confirmation and disconfirmation of a hypothesis takes
place already within a system....The system is not 50 much the point of
departure, as the element in which arguments have their life.98

The 'Essential Tension'

Kuhn's view is unmistakeably an application of Wittgenstein's that

understanding is grounded in practice, use, convention and mastering a

tedmique, not in a rule, interpretation or some essential a~.pect of science.

Ho\vever, while Kuhn's philosophy of science empha~ises convention and

use, it \vould be \vrong to suggest that this alone is what distinguishes his

philosophyand history of science from Popper's. Throughout Structure, and

rus other writïngs, Kuhn is careful to remind his readers that there are two

important aspects to the growth of knowledge in the sciences. On the one

hand Ilan apparently arbitrary element, compounded of persona! and

historical accident, is always a formative ingredient of the beliefs espoused by

a given scientific community at a given time." On the other hand, that

element of arbitrariness is not an indication that Ilany scientific group could

practice its trade \vithout sorne set of received beliefs."99 Following

Wittgenstein's remarks in the Blue and Brown Books and the Philosophical

Investigations Kuhn's history and philosophy of science is based on the view

that scientists understand scientific concepts by actually using them through

"rigorous and rigid" training, mastering techniques as result of an

"educational initiation that prepares and licenses the student for professional

practice." But it is also a claim that scientists retain Ilan element of arbitrary"

and this aIso has tIan important effect on scientific development." Normal

science IIrepeatedly goes astray" and this leads to extraordinary investigations

98 On Certainty section 105. Consider afso sections 27-29 wherc Wittgenstein discusses the

connection betwccn 'making a mistakc' in applying a rule. "Practice in th~ use of the rufe also shews what is a

mistakc in ibemploymcnt." rbid.,29.

99 Kuhn, Structure 4.
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that lead the profession to a new set of commitments, "a new basis for the

practice of science."lOO

These two aspects of the game of science, convention and innovation, were

aspects of Kuhn's philosophy of science well before the publication of

Structure and are no more clearly articulated than in an article published in

1959, appropriately entitled 'The Essential Tension: Tradition and Innovation

in Scientific Research." This is one of Kuhn's first attempts to caU into

question a prevailing convention about scientific process and the scientist, the

Popperian image that science is characterized by '''divergent thinking",lOl that

the scientist must he an innovator, that the scientist ""must possess mental

flexibili ty." Kuhn does not deny that much of this popular stereotype is

correct, that sorne divergence characterizes all scientific work, only that it

misses "the other face of this same coin."102 Flexibility and open-mindedness

have been too exclusively emphasized as the characteristics requisite for basic

research. Kuhn therefore suggests that '''convergent thinking is just as

essential to scientific advance as is divergent." Furthermore, lI[since] these

two modes of thought are inevitably in conflict, it will follow that the ability

ta support a tension that can occasionally become almost unbearable is one of

the prime requisites for the very best sort of scientific research."103 The

scientist is a firm traditionalist (a convergent thinker) as "yeU as an innovator

(a divergent thinker). Employing his newly-discovered Wittgensteinian

vocabulary, Kuhn puts it as follo\\'s:

.. .1 hope to have made meaningful the view that the productive
scientist must he a traditionalist who enjoys playing intricate games by

100 rbid., 5~.

101 Kuhn, "The Essential Tension: Tradition and Innovation in Scientific Research," [ssential

Tension 226.

102 Ibid .. 236.237.

103 Ibid., 226.
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pre-established rules in order to be a successful innovator who
discovers ne\v rules and new pieces with which to play them.104

Scientific development is not an exclusive disjunction of convention or

innovation, but a contest of both aspects. Therefore, those like MacIntyre who

say that Kuhn emphasizes 'normal science' and paradigms, and who accuse

Kuhn of subscribing to an ultra-eonservative community-based philosophy of

science miss this second important aspect of Kuhn's view, that science is also

critical discussion of altL.:natives. It is most likely the polemical nature of

Kuhn's essay that is the source of this blindness: Kuhn meant to call into

question Popper's view that science is only Iconjectures and refutations', the

revolutionary overthro\v of theories, by creative new ones. Because this was

the prevailing view Kuhn's argument emphasizes the missing aspect, namely

convention. But it is important to recognize that Kuhn does repeatedly affirm

Popper's insights: scie!'lce is not just tradition or revolution but bath: lia

succession of tradition-bound periods punctuated by non-cumulative

breaks."1os

IV. Seeing Aspectsl Ways of Seeing'

My argument has so far been directed to two points. It first outlined a picture

that Kuhn's essay on its own makes no sense without the assistance of a

comprehensive theory of meaning or a unifying language of historical

explanation, a picture that is constituted by a Gadamerian picture and a

104 Ibid., 237.

1OS Kuhn, Structure 208. Feyerabend's criticism ofKuhn seems doscst to a Wittgcnsteinian counter­

argument. Feyerabend daims that science is the juxtaposition. the active interplay, between alternative views

and tenaciously held views; not a normal period and a period of proliferation - but their interaction.

"Proliferation and tenadty do not belong to successive periods ofhistory. but are always coprescnt." Paul

Fcyerabcnd "ConsolatIOns fllr the Spedalist"Criticism and tire Lrou,tll of KuO'wledge ed. Lakatos and

~1usgravc211,212. Feyerabend's seems to be a difference ofemphasis of Kuhn's daim that science is an

csscntial tension of tradition and innovation.
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blindness to the Wittgensteinian aspects of Kuhn's account. 1 then provided

evidence that Kuhn was directIy influenced by Wittgenstein's Philosophical

Investigations, that his account accepts the basic assumptions of the language­

games argument. This games approach leads Kuhn to conclude that use and

training teaches meaning and that science is a rational process even in the

absence of a comprehensive theory that unites its various elements, or an

ideal set of rules that May he abstracted from this game; what connects

scientists are the family r~semblances,and overlapping criss-crossing

sirnilarities and differences of the "incommensurable ways of seeing the

world and of practicing science in it."

Let me now shift to another approach which is to compare the grammar of

both authors to show their close family resemblances. In another remarkable

part of his essay, section X, entitled "Revolutions as Changes in World View",

Kuhn develops an argument about ways of seeing and thereby articulales the

second important family resemblance between bis approach and

\Vittgenstein's. It is in bis defense of the innovative use of the concept of

,seeing' that Kuhn distinguishes bis essay from a traditionally hermeneutical

work and shows \vhy it is neither an example of the recovery of the

henneneutical dimension of science, nor the irrational congeries of scientific

traditions in need of a unifying theory. Kuhn presents in this chapter the

controversial daim that a paradigm is a \vay of seeing and a paradigm change

is a shift in scientific perception. A review of Wittgenstein's position will

reveal important similarities.

Wittgenstein's Comparison of Understanding and Seeing

In Part n, section xi of the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein

compares meaning and understanding to visual experiences. He reviews the

\\'ord 'to see' and surveys the similarities and differences of four different
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uses: "continuous seeing'(or just 'seeing'), 'seeing differently', 'seeing as' and

'interpreting'. In order ta illustrate these differences,Wittgenstein considers a

variety of games and a varlety of figures ("picture-objects") such as a box, a

duck-rabbit figure derived from Jastrow, a "picture-face' that resembles a

human face, a convex step (a straight line drawn through the geometric

centres of the rnro surfaces), a ..double-cross' (a white cross on a black ground

and a black cross on a white ground).1 06 Wittgenstein uses these puzzle­

pictures of gestalt theory ta show his imaginary interlo--Lltor the varlety of

\'~:ays that 'see' is used. The gestalt puzzles help unravel the various uses of 'to

see' and illustrate how we can he held captive by a customary way of seeing

things, how we can in other words be held captive by specific uses of words

and so ~an he blind ta the variety meanings of words. When we mistake what

is seen for"a state of affairs of the highest generality",107 when we describe

our particu1ar way of seeing as an 'insight' into the essence of phenomena, in

tllÇse cases a picture becomes an "unshakeable ideal", something we can

never get outside of. There is a kind of enslavement - a picture holds us

captive.1 08 Being held captive by a picture, a way of seeing, is a kind of

myopia. Seeing the picture uniquely as a rabbit, not escaping the picture's

grasp or 'what is seen', (failing to see the picture as a duck, failing to see the

t:vvo crosses), is 'aspect-blindness', the failure ta 'notice an aspect'.

But this experience of aspect seeing is not typical, it does not describe

customary seeing. For example, when we see a familiar object, such as a table

or a rabbit, we do not see it as a table or as a rabbit. We see a table. But if 1 meet

someone from another culture who has no word for 'table' or 'rabbit' because

this culture has no use for tables or has no rabbits; if tbis interlocutor called

106 Plzilosoplzical l"v~stigQtiorrs, Part H, xi,194e, 203c, 207c.

107 rbid., Part l, "cdi,-)n 104.

108 "A pictllrt' hcld us captive, and wc could notgct outsidc it, for it lay in our language and

language secmcd to repcat it to us inexorably."rbid., section 115.
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my table an altar and called my rabbit a wallaby in their language, then we

could say that 1see it as a table and she sees it as an altar, and 1see it as a rabbit

and she sees it as a wallaby.1 09 But customarily we do not see a familiar object

as something or take what we knowas something.

It '''lould have made as little sense for me to say "Now 1am seeing it
as..." as to say al the sight of a knife and fork "Now 1am seeing this as a
knife and fork". This expression would not he understood.-Any more
than: IINo\v it's a fork" or "It can be a fork too". One doesn't ta ke what
one knO\VS as the _-utlery at a meal for cutlery; any more than one
ordinarily tries to move one's mouth as one eats, or aims at moving
it.110

The experience of noticing an aspect then/'only comes at the moment of

change from duck to rabbit and back.. In between, the aspect is as it were

dispositional."lll To see 'continuously' (or simply 'to see'), is a customary way

of seeing and understanding. To see differently is to overcome the unique

conceivability of the picture - a new or innovative way of seeing and

understanding; To see is not the same to 'see as'. The latter is an

interpretation, but "seeing is astate",112 seeing is a disposition. Seeing

differently, then, is not adopting a new interpretation (seeing it now as

something different) jut having a different disposition, experiencing a

different state; having a different customary way of understanding or

understanding the world in a way that rivaIs what was previously

understood. On the other hand, seeing something as something occurs in

specifie cases where our customary ,vay of seeing, our disposition, is

109 The example of the table is quoted in John Heaton and Judy Groves Wittg~"steinfor Begin1lers

(Cambridge: [con Books, 1994) 153.

110 PJrilosophical Il, ..,c:stigations., Part Il. xi, 19Se.

111 This quote. from the notes taken by P.T. Geach, is quotcd in Monk. Duty of Cenills, 507-508. As

Monk states thcsc notes together wïth those of the same lectures taken by othcr students. have becn publishcd

as Wittgenstein's Lrctures on PlrilosopJrical PsycJrology 1946-7. See "p. 500" in Monk. Dur!! of Ce7rills 631.

112 Plrilosoplrical InvC'stigations, Part Il, xi, 212e.
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questioned, ehallenged or justified or when we compare our understanding

to one that is unfamiliar.

In such cases, when our way of seeing things changes because it is challenged

or questioned or sorne aspect of it is brought to light, the alteration in the state

of seeing is what Wittgenstein ealls "noticing an aspect" and seeing

düferently.l13 This event is almost always described as a sudden

transformation such as the 'dawning' of an aspect and "the flashing of an

aspect" .114

1 contemplate a face, and then suddenly notice ils likeness to another. 1
see that it has not changed; and yet 1 see it differently. 1 call this
experience IInoticing an aspect."lIS

lVhen \ve see a pieture differently or notice an aspect, the question that arises

for lVittgenstein is \~that changes? Is it correct say that the picture itself

actually alters and changes, becoming something eIse, or are we simply

interpreting the same picture differently? Wittgenstein's reply is that seeing

differently is not akin to interpreting \vhat 1 see in a different \vay, but

describing \\'hat is seen in a way "as if" the object itself had changed.

\Vittgenstein tells us:

The change of aspect. IIBut surely you would say that the picture is all
together different now!"But what is different: my impress;'Jn? ~Iy

point of view?-Can 1 say? 1 describe the alteration like a perception;
quite as if the object had altered before myeyes.116

\\'ittgenstein also \vrites:

113 Ibid., Part n, xi, 193c, 19Se.

114 fbid., Part n, xi, I94c, 197c.

115 Ibid., Part rr, xi, 193c.

Il b Ibid., Part rr, xi, 195c.
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But the expression in one's voice and gestures is the same as if the
object had altered and had ended by becoming this or that.1 17

This distinction between 'seeing' and 'seeing as' helps to unravel the

differences between understanding and interpreting and why a change of

understanding is not the same as a change of interpretation. This conflation

of interpretation and understanding is a mistake that Wittgenstein tries to

expose. They are similar, bLt not synonymous:

Do 1 really see something different each time, or do 1only interpret
what 1 see in a different way? 1 am inclined to say the former. But
why?-To interpret is to thïnk, to do something; seeing is astate.

Now it is easy to recognize cases in which we are interpreting. 50 there
is a similarity in the use of "seeing" in the two contexts. Only do not
think that you knew in advance what the "state of seeing" means here!
Let use teach you the meaning. tt8

Earlier 1 noted Baker's claim that the aim of a perspicuous representation is

not merely a change of opinion. We now know that because seeing is not an

opinion or interpretation but astate, then understanding the meaning of a

concept is not seeing it as something but understanding its correct usage,

grasping what can and cannot he done with it being able to apply it in

agreement \vith customary or conventional ways. Changing someone's

understanding or state of seeing is partly the consequence of persuasion and

debate: about the correct use, or application, of concepts, about whether a

concept agrees with conventional criteria of correctness. The aim of this

Wittgensteinian method is to change the aspect under which certain things

are seen by means of various techniques of persuasion.119

117 Ibid., Part Il, xi, 206e.

118 Ibid., Part Il, xi, 2Ue.

119 See Monk, Dlity of Ce71i1l5 508.
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Kuhn on Seeing : 'To See' is not 'To See As'

Like Wittgenstein, Kuhn tums to gestalt theory to describe paradigmatic

change and adopts the same distinctions as those outlined by Wittgenstein,

namely 'seeing' (a paradigmatic way of seeing), 'seeing differently', (the

adoption of a rival paradigm) and 'interpreting' (seeing something as ).

Kuhn compares the transition from one paradigm in crisis to a new one (the

gro\vth in scientific understanding) to a change in visual gestalt: "What \\'ere

ducks in the scientist's world before the revolution are rabbits afterwards."120

But Kuhn is also quick to point out that this comparison can he misleading:

Scientists do not see something as something else; instead they simply
see it. We have already examined sorne of the problems created by
saying that Priestly saw oxygen as dephlogisticated air. In addition the
scientist does not preserve the gestalt subject's freedom to s\VÏtch back
and forth between ways of seeing.121

The point Kuhn makes is that the gestalt experiment illustrates "only the

nature of perceptual transformations" but tells us nothing about the role of

paradigms or of previously assimilated experience in the process of

perception.They do not show how what is perceived varies with training and

experience, and 50 how "something like a paradigm is prerequisite to

perception itself."122 Gestalt experiments cannat he more than suggestive

because the subject of a gestalt demonstration knO\\7S bis perception has

shifted, he can make it shift back and forth repeatedly leaming to see the

120 Kuhn, Structure 111.

121 rbid., 85.

122 Ibid., 112-113. "What a man secs depends both upon what he looks at and also upon what his

previou,", visual-conccptual cxperiencc has taught him to sec. In the absence of such training there can only he,

in William ]amcs's phrase, il "bloomin' buzzin' confusion." Ibid., 113.
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duck-rabbit figure altematively lias a duck and as a rabbit."123 Scientists do

not switch back and forth like the gestalt subject. H perceptual switches

accompany paradigm changes, l'we may not expect scientists to attest the these

changes directIy."

Looking at the moon, the convert to Copemicanism does not say, III
used to see a planet, but now 1 see a satellite." That locution would
imply a sense in which the Ptolemaic system had once been correct.
Instead, a convert to the new astronomy says, III once took the moon to
he (or sa\V the moun as) a planet but 1 was mistaken."124

The historian may not detect Ildirect testimony" about the shift in scientific

vision, so would have to look at the actual practices of the scientists (the

Il indirect and behavioural evidence") for evidence that the scientist with a

ne\v paradigm sees differently from the way he had seen before." And this

evidence abounds: Galileo's experiments with swinging stones; Sir William

Herschel's discovery of Uranus; Lavoisier's chemical experiments. In the

various examples of the history of astronomy, electricity and chemistry,

Kuhn finds rough parallels to gestalt in the scientists' reports on \vhat they

sa,,,: Galleo saw a pendulum \vhere Aristotle saw a constrained fall; Hershel

and Lexell saw a planet where others saw a star; Lavoisier saw oxygen where

Priestly saw dephlogisticated air. I 2S These are but a few examples of paradigm­

induced changes in scientific perception, cases in which the scientists IIsaw

differently"cases that can be described as "paradigm-induced gestalt

s\vitches."126

The paradigm changes are described as the IIrevolutionary transformation of

123 Ibid .,114.

124 Ibid., 11 S.

125 Ali quotC"i, Ibid .

126 Ibid., 116,118,119,120.
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vision"127 "shifts in perception"128, the "shift of scientific vision" and seeing

differently.1 29 It in this gestalt sense that after a revolution "the historian of

science may he tempted to exclaim that when paradigms change, the world

itself changes with them."130 This may be, as Rorty suggests, "idealistic­

sounding"131 but it is not an idealist thesis. It is an attempt to characterize the

way scientists experience a new way of seeing things: "though the world does

not change with a change of paradigm, the scientist afterward works in a

different \vorld."132

Of course... there is no geographical transplantation; outside of the
laboratory everyday affairs usually continue as before. Nevertheless,
paradigm changes do cause scientists to see the world of their research­
engagement differently. In 50 far as their only recourse to that world is
through what they see and do, we may want ta say that after a
revolution scientists are responding to a different world.133

\Vhile acknowledging the explanatory limitations of the gestalt vocabulary,

Kulm nevertheless argues that the "switch of gestalt" provides a lIuseful

elementary prototype" for what occurs in a full-scale paradigm shift. He does

not propose a full or identical comparison between the observations of

127 Ibid., 112, 118.

128 lbid., 113.

129 For example Kuhn notes, "...the electridan looking at a Leyden jar saw somcthing di ffercnt from

\vhat he had seen before." rbid., 118.

130 "Led by a new paradigm, scientists adopt ncw instruments and look in ncw places. Even more

im?-)rtant, during revolutions sdentists sec new and differcnt things when looking at familiar instmments in

places thcy have lookcd bcfore. It is rather as if the professional community had been suddenly transported to

anothcr planet where familiar objects are secn in a different Iight and are joined by familiar ones as weil. "

fbid.,111.

131 Rorty, PII;[OSOPhy and tlle Mirror of Nature 324.

132 Kuhn, Structure 121, 135.

133 rbid. As Baker writcs of Wittgenstein, Kuhn's procedure "parallels bringing someone to notice a

new a<;pcct of the ducl<.-rabbit diagram by surrounding the figure \Vith other picturc-rabbits....In both cases

thcrc i" an inclination ta cxclaim: 'Nothing has changed, yet cverything looks diffcrcnt! Baker,"Scction 122"

50.
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scientists and the gestalt psychologist's experimental subjects, but daims that

there is much to gain from such a suggestive analogy. '1Jf we can be content

\'vith the everyday use of the verb "ta see', we may quickly recognize that we

have already encountered Many other examples of the shifts in scientific

perception that accompany paradigm change."134

Kuhn on Seeing: "To See' is not "To Interpret'

The second important distinction Kuhn makes in section X, like

\Vittgenstein, is between seeing differently and interpreting differently. Do

\\"e really need to describe what separates Galileo from Aristotle, or Lavoisier

from Priestly, as a transformation of vision, Kuhn asks? "'nid these men

really see different things when looking al the same sort of abjects? Is there

any legitimate sense in which we can say that they pursued their research in

different worldS?"135

Many readers will surely want to say that what changes with a
paradigm is only the scientist"s interpretation of observations that
themselves are fixed once and for all by the nature of the environment
and of the perceptual apparatus. On this view, Priestly and Lavoisier
bath saw oxygen, but they interpreted their observations differentlYi
Aristotle and Galileo saw pendulums, but they differed in their
interpretations of what they both had seen....136

It is necessary at this point to explain that Kuhn considers 'interpretation' to

be part of "'the traditional epistemological paradigrn" and "'an essential part of

134 Kuhn, Structure 117. "It is as clcmcntary prototypes for thcsc transformations of the scicntist's

world that the familiar demonstrations ofa switch in visual gestalt prove sa suggestive. What wcre ducks in

the scicntists's world bcfore the revolunon are rabbits aftenvards....Transformations Iike thesc, though

usually more graduaI and almost always irrcversiblc, arc common concomitant of saentific training. Il (bid.,

111.

135 rbid., 120.

136 rbid., 120-121.
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a philosophical paradigm initiated by Descartes."137 The argument he

provides against interpretation is based on a rejection of what he considers to

he a faIse assumption: that data are "individual and stable". 5ïnce data are not

unequivocally stable, he argues, scientists cannot 'interpret' .138 In this way

Kuhn's use of 'interpretation' is very different from the Gadamerian sense

\vhere interpretation is about a purposive subject (a subject for whom things

have meaning), not a stable Objecte So, at least in one sense, Kuhn's rejection

of 'interpretation' cannot be seen as a rejection of Gadamerian hermeneutics.

Ho\vever, there is another way in which Kuhn's statements can be

understood. Kuhn might be using 'interpretation' in the same sense as

Wittgenstein to mean an explanation that assists the conventional view in

order to be understood. H this is what he means, then Kuhn is in fact rejecting

Gadamerian hermeneutics, since his view is that the only misunderstanding

th~t an interpretation serves to remove or avert is one that would occur but

for the interpretation, "not ", as Wittgenstein says in the Philosophical

Investigations section 87, " every one that 1 can imagine."

This "vay of reading Kuhn's use of interpretation (as an occasional tool for

understanding) has textual support. First, Kuhn argues that interpretations

presuppose the language-games they assist; it is acting that lies at the bottom

of a scientific language-game, not an interpretation of it. Kuhn does not deny

137lbid., 121.

138 "A pendulum is not a falling stone, nor is oxygen dephlogisticatcd air. Consequently, the data

that scicntists collect from these diverse objects are...themselves different." rbid., 121. While recognizing that

thi-; vie\V is "neither ail \IIrong nor a mere mistake", Kuhn points to the failurc of this paradigm made

apparent by convergent contemporary research in "parts of philosophy, psychology, Iinguistics, and even art

history" and "the historicaJ study of science" such as his own cssay. Without being able to produce a

"viable alternative" to the cpistemological paradigm, Kuhn rccognizes the difficulties created by saying that

5cicntist.. look at the samc obicets but see differently, that the scientist aftenvard \Vorks in a different world.

Nevcrthcless, Kuhn 1<; convinced that these statements make sense. and "[\Vhatl occurs during a scientific

rcvl~lution is not fully reducible to a reinterpretation of individual and stable data." Ibid.
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that scientists characteristically interpret observations and data, but Il •••each of

these interpretations presupposed a paradigm." Interpretations are part of

normal science, but their ~m is "to refine, extend, and articu1ate a paradigm

that is already in existence." While there are Many examples of the

interpretive enterprise, Il •••that interpretive enterprise...can only articulate a

paradigm, not correct it."139

Second, both Kuhn and Wittgenstein suggest that the process by which either

the individual or community makes the transition from one paradigm or

convention to another (from constrained fall to the pendulum or from

dephlogisticated air to oxygen) is not one that resembles interpretation.

Rather than being an interpreter, IIthe scientist who embraces a new paradigm

is like the man \\pearing inverting lenses, [confronting] the same constellation

of objects as before and knowing that he does 50, he nevertheless finds them

transformed through and through in many of thei~ details."140 The alteration

in the state of seeing is more like having a different disposition, as a result of

Ila relatively sudden and unstructured event like the gestalt switch." Kuhn

\vrites:

Scientists then often speak of the IIscales falling from the eyes" or of the
"lightning flash" that "inundates" a previously obscure puzzle,
enabling its components to he seen in new way that for the first lime
permits its solution....No ordinary sense of the terms 'interpretation'
fits these flashes of intuition through which a new paradigm is bom.
Though such intuitions depend upon the experience, both anomalous
and congruent, gained \vith the oid paradigm, they are not Iogically or
piecemeal linked to particular items of that experience as an
interpretation would be. Instead, they gather up large portions of that
experience and transform. them lu the rather different bundle of

139 Ibid., 122. The sentence continucs:"Paradigms arc not corrigible by nonnal science at ail.

!nstc.Jd. LI<; we h<l\'(.' ~lrl.?ildy seen, normal ..cicncc ultimately Icads only to the recognition of anomalie-- and tn

140 Ibid., 121-122.
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experience that "in thereafter he linked piecemeal to the ne""
paradigm.141

\Vhat 1 hope is dear is how similar Kuhn's remarks are to Wittgenstein's.

Seeing something is not the same as seeing it as something; to see is not to

interpret; seeing differently is being in on a new set of conventional practices.

Being held captive by a way of seeing is a blindness: "We predicate of the

thing \vhat lies in the method of representing it."142 Our inability to see other

aspects of a picture or use a word differently is like wearing a pair of glasses

"... through \vhich we see \\"hatever we look at. It never occurs to us to take

them off."143

Kuhn's discussion in section X owes far more to the psychologicalliterature

stemming from the field of gestalt psychology than it does to Wittgenstein. It

is "the pioneering work of the Hanover Institute"144 that Kuhn has in rnind

in the discussion on the nature of visual transformations. What 1 have

sought to do here is show Kuhn's similarities \vith the issues that

preoccupied \Vittgenstein, issues that also o\ve much to gestalt psychology

\vhich found their final expression in what now forms Part n of the

Philosophical Investigations .145 Both Kuhn and Wittgenstein tum ta this

field of psychology to help ,vith their daim that 'seeing differently' is not the

same as interpreting differently and furthermore that interpretations are

subordinate to conventional practices, which is to say, language-~amesand

paradigms.

141 Ibid., 122-123.

142 PJlilosophical IrH't'stigatioPls, Part I, section 104.

143 Ibid., Part I, section 103.

144 Ibid., Part 1. 112.

145 Ray Monk provides a dcar L'xplanation of the roll.' that gL'Stalt psycholob}' played in

Wittgcn..tein's notion of a o.;urvcy, in Duty of GCllill5 507-510.
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What 1 hope is clear from this comparison is that Kuhn's vie\\'s on 'seeing'

and 'interpretation' are not just, as Rorty suggests, unfortunate "incidental

rernarks" or an "id~alistic account of the malleability of the mirrored world."

Rorty argues that Kuhn's views on seeing aspects is something we should put

aside in order to simply focus on his views that no algorithm for theory

choice is available. His suggestion that "Kuhn should have simply discarded

the episternological project altogether" rather than trying to articulate a viable

alternative misses sorne of the most revolutionary aspects of both Kuhn's anc'

\Vi ttgenstein philosopl-.y.146

V. The Comparison of Differences

1 have been arguing that The Structure of Scientific Revolutions is a survey of

the various languages of scientific knowledge and the groups of practitioners

,vho create and use such languages. It is an historica1 explanation of scientific

practices and of various languages of science. Partly because of the ernphasis

on the differences of scientific practices, the incommensurable conventions of

these various practices, sorne have labelled Kuhn's essay irrational: he cannot

explain ho,-\' a transition might be made from one tradition to another (such a

transition is a matter of lIevangelical conversion" not reason) and he cannot

explain \vhat grounds a scientific community's decision to adopt a new

paradigm.

No,,, that the ''''ittgensteinian aspects of Kuhn's position are visible, it is dear

,\·hy these charges are so erroneous. Kuhn uses the concept of

'incommensurability' to cali into question the longstanding positivist

convention of a scientifically or empirically neutral system of language or

concepts to adjudicate the different traditions of science. But it does not follow

146 Rorty, Plrilosoplry and the Mirror of Nature 324-325.
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from this daim (and Kuhn is not suggesting) that incommensurable practices

are radically incomparable.1 47

Furthermore, just because there is no neutral framework for the adjudication

of differences, does not entail that no kind of adjudication is possible at aIl.

B~th these assumptions (incomparability and non-adjudication) are driven by

the picture 1 have been discussing at length - our craving for generality ­

the view that \vhat grounds reason and understanding has to be something

comprehensive, common or essential, a unitary language of explanation.

Kuhn as 1 have been arguing rejects this vie\v and inst:?ad argues for a

'language-games' approach to understanding scientific practices and the

growth of knowledge. To cali this approach irrational is a mistake. As Kuhn

himself argues:

Our view of \vhat it is to be rational depends in significant ways,
though not of course exclusively, on what \\"e take ta he the essential
aspects of scientific behaviour. That is not to say that any scientist
behaves rationally at all times, or even that many behave rationally
very much of the time. What it does assert is that, if history or any
other empirical discipline leads us to believe that the development of
science depends essentially on behaviour that we have previously
thought ta be irrational, then \ve shouId conclude not that science is
irrational, but that our notion of rationality needs adjustment here and
there. 148

\Vhat Kuhn means is that the history of science can be understood in the

147"Mo~t Rcadc~ of my tcxt ha\'c supposed that whcn 1spoke of theorics as incommcnsurable, 1

mCJnt that thcy could not bc comparcd. But 'incommensurability is a tenn borrowcd from mathematics, and it

thcrc ha" no such implication...In applying the tcrm 'incommensurability' to theorics, 1had intendcd only to

insj.,t that lhcrc was no common language within which both could bc fully expressed and which couId

thcrcforc he uscd in a point-by-point comparison bctween them." Kuhn, "Theory Change as Structure Change:

Commcnl'ionthcSnCl.>d Formalism," [rkcm,t"is 10 (1976): 190-91. Citcd in Bernstcin ReyoPld Clbjectivism and

Rclatiz'ism HO.

148 Kuhn "Notes on L1katos" [JSA 1970, in Memory of Rudolf Canlap, cd. Roger C. Buck and Robert

s. Cohen. Bll~tonStudics in the Philosophy ofSciencc, no. 8 (Dordrecht: Holland, D Reidel, 1971), 144. Quoted

in MJdntyrc "Dramiltic Narrative" 69 and Bernstein "Bcyond Objcctivism and Rclativism" 59.



•

•

231

absence of an essential or a narrative standpoint, and this can be rational

process.5o Maclntyre's 'narrative' view is itself another picture and his

proposai to reject Kuhn's 'resemblance' view of history, entails acceptance of ,

(as he himself acknowledges), the acceptance of another particular view, not

an 'enlarged' historical standpoint.

Not only is Macintyre's picture erroneous but it simply cannot he used to

rescue Kuhn. Paradigms are not rule-bound categories but Unatural families"

or uperceptuaIly discontinuous categories" \vith family resemblances: lia dass

\vhose members resemble each other more dosely than they resemble the

members of other natural families."149 The scope and content of these

categories are impossible to specify precisely, and not "once and for all". Like

\'Vittgenstein's family resemblance concepts, Ku.hnian paradigms exhibit

multifarious relationships. Kuhn explains, for example, that the transition

from a paradigm in crisis to a new one from which a new tradition of normal

science can emerge is not a cumulative process, (not an "articulation" or

"extension" of the old paradigm) but a reconstruction of the field from new

fundamentals. During the reconstruction period Uthere will be a large but

never complete overlap between the problems that can be solved by the old

and new paradigm, but there will also be a decisive difference in the modes of

solution." 150 Paradigms are categories drawn for specific purposes and their

connections (pre- and post-revolutionary) are far from irrational; on the

contrary, their family resemblances and criss-crossing similarities and

differences are Usound knowledge" and provide lia basis for rational

149 Kuhn, "lof.;ic of Discovery or Psychology of Rcsearch" 17. See also pages 14 and 15. Kuhn

describes hcrc the history of c1cctrical rcscarch in the first half of the cightecnth century, a pcriod prior to the

i1doption of a paradigm, in which the vic\Vs and cxpcrirnent<; ,]bout the nature of electricity \Vere joincd by

"filmily n.'Scmblance."

150 Kuhn, Structure 84-85.
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action."151 Macïntyre's daim that Kuhn depicts a picture of complete

disagreement, total discontinuity, in which paradigms are "essentially

conservative and essentially unitary" rues in the face of this evidence.

Kuhn's method, like Wittgenstein's, is a comparison of similarities and

differences of this variety of scientific conventions. In spite of the pleas of his

crities \vho demand that he provide rules for comparison and for theory­

choice Kuhn' s position is consistent. He is critical of scientists and

philosophers of science who demand such calculi insisting instead on rus

orientation to the activity of science rather than an ideal abstraction of its

rules.

A Kind of Language of Contrast: Evaluating Incommensurables

Because the correct application of a scientific term is given by its customary

use, and because use varies; because there is no necessary and sufficient

condition for the applicability of a word or phrase; 152 because there is no

neutral algorithm for theory-choice, no common language to unite

competing theories, Kuhn concludes that an explanation must in the final

analysis, be "psychological or sociological":

It must, that is, be a description of a value system, an ideology, together
,vith an analysis of the institutions through which that system is
transmitted and enforced. Kno\ving what scientists value, we may
hope to understand what problems they will undertake and what
choices they \vill make in particular circumstances of conflict. 1 doubt
that there is another sort of answer to he found.1 53

Kahn therefore employs a language of contrast, of perspicuous representation

151 Ibid.

152 Kuhn, "S<"cl1nd Thoughts on Paradigms" 316, footnote 21.

153 Kuhn,. "Lllgic of Discovcry or P"ychology of RL'Scarch?" 21.
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to describe \\'hy sorne scientific ideas prevail over others. This is a language of

/1 techniques of persuasion", argument and counter-argument and

/1deliberative processes."154 There is evidence that Kuhn sees the deliberative

process in the same way as Wittgenstein, as a survey. For example he states

that "the decision to reject one paradigm is a1ways simultaneously the

decision to accept another, and the judgement leading to that decision

involves the comparison of both paradigms with nature and each other."155

Furthermore, a new paradigm ··does not have to conflict \\rith any of its

predecessors" and in plinciple, "a new phenomenon might emerge \-vithout

reflecting destructively upon any part of past scientific practice..."156 Kuhn

even envisages rare situations under which two paradigms can coexist

peacefully.157

Paradigms can be compared and contrasted on the basis of their overlapping

similarities and overall differences, like two participants in a communication

breakdown who use the same vocabulary but apply it differently.158 In such a

1S4 Kuhn, Structure 152 and 195.
1S5 Ibid.. 77.
156 .. ...a new throry docs not have to conflict with any of ils prcdecessors. Il might deal exclusively

\\-'ith phenomena not previously known, as the quantum theory deals...\vith subatomic phenomena unknown

bcfore the twenticth ecntury. Or again, the new theory might be simply a higher levcl theory than those known

bcfore, one that linked togethcr a wholc group of lower Icvcl theorics without substantially changing

any....5till other compatible rclationships between old and ncw theories Ciln be conceivcd. U lbid., 95.

157 Ibid., IX.

l SM Bernstein agret.'S \Vith this view of Kuhn's uincommensurability thcsis" but reachcs conclusions

different from my own. Sec his treatmcnt of incommcnsurability in Bernstein, Reyolld Objectivism (lnd

Rt!/ath,ism 79-H3. Bernstein lVritCS: "fhere is always some overlap between rival paradigms-overlap of

()bservations, concepts, standards, and problems. If there were not such overlap, rational debate and

argu mentation bct\Vcen proponents of rival paradigms would not bc possible. Kuhn's detractors have

criticizcd him for failing to realize this, but therc is plenty of tcxtual evidencc to show that Kuhn himsclf

cffcctivcly makes this point. In fact, what he wants to single out in his talk about incommensurability is an

important fcature of this overlap." Ibid., 84-85. Bernstein howcver, accepl.. a vicw by Gerald Doppelt that it

is "the incommensurnbility of problt"ms and sta'ldards -not incommensurability of meanings-that constitutt..'S

the most basic lhesi" of Kuhn." Ibid., 85. But it is incorrect to suggcst that 'incommcn'iurability' is not about

ml'aning variance. If we f(l(Jo", Wittgenstein, differcnces about problems and standards are partly differences
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case Kuhn proposes a strategy "'hich the participants attempt "to experience

vicariously something of the merits and defects of each other's points of

vieV\'...."159 With this strategy, participants would "recognize each other as

members of different language communities", consider their difference and

shared everyday vocabularies, "refrain from explaining anomalous

behaviour as mere error or madness", leam to translate the other's theory

and its consequences into his own language and simultaneously to describe in

rus language the \\'orld to which that theory applies. 160

Persuasion is not a substitute for a calculus for choosing, nor does it guarantee

'conversion', but it is nevertheless based on good reasons - it is certainly not a

synonym for mob psychology. New paradigms do not triumph IIthrough

sorne mystical aesthetic", Kuhn insists. IlBecause scientists are reasonable

men, one or another argument \vill ultimately persuade many of them."161

Persuasion is a practical ability to convince someone that one's own view is

superior.l 62 And as "argument piles on argument and as challenge after

challenge is successfully met, only blind stubbornness can at the end account

for continued resistance."163

.:Jbout the application of a concepl and 50 arc in faet differenCl.'S about mcamng. Kuhn himself acccpts lhis

vicw: "In the transition from one thcory to the ncxt words change their meanings or condition-- of

applicilbility in subtle ways." Kuhn, "Reflections on rny enlies" 266.

159 Kuhn, Structure 202.

160 Ibid.

161 Kuhn, Structure 240. Quotcd in Bernstein, "Beyond Ob;t.>ctivism and Relativism" 240 footnote 9.

1h2 Kuhn, Structure 203.
103 Ibid., 204. However, likc idl'Ologies, the reasons why scientists cmbrace a ne\\' paradigm (that is

\... hat persuasive argument.. work) has to bc "for ail sorts of reasons and usually for several at once." Kuhn,

Strucfllrt' 152. Thcsc indude non-scientifie reasons such as idiosyncrasies of personality and nationality.

The new paradigm mu..t also satisfy prevailing truth-eonditions: it must <;cern better than its competitors, it

must solve ail the PU7Zh.>s that have becn trcatcd by a predt.>ccssor Kuhn, "Logie of Discovery or Psychology

of Rc-;earch?" 20 and Structure 153; but "it need not, and in fact never does, explain .111 the facts with which

it can be confronlcd." Kuhn, Structure 17-18. Occasionally, adopting a new paradigrn can mean sacrificing

c"pl ..matory p(l\...er in ordcr L..) achieve the gains that a ne\\' thcory offer<;. Kuhn, "Logic of Discovery or

r"ychology of Rc...eJrch?" 20.
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VI. Conclusion

Despite its many important similarities with hermeneutics, in many

important respects Kuhn's position is doser to Wittgenstein's than to

Gadamer's. Rather than following Gadamer's daim that understanding is

ah\'ays an interpretation, that interpretation grounds meaning,

understanding anci reason, Kuhn agrees with Wittgenstein's daim that what

grounds meaning and understanding are conventional practices connected by

family resemblances, like a collection of games. These conventions are not

rules or interpretations but ways of seeing. Like Wittgenstein, he argues that

it does not follo"' from the fact that paradigms lack explicit rules that they

therefore lack rational foundations; irrationality does not follo\v from

diversity of use and non-uniform connectedness.

These neglected Wittgensteinian aspects of Kuhn's argument come into clear

vie\,v on comparison of the two philosophers. What the comparison reveals

is not a "groping quality" but an authentic and sophisticated application of the

grammar of Wittgenstein's later philosophy in the practices of the natural

sciences. Kuhn uses the language-games analogy to challenge the viel\' that

there is sorne comprehensive or essential aspect of science that explains its

rationality, that explain::; understanding and the grO\vth of kno\vledge in the

natural sciences. Against this popular view, Kuhn argues that science is a

succession of conventional practices punctuated by non-cumulative breaks.

Finally, the daim that Kuhn presents an image of science as a conservative

tradition-bound activity is simply mistaken. The games of science, like other

human language-ga~_.~s,are not just conventional but also dynamic. The

natural scientist sometimes 'obeys the rule' but also sometimes 'goes against

it': applying scientific concepts as a result of being trained into customary
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scientific practices, but also challenging, amending and abandoning those

customs in favour of competitors, using deliberative processes and techniques

of persuasion. This interplay between convention and revolution is at the

heart of Wittgenstein argument about language-games and is what Kuhn

calls the 'essential tension': the creative ability to "live in a world out of

joint."164

For the philosopher of science understanding the variety of scientific

traditions is arrived at by a perspicuous representation of this variet)', by

surveying or seeing the connections among the irreducible plurality of rule­

governed scientific conventions, seeing the family resemblances among a

variety of different scientific practices, without the assistance of a general rule.

164 Structllrt> 71.).
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Socrates, or the Phronimoi?
Reflections on a Comparative-Dialogial PoliticaI Philosophy

One of the ways we can understand this Wittgensteinian approach 1 have

been surveying is to compare it to one with which it conflicts. A model of

understanding that searches for what is definitive at the expense of the

activity of understanding is close to the Socratic approach.1 In fact, in The

DutY of Genius Ray Monk writes that "Wittgenstein once said that bis

method could he summed up by saying that it was the exact opposite of that of

SOcrates... ."2 In the first volume to their magisterial analytical commentary to

the Philosophical Investigations, Baker and Hacker concur. They write:

"Wittgenstein thought that 'Plato's method' was influential and deeply

misconceived" and "[he] exposes its misconception of understanding,

explanation, and the normativity of rules."3

Let's consider as an example of Socrates' approach, the Men o. In this dialogue,

tvIeno asks Socrates "\vhether virtue is acquired by teaching or by practice" or

if neither, then whether it comes by "nature" or sorne other way. Claiming

not ta knO\N the answer, Socrates tums the question on Meno who gives the

rneaning of virtue by citing the different and various examples of virtues that

he is familiar with. To this Sacrates replies, "how fortunate 1 am, Meno! 1 ask

you for one virtue, you present me with a swarm of them...."4 Socrates insists

on the quality in which the virtues tIare aIl alike." He states: "ho\vever many

and different they may be, they all have a common nature \vhich makes them

virtues./l5 Socrates is concerned that "ever and anon \ve are landed in

1 l would Iike to thank Dr. Ray Monk for his comments in the preparation of this section of the
dissertation.

2 Monk, Duty of Gellius 337-38.

J Baker and Hacker. APlQ{ytical Comml'lIfary Voillme 1, 669.

4 Mt'''o, na.
5 rbid., na-nb.
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particulars, but this is not what 1 want."6 What he wants, what Socrates is

looking for is l'the simile in multis"l and "what virtue is in the universal"

and not an explanation that makes Ila singular into a plural...not broken into

b f · "8a num er 0 pleces....

In this Platonie dialogue Socrates looks for the meaning of a word by looking

for a definition that states the necessary and sufficient conditions for the

application of the \vord in every case. As Baker and Hacker note, Socrates'

method Il was to take inability to define a word as pro~fof fallure to

understand it."9 Socrates' interlocutor on asked for a definition often replies

by giving examples, whereupon Socrates responds that examples will not do,

that he wants to know the essence of the phenomenon is question. The

inability to offer a definition is taken to be lia scandalous demonstration of

ignoranee"10 and an object of ridicule. Wittgenstein does just the opposite of

Socrates. In fact bis references to Theaetetus in the Blue Book are meant to he

examples of precisely the kind of philosophical approach that he is reacting

against. Wittgenstein observes: IIWhen Socrates asks the question, 'what is

kno\tvledge?' he does not even regard it as a preliminary answer to enumerate

cases of knowledge."11 Wittgenstein explains that the example reveals a

typical philosophical puzzlement - the question seems to demand a

definition, an ans\ver in the form of strict rules. The puzzle appears to he the

result of the absence of rules or a definition and this lacuna creates mental

discomfort. Considering Socrates' question in the Theaetetus, IIWhat is

6 rbid., 74b-7Sa.

7 lbid., 7Sa.

8 lbid., 77b. Wittgenstein cites as an example Tlreaetet1l5 in which Socrates asks the qu~tion "what

is kno"... ledge?" Wittgenstein refers to the Th~aetetusin Plri/osop/rica/ !ntr~stigatio"5, Part 1, sections 46 and

518 ,,lnd to section 146d-7c uf Tlreaetetus in Tire Blue Book 20, 26-27.

9 Baker and Hacker, Alla/ytica/ Commentary VO/llmt' 1,668.

10 Ibid .

Il nre Bllle Book 20.
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Knowledge", Wittgenstein writes,

... here the case is even clearer, as the discussion begins with the pupil
giving an example of an exact definition, and then analogous to this
definition of the word "knowledge" is asked for. As the problem is put,
it seems that there is something wrong with the ordinary use of the
word "knowledge". It appears we don't know what it means, and that
therefore, perhaps, we have no right to use it. loVe should reply: 'There
is no one exact usage of the \\:·ord 'kno\vledge'; but we can make up
several such usages, which will more or less agree with the ways the
word is actually used". The man who is philosophically puzzled sees a
la\v in the way a word is used, and, trying to apply this law consistently,
cornes up against cases where it leads to paradoxical results....12

Unlike Socrates, V!ittgenstein looks at how the word is used in different

cases and examples, and says that to grasp a concept is to'see the connections'

among the various examples of it. As in the example of 'games' in the

Philosophical Investigations section 66, this does not take the form of seeing

\vhat the examples all have in common, but seeing their family resemblances,

their "complicated network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing...."

This process of ' seeing connections' is described in dialogical terms by

\Vittgenstein - as a conversation of exchange - as expressed in the following

passages of the Investigations:

209. "But then doesn't our understanding reach beyond all the
examples?"-A very queer expression, and a quite natural one!-But is
that ail? Isn't there a deeper explanation; or mustn't at least the
understanding of the explanation be deeper?-Well, have 1 myself a
deeper understanding? Have 1 got more than 1 give in the
explanation?-But then, whence the feeling that 1 have got more? Is it
like the case where 1 ioterpret what is not limited as a length that
reaches beyond every length?

210. "But do you really explain to the other person what you yourself
understand? Don't you get him to guess the essential thing? You give

12 rbid., 26-27.
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him examples,-but he has to guess their drift, to guess your
intention."-every explanation which 1 can give myself 1 give to him
too.-"He guesses what 1 intend" would Mean: various interpretations
of my explanation come to his mind, and he lights on one of them. 50
in tbis case he could ask; and 1 could and should answer him.

\Vittgenstein's point here to rus imaginary interlocutor and his comments

about Socrates in the Blue Book is that it is wrong not ooly in looking for an

essential definition or rule but also in looking for any kind of rule or

definition at ail - even l definition that listed all the family resemblances of

games for example would not help.

71. One gives examples and intends them to be taken in a particular
way.-I do not, however, mean by this that he is supposed to see in
those examples that common thing which I-for sorne reason-was
unable to express. Here giving examples is not an indirect means of
explaining-in default of a better. For any general definition can he
misunderstood too....13

The point is that understanding the meaning of a word is not having any

kind of rule or definition but rather acquiring a practical ability to use the

\\'ord in different circumstances and being able to explain when questioned

\,vhy you use it this \·\rayand that, being able to find differences and

similarities in other examples.

77. If someone were to draw a sharp boundary 1could not
acknowledge it as the one that 1 too ahvays wanted to draw, or had
dra\\'1l in my mind. For 1 did not always want to draw one at alla His
concept can then be said to be not the same as mine, but akin to it. This
kinship is that of two pictures, one of which consists of colour patches
with vague contours, and the other of patches similarly shaped and
distributed, but with clear contours. The kinship is just as undeniable
as the difference.14

1J Plrifosophica! {lIvestigatiorrs Part f, section 71 .

14 Ibid., Part 1, section 76.
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When he suggests that a person who cannot define a word does not know

what he is talking about in using it, Sacrates is discrediting and

misrepresenting the customary, conventional, practical nature of

understanding. The fallacy of Sacrates' reasoning is exposed by the fact to

understand a word is not to give a definition of il. Someone's use of a concept

may manifest his understanding it independently of whether he defines it.

Moreover, as Baker and Hacker suggest, "his failing to give a preferred fo r m

of explanation of it on request does not defeat such an attribution of

understanding to him."15

It follows from this, Wittgenstein argues, that you can only understand the

meaning of a word by becoming a participant in the games in which it is used

with others: that is, by entering into dialogue. For it is only by the practice of

dialogue that you acquire the ability to use the term in question. So, meaning

is dialogical in the sense that there is no rule that uniquely describes how a

\vord is used (because use is not cî.rcumscribed by rules) 50 no attempt to

explicate and idealize the rules will ever lead to understanding - only the

practice of dialogue does that.

This is not to say that Socrates' approach was not organized around a

fundamental insight. Wittgenstein agrees with the view that understanding

presupposes the ability to justify and critically contest the use of a word and

that an explanation provides a standard of correctness for this use.16 In this

sense, \Vittgenstein and Socrates agree that dialogue is central to human

understanding. But Socrates did not see how justification and critical

contestation are dialogicai. For Socrates, dialogue is merely instrumental to

15 Baker and Hacker, A71alytical Commnrtary Voillme 1,668.

16 Ibid., 670.
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getting the right defuùtion, to finding the essential aspects of the boundary,

where for Wittgenstein it is constitutive: that is, we only acquire the abilities

ta explain, understand and critically contest concepts by participating in

various struggles with others over their meaning.l 7

Sacrates ridiculed his interlocutors for not getting the right definition of

justice, but he failed to recognize that they nevertheless knew what justice

\vas, not because they possessed the precise meaning or a common element in

all its applications, but because they understood the usage of the term. What

Sacrates failed to see is what Aristot1e did not: that our social and political

vocabulary is ' practical' and conventional, not natural or general; it is rooted

in customary practice and use, not in consensus and universal agreement; it

is not enough to have a 'theory' of justice, but as Aristotle writes, "we must

endeavour to possess and use it...."18

In the Apology this is perhaps what Meletus is trying to say in bis reply ta

17 As Taylor has argued these struggles for rneaning are ongoing. "1f the best can never be defini tely

guaranteed, then nor are decline and triviality inevitable. The nature of a free society is that it will aJways be

the locus of a struggle between higher and lower fonns of freedom. Neither side can abolish the other, but the

linc can bc moved, never definitively but at least for sorne people for sorne time, one way or the other. Through

SOciéll action, political change, and winning hearts and minds, the better forms can gain ground, at least for a

while. In a sense, a genuinely free society can take as its elf-description the slogan put forward in quite

another sense by revolutionary movements like the Italian Red Brigades: "la latta continua," the struggle goes

on-in faet forever." Taylor, Malaise of Modernity 78.

18 Aristotlc, Niclromac1rean Ethics 1095a4-6, 1179a 35-b2. Aristotle writes: " ... The causes or means

that bring about any form of excellence are the same as those that destroy it, and similarly with art; for it is as

a result ofplaying the harp that people become good and bad harpists. The same principlc applies to buildcr

and othercraftsmen. Men will become good builders as a resultofbuilding weil, and bad ones as a result of

building badly.Othenvise there would bc no nced ofanyonc to teach thern: they would ail be born either

good or bad. Now this holds good also of the virtues. It is the way that we behave in the face ofdanger,

accustoming ourselves ta be timid or confident, that makes us brave or cowardly...Jn a word, then, Iike

élCtiVltics produce likc dispositions. Hence we must give our activities a certain quality, because it is their

charaeteri .. tics that dctcrmine the resulting dispositions. 50 it is a matter of no little importance what sort of

habits wc form from the célrlie-;t age - it makes a vast difference, or rather 0111 the differcncc in the world:'

Ibid., 11D3bl-25.
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Sacrates. When Sacrates asks how young Athenians leam the virtues,

Meletus replies that it is the laws, the jury, the audience, the members of

Council and the assemblv. Socrates asks: #1AlI the Athenians, it seems, make
01

the young into fine good men, and 1 alone conupt them. Is that what you

mean?" Meletus replies: 'That is most definitely what 1 mean."19 Sacrates

replies with disdain and scom.There is no greater blessing to the city of

Athens he daims than his service to the gOO20 and it is to fulfil the role of

. gadfly, Socrates daims, that "the god. has placed me in the city." He states: "I

never cease to rouse each and every one of you, to persuade and reproach you

all day long and everywhere 1 find myself in your company."21 He is lia gift of

the god to the city" and bis task is "to persuade" Athenians to care for justice.

But Socrates never actually fought for justice in the city whose unacceptable

justice he presumes to understand, and he justifies bis non-participation on

the basis of a "divine sign from the gad wbich Meletus has ridiculed in his

deposition"22 which, Socrates tells his accusers, "never encourages me to do

anything. This is what has prevented me from taking part in public

affairs...."23 He tells the jury:

no man will survive who...prevents the occurrence of many unjust
and illegal happenings in the city. A man who really fights for justice
must lead a private, not a public, life if he is to survive even for a short
time.24

It would he ton easy to accept Socrates' view that the Athenians werc simply

'striking out at' him because they were annoyed that he chalienged their

unfounded or ignorant beliefs "as people are when they are aroused from a

19 prato, Apology, 24c-25b.

20 rbid., 30a.

21 rbid., 31a.

22 Ibid., 31d.

23 Ibid., 31d.

24 Ibid., 32a.
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doze"25; or that Athens IIwas like a great and noble horse which was

somewhat sluggish...and needed to he stirred up."26 Once \4le ignore Socrates'

haughty interpretation, (and taking into consideration that the sentence

against Socrates might be objectionable by our standards of justice), Meletus'

position is not as indefensible as Socrates implies. Athenians themselves do

knO\\' \vhat virtue is, Meletus would say, and they know how to teach the

virtues to the young, because they are engaged in democratic dialogue with

their fellow dtizens every day judging and misjudging cases of justice and

injustice, even if they cannot formulate a definition of justice, even if they

cannot find the silnile in multis that Socrates demands. So, Meletus is a

democratic Wittgensteinian here, challenging Socrates' anti-democratic and

self-righteous unitarianism, his disdain for democratic dialogue and the

diverse practices of the Athenian citizen-participants.

\Vhat this comparative dialogical approach teaches is that we can leam what

concepts like 'justice', 'liberty', 'science' or 'the self' mean not by taking

Socrates' advice and leading exclusively private lives, and removing

ourselves from the public debate but, like the citizen-participants who

opposes Socrates' elitism, by engaging in democratic dialogue \vith our fellow

citizens every day, by judging and misjudging cases of justice and injustice, by

understanding and misunderstanding each other, by struggüng to make sense

of our world, by creating and questioning our institutions, and by arguing

about the boundaries that we ourselves create and follow. Contrary to

Sacrates' prescription, people who "fight for justice" must also lead public

lives even if \ve cannot formulate or cannot be ruled by universal principles

of justice or general definitions of science, or comprehensive theories of

freedom, or even come close to reaching an agreement or consensu~.

2S rbid., 31 ol •

26 rbid., JOc.
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CONCLUSION

It is tirne now to review the preceding discussion and consider the shape of

the landscape this study has produced: the streets and squares that were

visited and what parts of the city beckon us to visit next. In these brief

concluding remarks 1 want to review what Thomas Kuhn, Quentin Skinner

and Charles Taylor have taught us about Wittgenstein and social and politicé'l

philosophy.

The aim of this dissertation has been to bring to light a different way of

looking at Wittgenstein's implications for social and political philosophy by

\vay of assembled reminders, a survey of various uses of Wittgenstein. 1 did

not intend by the presentation of these examples that the reader is supposed

to see in them a rule, something that is common to an such as an essentiéJ.

\Vittgenstein or a deeper explanation that reaches beyond all the examples.

Rather, my aim has been to show sorne family resemblances among Kuhn,

Skinner, Taylor and Wittgenstein, how they are related to one another in

many different ways and in sorne cases ho,'\? they are not. My survey explored

different occasions of use and identified overlapping similarities \\Tith aspects

of \Vittgenstein's \~rays of looking at things. And it is because of these

relationships that 1 called the three examples 'comparative-dialogical'

\Vittgensteinians.

The issues tackled by this dissertation have been nvofold: first 1 reviewed a

current orthodox vie\v of Ludwig Wittgenstein's post-Tractarian philosophy,

then 1 set up 'abjects of comparison' in order to challenge and correct this

vie\~,r. The orthodox vie,v is that conceming Wittgenstein's later works, such

as The Blue and Brown Books, the Philosophical Investigations, and On
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Certainty, the social and political implications are relativist and conservative.

That is, Wittgenstein's concepts such as 'forms of life', 'language-games' and

'rule-following' successfully challenge varieties of cultural and historical

invariance and transcendental theories of reason and understanding but in so

doing they slide into a kind of relativism by trapping reason and

understanding in customary practice. In other words, accepting the

Wittgensteinian position means defending and promoting a rule-determined

and context-determined rationality.

The political implications of this relativism is an apology for the existing

order: Wittgensteinians are condemned to live in accordance with their

customs and traditions without ever being able to evaluate them or critically

reflect on them. According to this relativist-conservative view, our

customary practices or forms of life determine the boundaries of

understanding and critical reflection. Because understanding is trapped in our

practices, customary activities and forms of We, these are consequently, in

Dunn's words, realities "beyond which no human appeal can be made". Thus,

according to the commentators 1 reviewed, critically reflecting on or

evaluating our practices and fonns of life is next to impossible: they cannot he

judged, criticized or compared. And 50 the implications of Wittgenstein's

remarks for social and political values are clear: they promote a non­

interfering, private or uncritical social and political philosophy. Philosophy

leaves the \vorld as it is and 50 the philosopher can only interpret the world

in various ways but cannot change it.

In order to challenge and correct this commonplace understanding of

\Vittgenstein, 1 employed the technique of perspicuous representation, or the

survey. That is, 1 challenged the prevailing and misleading sense of what can

and cannot he said and done \vith Wittgenstein'5 concepts by surveying the
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variety of things that have been said and done with them by Kuhn, Skinner

and Taylor. The three alternatives in social and political philosophy to this

relativist and conservative reading are three ways in which Wittgenstein's

post-Tractarian philosophy has been used to critical.ly reflect, assess, Mediate,

arbitrate, adjudicate and reconcile various ways of seeing things. My

approach has therefore been to set up as 'objects of comparison' the different

applications and uses of Wittgenstein by these authors. What these uses

illustrate is that the relativist and politically conservative interpretations of

Wittgenstein's late philosophy are base<! on a picture of understanding that

Wittgenstein himself expressly rejected. Describing language-games, forms of

life and our rule-following activities in rule-determined and context­

determined ways are examples of what Wittgenstein calls 'our craving for

generality', because they neglect or overlook the important ways in which our

forms of life are indeterminate, flexible, bustling and flowing.

At the same tirne, part of my argument has been to take issue with what

appears to he an alternative to the rule-determinist reading - Rorty's reading

of \Vittgenstein - a reading which 1 have elaimed is actually a variation of

context-determinism. Consequently 1 have argued that his vie\v that

philosophy can at best he therapeutic rather than constructive, edifying rather

than systematic, that it can only "break the crust of convention" is equally

mistaken. Once we abandon our craving for generality and its assumptions

that our forms of life are reducible to a set of rules or to obeying the rules, the

alternative is not th~ continuing conversation or edifying philosophy.

\Vhat the various commentaries have misse<! is the important point that

\tVittgenstein makes in Philosophical Investigations section 1.201: "there is a

\vay of grasping a rule...which is exhibited lvhat we calI 'obeying the rule' and

'going against il' in actual cases." Many of the commentaries 1 reviewed focus
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on either one or the other side of this conjunction: Winch and Kripke for

example build their arguments around rule-obedience arguing that

understanding is obeying the authority of rules or the community; Rorty

builds his philosophical daims on an anti-foundationalist rule-disobedience ­

"breaking the crust of convention". But as this passage of section I. 201

suggests, both aspects of understanding are equally important to Wittgenstein:

our forms of life are like a collection of games in which we obey certain rules,

but also in which we question those rules and make up the rules of the game

as \\'€ go aloag. Our Ui..derstanding is shaped by customary and conventional

boundaries, which we also challenge and caU into question. We draw

boundaries, but not ones that are fixed and unchanging. Our indefinite

boundaries are boundaries nevertheless.

The comparative and dialogical Wittgensteinians teach us that abandoning

the craving for gene~alityand adopting the attitude of perspicuous

representation allows us to survey the various examples available to us, to

understand practices very different from our own, how different ways of

seeing things are rule-governed. They also teach us that we can assess or

critically evaluate various forms of life by comparing ho\v they are related to

one another in many different multifarious ways, by examining, as

\Vittgenstein puts it in Philosophical Investigations section 1.66, the

"complicated nehvork of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing:

sometimes overall similarities, sometimes similarities of detail."

Furthermore, the examples show us that sorne \'\'ays of seeing things can be

ranked and compared not to an unframed background but to each other, to

other vie\\'s, in terms of the way they a1low us to understand aspects of our

forms of life and according to the social and political purposes for \vhich the

boundaries are dra,vn in the first place. 1 called this a Icomparative-dialogical'
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\Vittgensteinianism to identify how language is used not in purely

descriptive but practical and analogical terms, as a tool of comparative

persuasion towards critically reflecting on, assessing or evaluating competing

'\\'ays of seeing things. The examples show that if there are positive social and

political implications of Wittgenstein's post-Tractarian philosophy, these

stem from the insight that comparative dialogue plays a key role in the

struggles to establish and to challenge boundaries and in the difficult tasks of

mediating, arbitrating, adjudicating or reconciling differences. The examples

te~ch us that the poleiIJcal relationship, the struggle, (what Kuhn calls Lhe

,essential tension') between change and persistence, convention and

innovation, 'obeying the rule' and 'going against it in actual cases' is a

critically important aspect of Wittgenstein's later philosophy.

The promise of this comparative-dialogical way of seeing things is also an

an escape from the terms of another collection of contemporary debates

around the impasse between modemism and post-modernism. In contrast to

the limited alternatives of either 'unity (rule-obedience) or 'difference' (rule­

disobedience) and the enfeebled and limited role of dialogue (that is to either

seek consensus or break it), Wittgenstein suggests a rich comparative

approach \\,here language is a multiplïcity of tools for building many possible

foundations and boundaries of understanding, as weil as breaking these

foundations and boundaries in actual cases. On the comparative-dialogical

\Nittgensteinian account, the aim of dialogue does not have to be about

reaching a consensus or about reconciling conflicting daims to the truth by

seeking unity but rather is a collection of tools that can be used to find

overlapping similarities and family resemblances as weil as differences.

Recognizing that even 'dialogue' itself is a variety allows us to resist the

instrumental imperative to search for the simile in muftis, without having to

accept that vve live in a wholly contingent or Danvinian universe or that \ve
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can never understand our eclectic, variegated and multifarious forms of life.

\Vhat the comparative-dialogical Wittgensteinians teach us is that

understanding and critical reflection are embedded in customary practiees and

rule-govemed conventions, not a dramatie narrative, truth-eonditional

theory or any other common, culturally-invariant or comprehensive

boundary or system of understanding that could unite the various conflicting,

rival or uncombinable conventions, practices and forIns of life. At the same

time they also sho\\r that philosophy can be more than edifying: philosophy

can build boundaries as well as help us see things differently and can help us

see why mediation, arbitration or reconciliation are not always impossible or

undesirable goals. Finally, they teach us that philosophical reflection does not

have ta leave the world as it is. Philosophy can help us understand the world,

but can also be used to change it.
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