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I have heard the key

Turn in the door once and turn once only
We think of the key, each in his prison
thinking of the key, each confirms a prison

T. S. Eliot’

Philosophy’s virtue is responsiveness. What makes it
philosophy is not that its response will be total, but that
it will be tireless, awake when the others have all fallen
asleep.

Stanley Cavell’

Working in philosophy—Ilike work in architecture in
many respects—is really more a working on oneself. On
one’s own interpretation. On one’s way of seeing things.
(And what one expects of them).

Ludwig Wittgenstein®

... and everything in philosophy is provisional ...

Peter Strawson’

The Waste Land, sec. I11: ‘“The Fire Sermon’.

Cavell, 1989, p. 74.
CV, p. 16.
SN, p. 24.



Resumo

O presente estudo ¢ constituido de cinco ensaios relativamente autossuficientes, mas
redigidos tendo em vista um objetivo comum, que sera perseguido por varias vias—a
saber, a exploragdo de um nucleo de problemas filosoficos relacionados com a
possibilidade, e com a propria inteligibilidade, do solipsismo. Os resultados obtidos nesses
ensaios, assim como os caminhos que levam a eles, pretendem servir como exemplos para
a extragdo de licdes mais gerais sobre o método filoséfico, e sobre a propria natureza
humana. O procedimento adotado para esse fim consiste na leitura de um conjunto de
escritos de filésofos contemporaneos que refletiram profundamente sobre o solipsismo—
sobretudo Peter Strawson, Ludwig Wittgenstein, e Stanley Cavell. A tese central a qual
procuro fornecer suporte por meio dessas leituras € que o solipsismo ¢ uma resposta
intelectualizada, e radical, a um conjunto de dificuldades praticas ou existenciais
relacionadas com a finitude da condicdo humana. (Essas mesmas dificuldades originam
respostas menos radicais, que sdo manifestas por meio de outras “posi¢des filosoficas”™—
ou, pelo menos, € isso que tentarei mostrar.) Estar sujeito a essas dificuldades implica estar
permanentemente sujeito a ameaga da soliddo, da privacidade e da perda de sintonia em
relacdo ao mundo e aos demais sujeitos. Reconhecer e levar a sério a possibilidade dessa
ameaga implica reconhecer que somos, individual e imprevisivelmente, responsaveis por
supera-la (um ponto que ¢ notado, mas superestimado, pelo cético, que interpreta nossos
limites como limitagdes), bem como reconhecer a for¢a da tentagdo (demasiado humana)
de tentar reprimi-la (como faz o dogmatico/realista metafisico) ou sublima-la (como faz o
idealista/solipsista). Buscar uma filosofia aberta ao reconhecimento de que nossa
experiéncia ¢ essencialmente limitada e condicionada—em especial, pelo fato de que
temos corpos, € com eles vontades, desejos, temores, fixacdes e sentimentos que ndo
escolhemos, e que informam nossa racionalidade e moldam nossas atitudes em relagdo ao
mundo e aos demais sujeitos—¢ parte da tarefa continua de aceitagdo de nossa finitude, em

dire¢do a qual o presente estudo pretende ter dado os primeiros passos.
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Abstract

This study consists of five essays which are nearly self-contained, yet written with a
common goal, which will be pursued by various routes—namely, the exploration of a core
of philosophical problems having to do with the possibility, and the very intelligibility, of
solipsism. The results obtained in these essays, as well as the paths leading to them, are
intended to serve as examples from which some general lessons about the philosophical
method, and about human nature itself, are to be drawn. The procedure adopted for that
end consists in reading a set of writings by contemporary philosophers who have thought
deeply about solipsism—most notably Peter Strawson, Ludwig Wittgenstein and Stanley
Cavell. The central thesis to which I seek to provide support through those readings is that
solipsism 1is an intellectualized response, and a radical one at that, to a set of practical or
existential difficulties related to the finitude of the human condition. (Those same
difficulties may as well promt less radical responses, which are expressed by other
“philosophical positions”—or so I shall try to show.) Being subjected to those difficulties
implies being permanently subjected to the threat of loneliness, of privacy, of loosing
attunement with the world and others. To acknowledge and to take seriously the possibility
of that threat means to acknowledge that we are responsible, individually and
unpredictably, for coming to grips with it (a point which is noted, but overrated, by the
skeptic, who takes our limits as limitations), as well as acknowledging the strength of the
(all-too-human) temptation of trying to repress it (as does the dogmatic/metaphysical
realist) or to sublimate it (as does the idealist / solipsist). To seek an attitude open to the
acknowledgement that our experience is essentially limited and conditioned—in particular,
by the fact that we have bodies, and with them wills, desires, fears, fixations and feelings
that we do not choose, and which inform our rationality and shape our attitudes toward the
world and others—is part of the continuous task of accepting our finitude, a goal toward

which I claim to have taken some preliminary steps with this study.
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Apresentacao

A presente tese ¢ composta (como faculta a Resolugdo n® 093/2007, da Camara Pos-
Graduacdo da UFRGS) de cinco capitulos redigidos em inglés, os quais serdo
posteriormente submetidos a publicagdo como artigos separados. O titulo, esta
Apresentagdo e o Epilogo estdo redigidos em portugués, respeitando as exigéncias para
uma tese nesse formato. Apesar de serem relativamente autossuficientes, os capitulos que
compdem esta tese foram escritos tendo em vista um objetivo comum—a saber, a
explora¢do de um nucleo de problemas filosoficos relacionados com a possibilidade, e com
a propria inteligibilidade, do solipsismo. Os resultados obtidos, assim como os caminhos
que levaram a eles, pretenderam servir como exemplos para a extragdo de licdes mais
gerais sobre metodologia filos6fica, e sobre metafisica—compreendida como uma
investigacdo das condi¢des de possibilidade do ser, sendo enquanto ser, pelo menos
enquanto ser para nds, isto €, para sujeitos finitos capazes de se tornarem conscientes da
propria finitude. O procedimento adotado para esse fim consistiu na leitura de um conjunto
de escritos de filosofos contemporaneos que refletiram profundamente sobre questdes
relacionadas com a possibilidade do solipsismo—sobretudo Peter Strawson, Ludwig
Wittgenstein, e Stanley Cavell. A tese central & qual procurei fornecer suporte por meio
dessas leituras € que o solipsismo ¢ uma resposta intelectualizada, e radical, a um conjunto
de dificuldades praticas ou existenciais relacionadas com a finitude da condigdo humana.
Uma tese secundaria, defendida em alguns contextos, foi que essas mesmas dificuldades
originam respostas intelectualizadas menos radicais, que sdo manifestas por meio de outras

“posicdes filosoficas”, tais como o ceticismo, o idealismo, e o anti-individualismo.

skeksk

Peter Hacker define o solipsismo como “a doutrina de acordo com a qual nada existe além
de mim mesmo e de meus estados mentais™. Essa defini¢do parece clara e direta—mas
serd mesmo? Afinal, o que se quer dizer quando se diz que o solipsismo € uma “doutrina”?
Qual pode ser o proposito de se aplicar essa denominag¢ao, uma vez que—ao contrario de

outras assim chamadas “doutrinas filos6ficas”—nao parece ter existido nenhum filésofo

> Hacker, 1986, p. 216.
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disposto a defendé-la? Uma razdo potencial ¢ que a mera possibilidade légica ou
conceitual dessa posicdo possa ser de interesse, visando a uma espécie de ‘“‘estudo
comparativo” com outras doutrinas filos6ficas. Mas essa resposta pressupde justamente o
que esta em questdo—a saber, que doutrinas filos6ficas sejam essencialmente impessoais,
e que, como tais, possam ser caracterizadas e identificadas de maneira puramente abstrata,
independentemente de sabermos quais sejam as motivagdes concretas que poderiam levar
alguém a defendé-las. Se abandonarmos esse pressuposto, pode comecar a parecer
intrigante que o solipsismo tenha essa fun¢do peculiar no imaginario filoséfico, de servir
como uma espécie de andtema universal—algo de que os autores tentam afastar-se, de

maneira mais ou menos consciente, ou que eles simplesmente ndo levam muito a sério.

Visando a investigar quais poderiam ser as reais motivagdes por tras dessa atitude, sugeri
que considerassemos algumas dificuldades que, se intelectualizadas, poderiam levar
alguém a sentir-se pelo menos fentado por uma “doutrina solipsista”. O resultado foi a
apresentacdo de um conjunto essencialmente aberto de fatos caracteristicos da experiéncia
de seres conscientes finitos, e cuja atestagdo pode, pelo menos em alguns estados de animo
e em algumas circunstancias, gerar uma sensagao de insatisfagdo em relacao ao proprio
carater condicionado de nossa experiéncia—em particular, a nossa separacao do mundo e
dos demais sujeitos—fazendo-nos ver nossos /imites como limitagdes, ou seja, como algo
que gostariamos de franscender, em vez de aceitar, testar e explorar. Dentre esses fatos
encontram-se os seguintes: (i) que nao podemos ver o mundo como um todo, mas apenas
parcialmente e a partir de uma perspectiva particular, de modo que somos obrigados a
reconhecer que o nosso estatuto como seres corporeos finitos simplesmente exclui a
possibilidade da onipresenga; (ii) que ndo podemos mudar o passado ou prever o futuro, de
modo que podemos nos sentir simultaneamente impotentes e sobrecarregados ao termos de
escolher um curso (presente) de acdo que pode resultar desastroso; (iii) que podemos,
assim como as pessoas a nossa volta, dissimular e esconder nossos sentimentos e
pensamentos, ou simplesmente sentirmo-nos incapazes de exprimi-los e compartilha-los,
de modo que nossos corpos € nossos comportamentos podem acabar sendo vistos como
barreiras separando nossas mentes; ou ainda (iv) que podemos observar que aquilo que
expressamos por vezes escapa ao nosso controle, de modo que nossa propria identidade, ou

auto-concep¢ao, pode parecer estar em risco.
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Um ser cuja experiéncia ¢ caracterizada por condi¢cdes como essas estd sempre sujeito a
sentir-se so, isolado, fora de sintonia com o mundo e com os demais—seja porque pode
sempre acabar fechando-se para os outros, ou evitando aceitar o mundo como ele ¢, ou
porque os outros podem sempre deixar de reconhecé-lo, ou de aceitar que o mundo em que
habitam ¢ o mesmo que ele habita. Chamei essa possibilidade de ameacga da soliddo, e
argumentei que ela pode estar na origem de pelo menos duas espécies de reagdes
intelectualizadas que poderiam levar alguém a sentir-se tentado por uma “doutrina
solipsista”. A primeira reago seria ela propria uma versdo intelectualizada da soliddo—um
deslocamento da dificuldade de aceitarmos nossa separagao metafisica do mundo e dos
demais sujeitos, que pode levar a conclusdo de que ¢ simplesmente impossivel darmos
sentido a ideia de que possa existir alguma coisa além de nossas proprias experiéncias
privadas. A segunda reac¢do seria uma tentativa intelectualizada de superar a ameaga da
soliddo—resultando, na verdade, em uma espécie de repressdo, que substituiria a nossa
finitude e a nossa separacdo metafisica por uma fantasia filosofica onde toda a realidade
resultaria “coordenada com o sujeito”, de modo que a experiéncia desse sujeito abragaria
tudo o que existe, e ele proprio desapareceria (o solipsismo como a forma mais pura e mais

direta de realismo).

Pode-se dizer que essas reacdes correspondem, respectivamente, a0 copo “meio-vazio” e
ao copo “meio-cheio” do solipsismo. Ora, se eu estiver certo ao indicar que as dificuldades
que estdo na base dessas reacdes sdo possibilidades permanentes para qualquer ser
humano, o solipsismo (em ambas as interpretagdes) pode ser visto como uma tentativa
radical de suprimir ou de reprimir a nossa propria humanidade. Se for assim, o confronto
com a tentagdo solipsista se apresenta como uma estratégia metodologica privilegiada:
embora a resposta solipsista possa ndo parecer satisfatoria para a maioria de nos, ela ao
menos aponta para o verdadeiro problema que ¢ suscitado pelo confronto com nossos
limites, e que pode estar na base de outras reacdes filosdficas menos radicais. E ¢ isso que
explica, pelo menos em parte, o interesse dos autores estudados nesta tese pelas

dificuldades relacionadas com a finitude e com a possibilidade do solipsismo.
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Uma maneira sucinta de indicar a importancia dessas dificuldades na filosofia de Strawson
¢ chamando atencdo para a seguinte passagem de Individuals, que estabelece uma diretriz

metodoldgica fundamental para seu projeto de metafisica descritiva:

Nossos métodos, ou critérios de re-identificagdo devem tolerar fatos como estes:
que o campo de nossa observagao ¢ limitado; que dormimos; que nos movemos.
Ou seja, eles devem tolerar o fato de que ndo podemos, em nenhum momento,
observar a totalidade da estrutura espacial que usamos, que ndo ha nenhuma
parte dessa estrutura que possamos observar de forma continua, e que nos
mesmos ndo ocupamos uma posi¢ao fixa dentro dela. (IN 32)

A preocupagdo com a finitude ilustrada nessa passagem perpassa a obra de Strawson; mas
ela por vezes parece entrar em conflito com o ideal kantiano de fornecer uma descri¢do
geral da estrutura conceitual que usamos para dar objetividade a nossa experiéncia. Esse
conflito ¢ expresso de maneira particularmente perspicua no capitulo 3 de Individuals,
onde Strawson analisa a no¢do de um “sujeito de experiéncia”, e as condi¢des para se
alcancar uma “consciéncia nao-solipsista” do mundo. Como procurei mostrar em minha
reconstru¢do dessa andlise (ver se¢do 1.2), Strawson acena para a ideia de que exista um
importante papel a ser desempenhado por uma atitude engajada em relagdo aos outros na
constituicdo de uma consciéncia ndo-solipsista; contudo, dado o nivel de generalidade em
que essa andlise ¢ perseguida em [Individuals—com escassa referéncia as praticas que
dotam os nossos conceitos de significado—o resultado mostra-se demasiado esquematico,
e fica muito aquém do fornecimento de uma representacdo realista dos temas centrais
daquele capitulo—especialmente a nocdo de “pessoa”, e as condi¢des de atribuicdo de

predicados psicologicos.

Strawson fornece alguns elementos para complementarmos esse esboco em seus escritos
posteriores, comecando com o ensaio “Freedom and Resentment”, que trata de uma
variedade de atitudes reativas que caracterizam nossos relacionamentos interpessoais. Em
comparagdo com a postura asséptica de Individuals, a metodologia ilustrada nesse ensaio
certamente representa um avango, na medida em que aponta mais claramente para as
possiveis consequéncias prdticas da ado¢do de uma atitude distanciada em relacdo aos

outros. Mas ha uma limitacdo importante nessa abordagem, sintetizada na alegagdo de que
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nossas atitudes de envolvimento e de participagao nao seriam suprimidas ‘“nem mesmo se
alguma verdade geral fornecesse uma base tedrica para isso” (FR 12). Ao tratar a adogao
generalizada de uma atitude distanciada como uma mera possibilidade logica, mas que
seria humana e praticamente impossivel, Strawson mostra-se comprometido com uma
concepcao limitada das possibilidades acessiveis a seres como nos, e das consequentes
responsabilidades que essa situagdo nos impoe, e € isso que finalmente lhe permite evadir
a verdadeira dificuldade colocada pelo “problema do solipsismo”—a saber, o fato de que
cabe somente a nos reconhecer a humanidade dos outros. Nao héa nada que possa garantir
que esse reconhecimento estard sempre disponivel—em particular, ndo o garante uma
descrigdo do uso de nossos conceitos, € tampouco um apelo as nossas crengas e

disposicdes naturais.

Essa reagdo otimista de Strawson em relagdo ao problema do reconhecimento do outro
encontra um estreito paralelo em sua intransigente reacdo “naturalista” ao ceticismo sobre
o “mundo exterior”, que analisei na parte final do capitulo 1 (secdo 1.4). A principal li¢ao
que extrai dessa andlise ¢ que, visando a evitar a espécie de evasdo que essas reagdes
ilustram, precisamos de uma metodologia alternativa, ou pelo menos melhorada, que leve
ainda mais a sério as dificuldades colocadas pela atestagao de nossa finitude, e que, nesse
sentido, seja mais sensivel as praticas em que a nossa “estrutura conceitual” estd imersa—
particularmente ao substrato afetivo da nossa vida cognitiva. Embora Strawson tenha dado
alguns passos importantes nessa dire¢dao, penso que ele ficou aquém do que seria o ideal.
Para seu crédito, o proprio Strawson foi o primeiro a salientar que ¢ dificil obtermos um
quadro completo da “verdade em filosofia”, e ¢ justamente por isso que acredito que a
sugestdo metodologica apresentada em minha conclusdo possa ser vista como uma

proposta de continuagdo do projeto de metafisica descritiva.

Essas consideragdes me trazem a Wittgenstein—um filésofo que, de maneira um tanto
incomum para um membro da (assim chamada) tradicdo analitica, estava realmente ciente
dessa exigéncia metodoldgica, e engajou-se de maneira sistematica em uma tentativa de
reconhecer e de dar voz as insatisfagdes que estdo na base da tentacdo solipsista. Nos

capitulos 2 a 4—que lidam, respectivamente, com o Tractatus, as Observagoes Filosoficas
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e o Livro Azul*—procurei fornecer ilustracdes e aplicagdes da metodologia
wittgensteiniana para lidar com a tentagdo solipsista. Cada um dos escritos analisados
possui importantes peculiaridades, e minhas leituras procuraram manter-se fiéis a elas,
acompanhando de perto o seu desenvolvimento textual e argumentativo. Como nao seria
possivel indicar essas peculiaridades aqui, partirei de uma visdo retrospectiva mais
abrangente, tentando apenas indicar alguns tragos metodologicos comuns a esses escritos,
bem como aquele que me parece ser o mais importante desenvolvimento ocorrido durante

o periodo em que eles foram redigidos.

O primeiro desses tragos, expresso de modo um tanto polémico, ¢ este: nos escritos que
analisei, Wittgenstein ndo esteve engajado nem em uma tentativa de refutar o solipsismo,
nem em uma tentativa de defendé-lo; em vez disso, o que ele pretendeu fazer foi dar voz a
essa “posicao”—bem como a outras, por vezes antagonicas, que sao por ela suscitadas—de
modo a representa-las da maneira mais vivida e realista possivel, visando a explorar
dialeticamente os limites de sua propria inteligibilidade. Por terem sido pensados para
funcionar assim, dialeticamente, esses escritos colocam uma responsabilidade incomum
nas maos de seus leitores, dos quais se espera que internalizem e que deem vida aos
didlogos esbocados por Wittgenstein. Uma condigao para o sucesso desse procedimento ¢ a
obten¢do daquilo que por vezes chamei de ressondncia entre o leitor e o texto—
ressonancia essa que pode ocorrer de maneira intermitente, alternada e até mesmo
conflitante, variando de acordo com as tendéncias do leitor, bem como com as aspiragoes,
tentagdes, duvidas, questionamentos, pressuposi¢des e preconceitos filosoficos

alternadamente expressos no texto.

O fim ultimo desse engajamento dialético ¢ justamente uma “cura” por nossos proprios
meios, passando pela demonstracdo sistemdtica de que, ao contrario do que fomos
inicialmente tentados a supor, nossas variadas tentativas de fornecer sentido as “teses” e as
13 3 ~ 2 4 . . .

posigoes” filosoficas expressas no texto—e com as quais, se tudo tiver corrido bem,
teremos por vezes nos identificado—acabam produzindo um de dois resultados igualmente
insatisfatorios, do ponto de vista de nossas aspiragdes originais—a saber, (1) proferimentos

aparentemente “‘substanciais”’, que embora estejam superficialmente de acordo com as

® A principal razdo para concentrar-me nesses escritos ¢ que eles constituem os contextos mais importantes

onde Wittgenstein trata explicitamente de questdes relacionadas com o solipsismo; no epilogo do capitulo
4 fornecerei algumas consideragdes sobre como a leitura perseguida nesses capitulos pode ser estendida
ao tratamento da privacidade nas Investigacoes Filosoficas.
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regras légico-gramaticais, finalmente se mostram vazios e sem sentido (engrenagens
rodando soltas); ou (2) proferimentos significativos mas triviais, isto €, que expressam
fatos cotidianos completamente desprovidos de qualquer interesse metafisico especial. O
que se mostra, em ambos o0s casos, ¢ que as supostas “teses” e “posi¢cdes”’ que Somos
tentados a expressar nao constituem, como gostariamos, descricdes privilegiadas da
“esséncia da realidade” (em oposicdo, digamos, a descri¢des empiricas de um conjunto de
fatos contingentes), tratando-se, antes, de reacdes evasivas a certas dificuldades praticas

que surgem em nosso confronto com essa realidade.

Mas para que esse (auto-)diagndstico e a correspondente (auto-)terapia sejam realmente
bem sucedidos, devemos estar preparados para contrariar velhos habitos filosoficos, que
podem estar profundamente arraigados. Face a esse desafio, é quase impossivel ndo
retrocedermos, tomando os lembretes gramaticais apresentados por Wittgenstein como
novos caminhos, ou desculpas, para evadirmos essas dificuldades, refor¢ando a repressao
das verdadeiras questdes que estdo na origem de nosso embarago filosofico. Como o meu
proprio engajamento com os escritos de Wittgenstein visou a ilustrar, ndo hé instancias
externas e finais as quais possamos recorrer com o intuito de encontrar uma resolugao para
essa complicada situagdo (que € a um s6 tempo exegética, filosofica, e ética). Assim, cabe
a cada um de nos a decisdo de tomar as observagdes gramaticais de Wittgenstein como
expressoes finais e inquestionaveis de certos limites (metafisicos, 16gicos ou gramaticais),
ou como meros degraus em (grandes ou pequenas) escadas que deveriam ser jogadas fora,

uma vez que o progresso terapéutico estivesse (ainda que momentaneamente) terminado.

Do modo como eu leio Wittgenstein, simplesmente ndo ha resultados definitivos em sua
filosofia. Isso explica, pelo menos em parte, por que seus escritos pds-tractarianos nao tém
—e, até onde sei, jamais foram destinados a ter—uma conclusdo propriamente dita,
sugerindo que a “altima palavra” ¢ “Gltima” apenas contingentemente, € que o convite esta
sempre aberto para continuarmos o didlogo. E verdade que, como tentei mostrar,
Wittgenstein ele proprio s6 veio a reconhecer tardia e gradualmente que ndo existe um
procedimento geral para evitarmos as “doengas do intelecto” as quais estamos constitutiva
e imprevisivelmente expostos—um papel que ele inicialmente atribuiu a “notacao
perspicua” desenvolvida no Tractatus, e depois, durante um curto periodo de tempo, a
versdo aprimorada dessa notagdo, a “linguagem fenomenologica” das Observagoes

Filosdficas. Entretanto, como também sugeri, parece que Wittgenstein estava ciente, pelo
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menos desde o Tractatus, de que a cura para doengas ja existentes demanda um
procedimento bastante complexo, que deve levar em consideragdo ndo apenas as
dificuldades intelectuais e as confusdes logicas do interlocutor, mas também as
dificuldades relativas a sua vontade. Para tanto, faz-se necessaria uma ferramenta muito
mais poderosa do que o suposto “método correto em filosofia” apresentado na proposicao
6.53 do Tractatus—+taz-se necessario o dominio de uma certa “arte”, a qual Wittgenstein

buscou incessantemente melhorar e desenvolver em seus escritos.

No capitulo final procurei por em pratica algumas das ligdes metodologicas descritas
acima, explorando as possiveis motivagcdes compartilhadas por posicdes anti-
individualistas sobre significado e conteido mental (representadas nos escritos de Saul
Kripke, Hilary Putnam e Tyler Burge) e pela “solugdo cética” para o problema do
significado proposta por Kripke no estudo sobre regras e linguagem privada, tomando
como pano de fundo a critica de Stanley Cavell aquilo que chamei de “modelo impessoal
da normatividade”. Uma maneira de tentar resumir o resultado dessa exploragdo ¢ dizendo,
em primeiro lugar, que assim como para Cavell haveria uma “verdade no ceticismo™’—
tendo em vista que muitas vezes a insatisfacdo com nossos critérios ndo estaria exatamente
injustificada, posto que eles realmente ndo podem garantir (impessoalmente) o nosso
acordo, e, portanto, o significado do que dizemos—penso que hd uma “verdade no
solipsismo”—na medida em que, como tentei mostrar nos capitulos anteriores, essa
posicdo se apresenta como uma intelectualizacdo de dificuldades reais relativas a nossa
condi¢do finita; ora—e este ¢ meu segundo ponto—o tipo de dificuldade que est4 na base
da insatisfacdo cética e da reagdo solipsista também parece motivar os projetos dos anti-
individualistas e de “Kripkenstein”, na medida em que os primeiros visam ao
restabelecimento de um vinculo direto entre, por um lado, nossos conteildos mentais € o
significado de nossas palavras, e por outro, o nosso “ambiente”, e o segundo visa a
promover uma andlise “comunitarista” das atribuicdes de significado em termos de
condi¢des de assercdo justificada. O que ha de problematico em ambas as propostas € o
compromisso tacito com uma imagem ou ideal impessoal da normatividade, que inverte o

onus da correcdo linguistica, atribuindo-o exclusivamente a algo “externo”—seja ao

7

Ver, por exemplo, ‘Knowing and Acknowledging’ (reimpresso em Must We Mean What We Say?), The
Claim of Reason e The Senses of Walden, apenas para indicar os pricipais contextos onde essa ideia ¢
defendida.
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“ambiente” fisico ou social, seja as “convengdes” de uma comunidade—e dessa forma
desconsidera a responsabilidade individual dos usuérios da linguagem em estabelecer

Jjuizos compartilhaveis, e, nessa medida, em criar e manter acordos linguisticos.

Visando a esclarecer essas alegacdes, vale recordar que, para Cavell, nossos critérios
baseiam-se tanto nos interesses e nas necessidades humanas quanto na posse de uma
“histéria natural” em comum; ora, dado que essa base esta em constante mutagdo, nossos
critérios devem estar permanentemente abertos a revisao, e, nesse sentido, devem estar
sempre sujeitos ao repudio favorecido pelo cético. Dada essa concep¢ao da natureza dos
critérios, Cavell ¢ levado a concluir que Wittgenstein jamais pretendeu ter negado a
possibilidade de uma “linguagem privada”; em vez disso, seu objetivo teria sido mostrar
que a privacidade ¢ uma possibilidade humana permanente—portanto, que a superagdo da
privacidade deve ser sempre uma congquista, algo pelo qual cada um de nds tem de assumir
pessoalmente a responsabilidade. A implicagdo ¢ que, contrariamente ao que ndo poucos
wittgensteinianos pensaram, descrever e arrolar nossos critérios ndo pode ser uma maneira
de refutar o ceticismo; na verdade, o resultado mais provavel dessa estratégia seria
justamente o oposto—isto €, o refor¢o da atitude cética—dada a indicacdo da real
fragilidade dos fundamentos de nosso acordo linguistico. Mas isso ndo significa que o
ceticismo deveria ser simplesmente aceito: o cético pode ter razdo em apontar (contra um
adversario dogmatico) que a existéncia do “mundo externo” ou de “outras mentes” ndo
pode ser conhecida com inabalédvel certeza; entretanto, ele erra ao interpretar esse resultado
como uma demonstra¢ao de que o mundo e as outras pessoas podem nao ser reais; tudo
que o ceticismo mostra ¢ que a realidade do mundo e dos demais seres humanos ndo sdo
fungdes de nosso conhecimento, e sim de nossa aceitagdo ¢ de nosso reconhecimento—
portanto, que os verdadeiros custos envolvidos no abandono cético do consentimento nao
sdao (apenas) epistémicos e tedricos, mas sim afetivos e praticos, relacionados com um
conjunto muito grande de tarefas e de compromissos, cujos limites ndo podem ser previstos

por uma especulagdo a priori.

Tomando essa visdo cavelliana como pano de fundo, procurei oferecer um contraponto a
“imagem impessoal” do significado que parece estar na base tanto do anti-individualismo
quanto da “solucdo cética” de Kripkenstein, tratando de lancar luz sobre nossas
responsabilidades individuais, permanentes e imprevisiveis na busca de significado e de

sentido—um resultado que ndo ¢ exatamente cético, mas que reconhece e até mesmo
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simpatiza com as motivagdes que estdo na base do ceticismo, € que t€m a ver com o
reconhecimento de nossos /imites, particularmente de nossa real separagdo e distdncia em
relacdo ao mundo e aos demais sujeitos. Nao fosse possivel o ceticismo, teriamos
justamente uma situagdo (solipsista) de total absor¢ao do mundo pelo sujeito, ou—o que
finalmente dd na mesma, como notou Wittgenstein ja no Tractatus—do sujeito pelo

mundo.

Uma forma de resumir os resultados obtidos ao final dessa analise consistiria em dizer,
portanto, que ndo obstante as (aparentemente colossais) diferengas entre as posicoes anti-
individualistas e a posi¢do de Kripkenstein, por um lado, e a doutrina solipsista de imersao
total do sujeito no mundo, por outro, ha um sentido em que ambas podem ser vistas como
respostas intelectualizadas a uma dificuldade existencial comum—a saber, a ansiedade
suscitada pelo fato de que somos, individual e pessoalmente, responsaveis por tentar
superar a ameaga da soliddo, ou da privacidade, tentando estabelecer juizos
compartilhdveis sobre o mundo e sobre os demais sujeitos, e, nessa medida, tentando
reivindicar uma comunidade de falantes. Nesse sentido, pode-se dizer que o capitulo final
consistiu em uma nova tentativa de explorar a ideia de que, possivelmente contra as
expectativas que acalentamos (pelo menos em alguns estados de animo) o sentido (do
mundo, de nossas experiéncias, de nossas palavras, juizos e acdes—e finalmente de nossas

vidas) ndo ¢ impessoal e externamente imposto ou assegurado.

kosk ok

Como a apresentacdo precedente indica, o foco de minhas leituras serdo as ‘““fontes
primarias”, o que implica que as disputas exegéticas ficardo, pelo menos na maior parte do
tempo, relegadas a um segundo plano. Parte da razdo para isso ¢ que acredito que ainda
existam novos e importantes insights a serem obtidos através de uma reavaliagdo dos
escritos aqui tratados, ainda que eles j4 tenham recebido uma quantidade enorme de
atencdo. Sentirei-me mais do que satisfeito se minhas proprias leituras puderem servir
como convites para que outros leitores refagam caminhos ja familiares (ou talvez nem

tanto), por vezes a passos bastante lentos, de modo a permitir que prestem atencdo a uma
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ou outra caracteristica da paisagem que possa ter passado despercebida, ou que possa ter

sido subestimada em visadas anteriores.

Jonadas Techio
Porto Alegre, RS, Brasil

Novembro de 2009
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Introduction

And now, why does man philosophize?—That is to say, why does he investigate
the first causes and ultimate ends of things? Why does he seek the disinterested
truth? For to say that all men have a natural tendency to know is true; but
wherefore?

Philosophers seek a theoretic or ideal starting-point for their human work, the
work of philosophizing; but they are not usually concerned to seek the practical
and real starting-point, the purpose. What is the object in making philosophy, in
thinking it and then expounding it to one’s fellows? What does the philosopher
seek in it and with it? The truth for the truth’s own sake? The truth, in order that
we may subject our conduct to it and determine our spiritual attitude towards life
and the universe comformably with it?

Philosophy is a product of the humanity of each philosopher, and each
philosopher is a man of flesh and bone who addresses himself to other men of
flesh and bone like himself. And, let him do what he will, he philosophizes not
with the reason only, but with the will, with the feelings, with the flesh and with
the bones, with the whole soul and the whole body. It is the man that
philosophizes. (Miguel de Unamuno, Tragic Sense Of Life)

The passage above delineates two very distinct (self-)images of philosophy’s—and man’s
—mnature. According to one image, philosophy would be a purely disinterested and
theoretical pursuit, seeking for knowledge and truth for their own sake, guided only (or at
least primarily) by reason; moreover—since man’s essence is supposed to lie precisely in
rationality—that quest would be the ultimate aim of man. According to another image,
philosophy would be an ultimately interested and practical activity, whose wherefore
would be to satisfy the needs of a fleshed and boned human being—i.e., not of “man” (this
abstract entity), let alone of man gua rational animal (a rather narrow conception of what
can lead one to philosophize), but of a concrete man or woman, whose being involves not
only (or even primarily) reason and thinking, but also will and feelings—hence desires,
expectations, cravings, anxieties, fears, passions, and so on. Unamuno connects the former
image with an ideal—I take him to mean: idealized—starting point sought by philosophers,
in which contemplation would come first, and would ground man’s conduct and attitudes

toward the world and others. That idealized starting point is contrasted with the real—if
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denied or repressed—starting point of a// human work, which is again a concrete, fleshed
and boned human being himself or herself, with his or her various (and often conflicting)

needs, desires, aversions and fixations.

Now I do not think abstract dichotomies should ever replace the careful examination of
details and differences of particular cases. Actually, that seems to be Unamuno’s own
considered view on the matter. Therefore, I think we should take the distinction he presents
as a mere starting point, or frame, to guide such an examination of details. That said, I
would like to highlight two interesting implications that seem to follow from that initial
assessment. The first is that, notwithstanding the expectations created by the passage, we
might be well advised not to take for granted that there is—or there must be—an answer to
its opening question, in that perhaps there simply is no such a thing as a why and
wherefore to “man’s” need to philosophize®. The second implication is that, given the
widespread and generally unquestioned acceptance of (some version of) that first image of
philosophy’s aims, a pervasive self-deception may be involved in our traditional
philosophical (self-)assessments. If that is right, the question arises of why should us
philosophers prefer to (have to?) deceive ourselves that way—to deny or to repress,
perhaps to sublimate, the fundamental role played by our wills and feelings, by our
embodied needs, indulging in such a fantasy of a purely contemplative pursuit of truth and
knowledge? And how can we (how can /?) hope to be able to overcome that self-deception
in our (my) own philosophizing? Again, what would a philosophy willing to acknowledge

that (all-too-human) tendency to deny or repress our own humanity look like?

2. Those are important and difficult questions, to which I have no good—Iet alone final—
answers to offer. Yet, as they will remain always in the horizon of my reflections in what
follows, I hope some fragments of answers shall emerge here and there. My primary reason

for voicing those questions in this Introduction is that they shall prompt me to try to make

¥ Actually Unamuno himself argues for an answer to that question in the book from which I quoted,

identifying a ‘personal and affective starting-point of all philosophy’, which is precisely the ‘tragic sense
of life’ alluded in its title—the longing not to die, the hunger for personal immortality, the effort whereby
we tend to persist indefinitely in our own being’ (see the conclusion of ch. II). Although I find that answer
rather engaging, it suffices for my limited purposes here to suggest that we should think seriously about
whether it is (still?) possible to take any such answer for granted—in other words, whether it is possible
to philosophize without first calling into question the very meaning, or purpose, of a philosophical
enterprise, hence, without (re)thinking one’s own relation to the whole tradition, in order to (hopefully)
re-inherit and continue it.
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clear—to myself, and to the reader—the purpose of the following philosophical exercises. |
shall start at the beginning, giving some clues as to what [ mean by the notions mentioned
in the title of this dissertation—namely, solipsism, loneliness, and finitude—and
explaining why and how I think one should care about them—as well as why I think

philosophers have often not cared about them for the right reasons.

Starting with solipsism, here is a simple, rather unremarkable definition: ‘Solipsism is the
doctrine according to which nothing exists save myself and mental states of myself’®.—I
said unremarkable, because this is how philosophers use to think of solipsism—not that
any of them really hold that position'’. Yet, come to think of it, what could be more
remarkable? Who, except a madman, would dare to subscribe to such a “doctrine”? And if
there is no real philosopher—no concrete human being—willing to hold it, then what is the

point of saying that solipsism is a philosophical “position” to begin with?

°  Hacker, 1986, p. 216. A more elaborate definition to the same effect is given by Stephen P. Thornton in
the entry ‘Solipsism and the Problem of Other Minds’, in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy:

Solipsism is sometimes expressed as the view that ‘I am the only mind which
exists,” or ‘My mental states are the only mental states.” However, the sole
survivor of a nuclear holocaust might truly come to believe in either of these
propositions without thereby being a solipsist. Solipsism is therefore more
properly regarded as the doctrine that, in principle, ‘existence’ means for me my
existence and that of my mental states. [...] For the solipsist, it is not merely the
case that he believes that his thoughts, experiences, and emotions are, as a matter
of contingent fact, the only thoughts, experiences, and emotions. Rather, the
solipsist can attach no meaning to the supposition that there could be thoughts,
experiences, and emotions other than his own. In short, the true solipsist
understands the word ‘pain,” for example, to mean ‘my pain.” He cannot
accordingly conceive how this word is to be applied in any sense other than this
exclusively egocentric one. (Thornton [online]

<http://www.iep.utm.edu/s/solipsis.htm>)

0 Of course many philosophical attempts to elucidate the nature of our experience have been accused of, at

the very least, tending to conclusions which are very close to that expressed by the solipsistic doctrine;
this is particularly true of the modern epistemological tradition. In order to see that, recall how much
discussion has been (and continues to be) generated by the reception of, say, Descartes’s polemical proof
of the existence of an “external world” in the Meditations, or Locke’s harsh appeal to the ‘material
substance’ to the same effect. In fact, it was partially because of the problems perceived in those positions
that Berkeley ended up claiming that all we can know to exist are the ideas immediately given to our
perception. A similar (epistemologically restrictive) position was held by Hume, whose theory of the
‘bundle of perceptions’ continued to exert influence in those empiricist positions entangled with sense-
data, qualia, and other similar notions connected with “indirect realisms” of many sorts. Finally, let us
recall how much of the discussions concerning the so-called German Idealism centred around the
question of whether Kant could be freed of the accusation of solipsism (which was voiced by Jacobi and
other critics only few months after the publication of his first Critique—a story I tell in Techio, 2005, ch.
1). Now, notwithstanding the reactions of critics in the history of philosophy, the fact remains that no
philosopher seemed willing to really draw what those critics describe as the inevitable consequence of
their initial premises. Why is it so? (I shall come back to this question)
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Now we may start to get a better grip on Unamuno’s point. For suppose one is convinced
—as the self-deceived philosopher depicted in Unamuno’s passage is—that philosophy is
an essentially disinterested argumentative activity, which aims at obtaining truth—or at
least clarity—by means of a dialectical contest of theses and counter-theses; given that
general aim, the greater the diversity of positions the better; now—so our philosopher
would continue—it suffices for something to count as a philosophical position in that sense
that it can be characterized by some clear and distinct thesis, or a set of them—regardless
of their being held by any real human being. And solipsism, as characterized above,
entirely satisfies that requirement, in that it can be easily distinguished from, and,
consequently, dialectically contrasted with, a series of other philosophical positions such

as, say, realism, anti-realism, idealism, skepticism, and so on.

And yet, one can easily find real philosophers supporting any of the other sorts of
philosophical positions mentioned above. Then why is it otherwise with solipsism? (Is it
because solipsism is too far removed from our “pre-philosophical intuitions” even to be
(seriously) envisaged as an actual conclusion of philosophical argumentation? But then
again, pre-philosophical intuitiveness alone will not do, since many philosophers are rather
proud to defend many sorts of (self-proclaimed) radically counter-intuitive views from
time to time, no matter how far-fetched and even unlivable they might be.) I must again
admit that I do not have a simple, uncontentious answer to that question—anyway none
briefer than this whole dissertation itself. Actually, it also strikes me as remarkable that
solipsism has this peculiar fate among philosophers of serving as a mere strawman, an
imaginary adversary in the philosophical field to be (sometimes rather too quickly)
knocked down, instead of being treated as a position worthy of serious consideration by
itself''.—What is so special—so disturbing?—about solipsism that makes it be seen as at
most a temptation, a disease from whose infection philosophers try—more or less

consciously—to escape?

In order to start answering those questions, let us suppose—as Unamuno asks us to do—
that philosophical “problems” and “positions”, as traditionally understood and presented,

are actually intellectualized versions of perplexities and difficulties related to the human

' One here might ask: ‘Is there any philosophical position which is exempt from “serving as a mere

strawman” etc.?’” To that I would answer: of course not. Yet that is not exactly my point; in saying that
solipsism has ‘a peculiar fate among philosophers [etc.]’ I want to call attention to the fact that this
position, contrarily to others, is virtually universally despised and not taken seriously in philosophy—an
unanimity which is very hard to find concerning any other philosophical issue.
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needs of each concrete philosopher. With that supposition in place, let us ask ourselves
whether we can find a set of such perplexities and difficulties, which might be
recognizably linked to the solipsistic “doctrine”, as defined above. Here is my initial
attempt at providing such an (essentially open-ended) list—amounting to a set of reminders
of discontentments that can be caused in our ordinary exchanges, due to such facts as
these: (i) that one cannot see the world as a whole, apart from a particular and partial
perspective, so that one might realize that one’s experience is not omnipresent, hence
limited; (ii) that one cannot change the past or foresee the future, so that one might feel
simultaneously powerless and burdened by having to choose a (present) course of action
which might well turn out to be the wrong one; (iii) that people (including oneself) can
(and often do) dissimulate their feelings, or simply hide them from others, so that one
cannot point to someone’s feelings as one can point to her behaviour; (iv) that one might
feel unable to express (hence share) one’s own feelings and experiences, thus finding
oneself unknown, and unable to make oneself known, so that one’s humanity is at stake; or
again (v) that one might feel that what one expresses goes beyond one’s control, so that it

is one’s identity, or self-conception, that is at stake.

Those are all facts related to the finite condition of a being who (at least in some moods
and circumstances) might see its limits as limitations, thus becoming dissatisfied with its
separation from the world and others, wishing (or even craving) not to be finite; now for
someone—say me—to be in that condition means for me to be always exposed to the
possibility of loneliness, of loosing my attunement with the world and others—be it
because I can always end up closing myself to others, or avoiding to accept the world as it
is, or because others can always fail to acknowledge me, or to accept that the world they

inhabit is the same as the one I inhabit.

Now, there are at least two ways of (re)interpreting the “doctrine” of solipsism so as to
recover its (possible) existential sources, thus allowing one to see that position as an
intellectualized response to that which I shall refer collectively as the threat of loneliness.
The first (re)interpretation is this: solipsism itself may be an intellectualized version of
loneliness—a displaced reaction, say, to the realization that one is (metaphysically)
separated from the world and others—which might lead one to conclude that it is simply
impossible to make so much as sense of the idea of there being anything outside or beyond

one’s own (private) experiences. Here is the second possibility: solipsism may be an
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intellectualized attempt at overcoming that sort of loneliness—actually resulting in a
repression of it—replacing by it a fantasy in which all reality ends up coordinated with the
self, so that one’s experiences would actually embrace all there is to be experienced—as if
with no rest—and the subject him/herself would, in a sense, disappear, thus allowing

solipsism to coincide with the purest and more direct realism'2.

One might see each interpretation of that pair as (respectively) the half-empty and the half-
full glasses of solipsism. Both are rather radically intellectualized reactions to a set of real
(and, at least in some moods, threatening) difficulties which might be felt by finite beings
like us, endowed with such capacities and burdens as we have of taking up our (limited and
conditioned) experiences of the world and others, endowing them with meaning and
purpose—or failing to. And since facing those difficulties seems to be a standing
possibility for any (finite) human being, solipsism (on both interpretations) might be seen
as a radical attempt at deflecting or repressing our very humanity; as such, solipsism
contrasts both with the other, more common—precisely because less radical, hence less
conspicuous—philosophical attempts at deflection”, and with a more resolute attempt at
acknowledging and accepting our finitude. And that seems to be part of the reason why—
with few exceptions—philosophers have often displayed such uncommon anxiety in their
dismissive attitudes toward solipsism, as if it alone could (should?) not be allowed the

benefit of serious consideration.

3. That brings me to my subtitle, and thus to the philosophers whose proper names I therein
cite—viz., Strawson, Wittgenstein and Cavell—as well as to my reasons for going back to
their writings, seeking for some lessons about the correct way to tackle the issues of
solipsism, loneliness and finitude. As we shall see in due course, it is a common—if
sometimes insufficiently acknowledged—feature of their works that they have paid a
remarkable amount of attention to those issues (by any other names) in their respective

attempts at coming to grips with the nature of human experience. Also—and, I take it, not

2 T am in this paragraph echoing passages from Wittgenstein (esp. in section 5.6 of the Tractatus), as well
as from Floyd’s reading of those and other passages (1998, esp. p. 104). I shall examine the original
passages from both authors at length in chapter 2.

An implication which I shall explore later is that the remaining “positions” mentioned above—e.g.,
realism, anti-realism and skepticism, in their multiple manifestations—might also be seen as deflections,
although more palatable (because less radical) ones, if compared to solipsism.
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by chance—one can find in their approaches a central methodological concern with
disclosing the ultimate sources and consequences of the philosophical problems and
positions with which they engage—sources and consequences which, as we shall see, will
include precisely those existential, non-cognitive, emotional, affective—in a word,
embodied—difficulties and perplexities available to beings like us. Of course there are
important differences among those authors’s stances, and it is my hope that by contrasting
and comparing them we may end up achieving a more perspicuous view of the options at
our disposal in the task of understanding and making sense of our condition. What follows

is a brief summary of a survey which is in itself only partial.

4. Peter Strawson’s role in this dissertation is actually the most difficult to summarize. As
it shall become clear in chapter 1, I have an ambivalent attitude toward his general stance:
on the one hand, I take it that the methodological concern mentioned above is an important
but relatively underestimated aspect of his philosophy; yet, on the other hand, I also
believe that such an underestimation is partially to be credited to Strawson’s own fault—
that it is caused by his own conflicting philosophical interests, which include the “ordinary

999

language philosophy”’s demand for ‘a close examination of the actual use of words’'* with
the metaphysical (say Kantian) ideal of ‘lay[ing] bare the most general features of our
conceptual structure’”. (I must confess that I had very similar—and, as I now can see,
similarly conflicting—interests in view for a while'®. What that means is that my attempt to
offer a diagnosis of the shortcomings of Strawson’s stance is actually—perhaps even

primarily—an attempt to come to terms with my own philosophical inheritance; so it is far

from “disinterested”—as are, I am afraid, all the rest of my analyses.)

The conflict between those two trends in Strawson’s philosophy becomes particularly
salient when it comes to his analysis, as presented in chapter 3 of Individuals, of the notion
of a ‘subject of experience’, and of the conditions for achieving a ‘non-solipsistic
consciousness’ of the world—i.e., a consciousness capable of distinguishing between itself
and its experiences, on the one hand, and that which is not itself and its experiences, on the

other. As we shall see in due course, Strawson gestures at the idea that there is an

" See Individuals’s Introduction (1959, p. 9).
5 Id. ibid.
!¢ An important record of that being my Master’s dissertation (see Techio, 2005).
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important role to be played by a non-detached stance towards others in the constitution of a
‘non-solipsistic’ consciousness; yet, given the level of abstraction in which his analysis is
pursued in /ndividuals—with scant reference to the lives which endow our concepts with
whatever significance they have—the resulting picture is rather too sketchy, falling
seriously short (or so, anyway, I shall argue) of providing a realistic representation of the
main subjects of that chapter—in particular of the notion of ‘personhood’, and the

conditions of ascription of psychological predicates.

Now Strawson himself provides some elements to improve on that picture in his later
examination—most notably as presented in the essay ‘Freedom and Resentment’—of the
varieties of reactive attitudes and feelings toward other human beings which are
characteristic of our interpersonal relationships. Compared to the thoroughly aseptic stance
taken in Individuals, the analysis pursued in that later essay is surely an advancement, in
that it points out more clearly to the practical consequences of adopting a detached attitude
toward others—namely, the denial of their humanity, and, as a consequence, of our own.
Nevertheless, there remains an important shortcoming in Strawson’s general approach,
which gets expressed in his unwarranted optimism toward the possibility just indicated,
epitomized in his claim that our attitudes of involvement and participation would not be
suppressed ‘even if some general truth were a theoretical ground for it’"’. T shall tackle that
issue in the conclusion of chapter 1, arguing that Strawson’s own detached perspective is
what ultimately allows him to evade the real issue posed by the “problem of solipsism”—I
mean the fact that it is up to us (as a challenge which may be resolutely faced as much as
quietly denied) to acknowledge the humanity of others, as well as to accept the givenness
of the world and its objects (a Cavellian theme, as we will see). I shall conclude by
suggesting that in order for that kind of evasion to be avoided what we need is an
alternative (or at least improved) methodology—a truly realistic and non-detached stance
in philosophy—that will be more sensitive to the practices in which our conceptual
structure is immersed, and, in particular, to the real burdens put upon its practitioners (i.e.,
us, finite human beings) by our lives in the world and among others, which may be what

drives us to philosophize in the first place.

7" See FR 12.
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5. That is my cue to turn to Ludwig Wittgenstein—a philosopher who, somewhat
uncommonly for a member of the (so-called) analytical tradition, was really aware of that
methodological requirement, and has made great efforts to uncover the ultimate sources of
the dissatisfactions lying at the basis of the solipsistic temptation. As Peter Hacker has
pointed out, the solipsist is nothing less than ‘the archetypal fly in the original flybottle’
from which Wittgenstein wanted to show a ‘way out’ with his philosophy'®. In fact, as we
shall see, solipsism features among the most recurrent and central topics of Wittgenstein’s
reflections—that being a first reason why I think we should also agree with Hacker’s
judgement to the effect that ‘[t]he puzzles surrounding solipsism [...] became for
Wittgenstein the paradigm of the diseases of the intellect to which philosophers are so
prone’”. Yet that initial agreement hides a deeper disagreement, which gets perspicuously
expressed in the conflicting answers we will consider to the following pair of questions: (i)
How exactly the ‘way out’ of solipsism—and, consequently, of the other philosophical
confusions for which it serves as a paradigm—is supposed to be shown in his writings?
And (ii)—since there seems to be an issue about the very continuity of those writings—
how are we to understand the historical development of Wittgenstein’s views about
solipsism?%

Starting with the latter question (ii), I take it that Hacker’s answer can be summarized as
follows: (a) for the ‘young Wittgenstein’ (by which he means, basically, the one who wrote
the Notebooks and the Tractatus), ‘there is a sense in which solipsism is true’?'; (b)
because he held solipsism to be, in some sense, true, we should conclude that ‘[young]
Wittgenstein himself was not only tempted, but succumbed’ to it**; (c) the particular sort of

solipsism to which he would have succumbed is one of Schopenhauerian influence, which

'8 See Hacker, 1986, p. 215. (The passage alluded by Hacker is in PI §309.)

¥ Id. ibid.

2 The main reason for contrasting my own reading with Hacker’s at this point is that I take the latter as
representative of a very general approach to Wittgenstein’s philosophy—which, for historical reasons,
deserves to be called ‘received’ or ‘orthodox’ reading. As is well known, that received reading has been
strongly criticized in at least one front in the last few decades, by the so called ‘resolute readers’ of the
Tractatus—among whom notoriously figure Cora Diamond and James Conant (see esp. Diamond 1991 &
2000, Conant 1989, 1990, 1993, 2000 & 2001, and Conant & Diamond 2004). Although my own reading
is surely more aligned to the latter approach—as the analyses below shall clearly show—I am not willing
—and, what is more important, do not think it is necessary—to assume its truth in order for my argument
to be put forward. Needless to say, I would rather have my own approach to be judged by its own
concrete results—hence, I will not try to characterize any of those readings in general terms until the end
of chapter 4, and shall instead indicate some differences concerning specific issues as the argument
advances, aiming at attaining a more perspicuous view on the general differences as a result. I mention
that dispute here only in order to indicate that it has been always at the background of my own reflections.

2L See ibid., p. 81.

2 See ibid., p. 104.
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Hacker dubs ‘Transcendental Solipsism’®. (d) Against that young, sympathetic attitude
toward solipsism, the ‘later Wittgenstein’ (i.e., the one who wrote during the 1930’s, and
ended up producing the Investigations) would have changed his mind radically, offering
what Hacker describes as a ‘detailed refutation of solipsism’, which was later
‘incorporated, in low key, in the Investigations’*. (I emphasize that ‘refutation’ is Hacker’s
preferred term of criticism to describe the ‘way out’ of solipsism intended by Wittgenstein
in his mature phase, since that offers an important clue to understand Hacker’s own view
concerning question (i) above; more on this point in a moment.) (e¢) That ‘refutation’, in
turn, has its own historical development, which Hacker summarizes in the following

passage:

[Wittgenstein’s] refutation [of solipsism] comes in three phases. The first stage is
to be found in the writings and reports of the transitional period from 1929 to the
academic year 1932/3. The Philosophical Remarks is particularly important here,
but the notes taken by Waismann and Moore are also significant. The second and
most revealing phase of his concern with uncovering the errors of solipsism (in
particular) and idealism (in general) is between 1933 and 1936. The Blue Book
and ‘Notes for Lectures’ contain Wittgenstein’s most important arguments in
refutation of solipsism. The third and final phase finds its full expression in the
Investigations, with some additional material in Zettel. Here the direct and overt
interest in solipsism is diminished, and its place taken by the fully developed
argument against the possibility of a private language, a brief sketch of which
had already appeared in the ‘Notes for Lectures’. Although solipsism is only
indirectly alluded to, most of the arguments developed in the second phase
reappear in highly condensed form in the Investigations and Zettel. (Hacker,
1986, pp. 215-216)

There is, in fact, much to be learnt from the summary presented above. Particularly
remarkable is the way Hacker connects Wittgenstein’s initial concerns with solipsism to
the celebrated argument against the possibility of a private language in the Investigations.
Again, | totally agree about the importance of that connection, except for the fact that I
want to make it even tighter: in my view, and to the extent in which, for the young
Wittgenstein, there is some truth in solipsism, the same holds of the later Wittgenstein’s
treatment of privacy; by the same token, I cannot agree that the way out of solipsism is
correctly construed as a matter of refuting that “position”, any more than I can agree that
the later Wittgenstein provides a proof of the impossibility of a private language (i.e., a
refutation of it). (This is not to say that there are no important philosophical differences

between the accounts of the young and the later Wittgenstein—but I think the most

2 See ibid., p. 99.
# See ibid. pp. 81-82.
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illuminating way to understand those differences is by looking at them against the
background of their shared methodological assumptions, which in turn can only be made
perspicuous after a careful analysis of his development, which is precisely what I shall try

to offer, if in a limited way, in chapters 2-4.)

In effect, differently from the (rather self-indulgent) attitude commonly adopted by
philosophers with respect to such topics as solipsism or privacy, Wittgenstein really made
the pains of the solipsist / private linguist his own, systematically engaging in his
reflections in an attempt to acknowledge and to give full voice to these philosophical
temptations; it is not exactly surprising, then, that his attitude could be sometimes taken for
a symptom of his own ‘succumbing’ to those temptations. Yet—so I shall argue—the truth
is that for Wittgenstein (young and later), there is no effective treatment to ‘the diseases of
the intellect to which philosophers are so prone’ except immunization (however
momentary and partial) by means of one’s own defences—something which is brought
about only by being first infected oneself. (But notice that ‘effective treatment’ is not to be
taken as equivalent to something like ‘final cure’; this is just to point out that one of the
things we have yet to understand is what exactly one should expect from the kind of
therapy that Wittgenstein purports to offer in his writings.) And again, since solipsism,
besides being a paradigm of those diseases, might also be seen as one of the most intense
—an outburst or paroxysm, say, of philosophical anxieties which find more subdued
expressions in other topics—that could account for the rather careful, aseptic handling
which characterizes the standard attitude toward that particular case which is found among
philosophers, few of whom would have the willingness to strictly follow out the

implications of their own initial assumptions.

As I read Wittgenstein—and that applies particularly to the writings which are dealt with in
the following analyses, namely: the Tractatus (chapter 2), the Philosophical Remarks
(chapter 3) and the Blue Book (chapter 4)*—his is a text where solipsism, as one among so
many instances of our all too human attempts to evade the ‘problems of life’*, is neither
refuted nor defended; rather, it is enacted, and it is supposed to be re-enacted by the reader,

with the ultimate end of being cured by one’s own means, i.e., by its being systematically

2 The reason for focusing on those writings is that they are the most important contexts where Wittgenstein

deals explicitly with issues related to solipsism; I shall nonetheless provide some considerations

explaining how I think the general reading I will pursue in those chapters can be applied to Wittgenstein’s

later treatment of privacy—particularly in the Philosophical Investigations—in my epilogue to chapter 4.
% See TLP 5.62.
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shown that, contrary to what one is initially tempted to suppose, one’s attempts at
formulating that “philosophical position” end up producing one of two equally unsatisfying
results—namely: apparently substantial yet empty and pointless statements (however
superficially in accordance with logico-grammatical rules), or (b) meaningful yet trivial
ones. What that shows is, in both cases, that resorting to solipsism (among many other such
“positions”) is not really a matter of presenting and defending logical, epistemological
and / or metaphysical “theses” or “theories” about “the essence” of reality (as opposed,
say, to empirical or scientific theses and theories about it); rather, it is a matter of
deflecting the existential difficulties posed by (our reactions to) that reality—that which I
referred collectively as the threat of loneliness. But in order for that (self-)diagnosis and
the corresponding (self-)therapy to be successful, one needs to be ready to counteract old
philosophical habits, which might be deeply rooted; faced with that challenge, it is all but
impossible to fall back and take those very grammatical reminders presented by
Wittgenstein as further paths, or excuses, to deflection, thereby only reinforcing the
repression of the real issues at stake. As we shall see, it is ultimately up to each of us to
find a resolution to that situation—to take Wittgenstein’s reminders as laying down the
(logico-grammatical) Law, or as mere rungs in so many ladders to be thrown away once

the whole therapeutic progress is over.

6. The (admittedly shocking) claim I made about there being some truth in solipsism /
privacy (see §5) has a Cavellian inspiration, which shall be brought to the fore in the final
chapter. Stanley Cavell notoriously claims that there is some truth in skepticism?—in that
one is often not exactly unjustified in becoming disappointed with (what Wittgenstein
calls) criteria, since they actually cannot ensure—as it were impersonally—that agreement
(and hence meaning) will be forthcoming. Given that view on the reach of our criteria,
Cavell is constantly driven to emphasize that Wittgenstein does not exactly want to deny
the possibility of a private language®; what he wants to show is rather that privacy is a
standing human possibility—in that our criteria, being grounded only in our human

299

interests and needs (‘all the whirl of organism Wittgenstein calls “forms of life””), and in

our sharing of a common ‘natural history’ (see PI §415), must be always open to the kind

77 See, e.g., ‘Knowing and Acknowledging’, in Must We Mean What We Say?, The Claim of Reason and The
Senses of Walden, just to indicate the main contexts where this idea is put forward.
% See, e.g., CR, p. 329 & 344.
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of repudiation favoured by the skeptic—hence, that the overcoming of privacy must be
always an achievement, something for which each of us has to take responsibility. The
implication is that—contrarily to what more than a few Wittgensteinian philosophers have
thought—recounting our criteria simply cannot be a way to refute skepticism; in fact that
can actually reinforce it, by showing how fragile and “subjective”—i.e., all-too-human—
our grounds for agreement really are. Yet that does not mean that skepticism should be
simply accepted: the skeptic may be right in pointing out (as against a dogmatic adversary)
that the existence of the “external world” or of “other minds” cannot be known with
unassailable certainty; yet (s)he errs if (s)he interprets that result as amounting to a
demonstration that the world and others might well not be real/; all that skepticism really
shows is that the givenness of the former and the humanity of the latter are not functions of
knowing them, but rather of accepting and acknowledging them—hence, that the true costs
involved in the (always possible) skeptical withdrawal of consent are not (simply)
epistemic and theoretical, but rather practical or existential—whatever might be the
practical or existential costs of denying or repressing our acceptance of the world and our
acknowledgement of others (I assume it is clear that this makes for a very large set of tasks

and commitments, whose limits cannot be foreseen by a priori speculation).

The remarks above are meant to motivate my strategy in chapter 5, showing how it
connects to the issues presented so far. What I will do in that chapter is to illustrate the
relevance of that Cavellian-Wittgensteinian approach to criteria and skepticism—in
particular, the relevance of acknowledging that agreement and meaning are not (as it were)
externally and impersonally imposed, but are rather personal achievements—for assessing
a somewhat distant debate involving contemporary anti-individualism about content, as
exposed in the writings of Saul Kripke, Hilary Putnam and Tyler Burge. My initial aim
will be to point out the existence of a common structure in the arguments employed by
those philosophers in order to support their anti-individualistic views of content; with that
structure at hand, I shall indicate a shared commitment to what I will describe as an
‘impersonal’ view of meaning and normativity, and then try to present some of the
problems arising out of that commitment. In order to do that I shall adopt a somewhat
complex argumentative strategy, whose next step will be to reconstruct the ‘skeptical
solution’ for the ‘skeptical paradox’ of linguistic normativity famously presented by

Kripke in his Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, showing that the latter



Introduction 41

argument can also be seen as fitting the previously underscored structure (i.e. that which
frames the arguments for anti-individualism about content). Having thus drawn a parallel
between the anti-individualists’s and “Kripkenstein”’s arguments, I will turn to the
reconstruction of Cavell’s criticisms against the resulting position, focusing on his
diagnosis of the problems inherent to the impersonal model of normativity. That criticism
shall eventually prompt me to present, in the concluding section, a sketch of an alternative
picture of human language and normativity, which I think is free from the problems of the
impersonal model—in particular, from the kind of evasion it implies—and which promises

to represent our condition more faithfully.

skksk

One final note seems in order. As the preceding recounting of the path I have followed in
the dissertation indicates, I shall for most of the time—yet surely not for al/l the time—deal
only with “primary sources”, letting exegetical and other disputes aside (or at best
mentioning them on parenthetical remarks or footnotes). The reason for that is, in part, that
I believe there are still new and important insights to be reaped by freshly reconsidering
such well-known works, even if they have already received a huge amount of attention. |
would feel more than satisfied if my own readings, as presented in the chapters to follow,
can serve as invitations to go back to those familiar (and perhaps a few not so familiar)
paths—sometimes at a very slow pace—so as to attend to one or another feature of the

landscape which might have (as yet) gone unnoticed or underestimated.
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1  Solipsism and Resentment: Finding a Human
Face for Strawson’s Persons

[T]ruth in philosophy, though not to be despaired of, is so complex
and many-sided, so multi-faced, that any individual philosopher’s
work, if it is to have any unity and coherence, must at best emphasize
some aspects of the truth, to the neglect of others which may strike
another philosopher with greater force.

P. F. Strawson

What I have written, and I suppose the way I have written, grows
from a sense that philosophy is in one of its periodic crises of method,
heightened by a worry I am sure is not mine alone, that method
dictates to content; that, for example, an intellectual commitment to
analytical philosophy trains concern away from the wider, traditional
problems of human culture which may have brought one to
philosophy in the first place. Yet one can find oneself unable to
relinquish either the method or the alien concern.

Stanley Cavell

1.1 Introduction

1. Peter Strawson’s magnum opus, Individuals®, played a central role in the rehabilitation
of metaphysics within the analytic tradition. In an often-quoted passage of the Introduction
to that book, Strawson claims that metaphysics can be either ‘descriptive’ or ‘revisionary’:
the former is ‘content to describe the actual structure of our thought about the world’,
whereas the latter intends to ‘produce a better structure’ (IN 9). Individuals, as its subtitle
makes clear, is envisaged as an ‘essay in descriptive metaphysics’; its scope is rather
restricted, however, in that it does not aim to describe every single aspect of our

‘conceptual structure’, but only its ‘most general features’ (ibid.).

That much is well-known and sufficiently acknowledged among Individuals’s readers and
interpreters. Yet not every aspect of Strawson’s investigation in that book has received as
much attention as, say, his justly celebrated discussion of the conditions for identification

and reidentification of physical particulars (‘bodies’ or ‘material objects’), presented in

* Published in 1959.
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chapter 1. One relatively underestimated feature of his account is the indication, near the
end of chapter 3’s analysis of the notion of a ‘subject of experience’, of an important
condition for the constitution of an objective, ‘non-solipsistic’ consciousness of the world
—namely, the role played by a ‘non-detached’ attitude toward other human beings
(particularly, but not exclusively, in the contexts of ascription of psychological predicates).
Although, as we shall see, such an attitude was already at work (however implicitly) in the
argument of /ndividuals, its philosophical significance was not fully brought to light until
the publication of the paper ‘Freedom and Resentment’. Perhaps unsurprisingly—given
that this later essay seems to have received less attention from interpreters of Strawson’s
“theoretical philosophy”, and also in part because Strawson himself did not make much to
highlight its importance in Individuals—Ilittle or no reference to the role of such attitude is

to be found in the reconstructions of his “anti-solipsistic” argument.

(Note that I am not suggesting that the argument of chapter 3 is itself underestimated
among Strawson’s readers. Let me recall that one of the main conclusions drawn in that
chapter is that persons—besides ‘material objects’, or ‘bodies’, as described in chapter
1—are basic particulars of our conceptual scheme. That thesis, in turn, has two important
consequences, namely: (i) that persons are irreducible to any other particular or
combination of particulars, such as ‘body + mind’; (ii) that the identification (and therefore
identity) of other particulars (among which, as we shall see, are mental experiences and
attitudes, as well as actions) is dependent upon a prior identification of persons. Now of
course that argument—the argument, i.e., for the basic status of persons in our conceptual
scheme—has brought about a lot of discussion during the decades following the
publication of Individuals. Peter Hacker, for one, goes as far as saying that ‘Strawson’s
investigations [in chapter 3 of Individuals] placed the unified concept of a person—the
concept of a living human being—at centre-stage where it belongs’, thus conferring to this
topic ‘the centrality it enjoyed in philosophical debate for the next decades’ (2002, p. 22).
In fact, I think we should agree with Hacker. Moreover, a number of important criticisms
were presented in that debate against Strawson’s account of the basic status of persons,
some of which I also think are essentially right®'. Yet my (initial) aim in this chapter will

be to emphasize another, rather positive aspect of Strawson’s whole account of the

% The paper was first delivered as a lecture to the British Academy in 1960, and published in the
Proceedings (vol. XLVIII) in 1962.
31 See especially Jones (1967), Williams (1973; cap. 5), Glock & Hyman (1994), and Hacker (2002).
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conditions for a ‘non-solipsistic consciousness’ which does not seem to have received the

attention it deserves.)

2. The task of providing a more accurate reconstruction of Strawson’s position concerning
solipsism is tackled in the first two sections below: section 1.2 deals with the argument as
presented in chapter 3 of Individuals; section 1.3 starts as an attempt to improve on the
emerging picture with materials borrowed from ‘Freedom and Resentment’ (in particular,
its analysis of a variety of reactive attitudes and feelings toward other human beings). With
the reconstruction thus finished, I go on to suggest that there remains an important
methodological shortcoming in Strawson’s general approach to the issue of solipsism—a
shortcoming which has to do with what he himself describes in ‘Freedom and Resentment’
as ‘our cool, contemporary style’ which makes us ‘forget when we are engaged in
philosophy [...] what it is actually like to be involved in ordinary interpersonal
relationships, ranging from the most intimate to the most casual’ (FR 7). By achieving that
negative, critical result, I hope to make an initial case for the need of an alternative
methodology—a more realistic and non-detached stance in philosophy—whose main lines
will be sketched in section 1.4, but whose completion will remain an open task. The basic
suggestion will be that the very project of a descriptive metaphysics, as worked out in
Individuals, suffers from just the same limitation, which is characteristic of many
theoretical approaches insufficiently sensitive to some particular conditions of use of the
concepts that constitute the ‘massive central core of human thinking’ (IN 10) Strawson
went about to describe—conditions derived from our involvement in a fabric of practices
and relationships that make up the background against which those concepts acquire life

and meaning.

In presenting the diagnosis sketched above I hope to remain faithful to some of Strawson’s
best thoughts on philosophical methodology: I am happy to grant that favouring the
analysis of the general features of our conceptual structure has an important function,
which is to unveil something that ‘does not readily display itself on the surface of
language, but lies submerged’ (IN 10); however, the price to be paid by not complementing
the analysis of such structure with a more accurate description of its details—with careful

enough attention to the practices in which that structure is immersed, and, in particular, to
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the real threats faced by its practitioners (i.e., us, finite human beings)—is to end up with a
bare skeleton, incapable of standing on its own due to the lack of the muscles and other

tissues that can hold it upright and move it about.

1.2 Solipsism and Personhood: the argument from
Individuals

Each of us distinguishes between himself and states of himself on the one hand,
and what is not himself or a state of himself on the other. What are the conditions
of our making this distinction, and how are they fulfilled? In what way do we
make it, and why do we make it in the way we do? (IN 87)

Those are the questions with which Strawson opens chapter 3 Individuals, titled ‘Persons’.
Strawson refers to that group of questions collectively as ‘the issue of solipsism’ (IN 87).
In order to understand his approach to that issue we have to step back and look at some of
the results of the previous chapter, titled ‘Sounds’. In that chapter, Strawson asks us to
conceive a ‘No-Space world’* in which all the possible objects of sensible experience are
sounds—which, in turn, are to be identified essentially by means of the temporal relations
they maintain with each other and their variation of volume, pitch, and timbre*’. Having
presented the basic conditions for the identification and reidentification of particulars in
this auditory world (among which are the existence of publicly observable sounds, and an
analogue of the structure of space-time coordinates—the ‘master-sound’ (IN 76)) Strawson
goes on with his thought-experiment, examining what the conditions for a ‘non-solipsistic

consciousness’ would amount to in such a scenario®.

32 Here is the passage where Strawson introduces his proposal, inspired (as elsewhere) by a Kantian thesis:

Kant held that all representations were in inner sense, of which Time was the
form; but only some representations were representations of outer sense, of
which Space was the form. I suggest that we inquire whether there could be a
scheme which provided for objective particulars, while dispensing with outer
sense and all its representations. I suggest we explore the No-Space world. It will
at least be a world without bodies. (IN 63)

3 See (IN 65). It is of the nature of the case presented by Strawson that these objects (i.e., sounds) do not

possess any intrinsic spatial characteristic. He offers some observations in support to this point in (IN 65-
66).

Notice that the mere fact that an inhabitant of the auditory world can identify and reidentify “sounds-as-
experienced”—provided, i.e., that she is capable of employing the ‘master-sound’ in order to recognize
the volume, pitch, and timbre of the sounds she hears, as well as of sharing and comparing her

34
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We can easily imagine a way in which an inhabitant of the auditory world could
“distinguish herself” from other items she experiences—she might, for instance, gradually
learn to recognize the timber and other peculiar characteristics of her own “voice” (just like
we actually do), thus becoming capable of distinguishing those particular sounds which she
originates from the “external” sounds she just happen to perceive, without any active
effort. But notice that the problem with this kind of “self-identification” is that it would be
made on the basis of data which are themselves internal to one’s experience, and, as such,
would not (yet) have proven to have any objectivity—after all, the “data” themselves could
be made up: to adapt from a very well known philosophy-cum-science-fiction illustration,
they could be implants made by an “evil scientist”, who uses some special apparatus
(similar to our headphones) connected to a matrix, causing the subject to think that she
perceives and distinguishes herself (i.e., her “voice”) among the other sounds from the
(auditory) “external world”, when she is in fact only “experiencing” an (auditory)

simulation, created by a computer.

The main point of pursuing this imaginary exercise is that it helps to raise a problem which
is absolutely general, and which, according to Strawson, ‘applies as much to the ordinary
as to the auditory world’ (IN 89)—the problem, namely, of how could a subject who
perceives herself as an item within the field of experience possibly come to conceive
herself also as something which 4as experiences, i.e., as an observer, something distinct

from the other items which she experiences®. In spite of showing itself “too meagre”

experiences with those of (supposed) others—is not by any means a sufficient condition for ascribing her
a non-solipsistic consciousness; in fact, ascribing that kind of consciousness to someone on this reduced
basis would simply beg the question. To put it briefly: processes of identification and reidentification of
particulars require, as a condition of objectivity, the idea of a non-observed existence of those particulars;
that idea, in turn, implies a distinction between being observed and not being observed, which, finally,
presupposes a distinction between an observer (a subject) and something observed (an object). But—as
we shall see more clearly in a moment—none of those conditions can be granted on the mere basis of
“intra-experiential” distinctions made by a subject.
35 Strawson presents the difficulty in more detail in the following passage:

Would it not seem utterly strange to suggest that he [i.e., the subject of the
auditory world] might distinguish himself as one item among others [...], that is,
as a sound or sequence of sounds? For how could such a thing—a sound—be
also what had all those experiences? Yet to have the idea of himself, must he not
have the idea of the subject of the experiences, of that which has them? So it
might begin to look impossible that he should have the idea of himself—or at
any rate the right idea. For to have the idea at all, it seems that it must be an idea
of some particular thing of which he has experience, and which is set over
against or contrasted with other things of which he has experience, but which are
not himself. But if it is just an item within his experience of which he has this
idea, how can it be the idea of that which has all of his experiences? (IN 88-89)
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(feature-wise) to provide a solution for this problem in the auditory world scenario®, the
thought experiment proposed by Strawson would have, according to him, ‘a certain
advantage’, which is to give us ‘a continuing sense of the strangeness of what we in fact do
[in our own conceptual scheme, i.e.]; and this sense of strangeness we want to keep alive in
order to see that we really meet it and remove it, and do not just lose or smother it’ (IN

88)Y.

4. Strawson elaborates on that difficulty (and also provides a solution to it) in relation to
our own conceptual scheme in chapter 3 of Individuals. He begins by drawing a distinction
between two categories of predicates that we ordinarily ascribe to ourselves and to others:
on the one hand, the category of predicates that ‘we also ascribe to material bodies’ (e.g.,
localization, colour, size, shape, weight, etc.), and, on the other hand, the category of
predicates that ‘we should not dream of ascribing’ to material bodies (e.g., actions,
intentions, sensations, thoughts, feelings, perceptions, memories, etc.) (see IN 89).
Predicates of the first category are called ‘M-predicates’, predicates of the latter category

are called ‘P-predicates’.

Now, since our own bodies are material things, the (self-)ascription of M-predicates to

ourselves (i.e., to our bodies) apparently do not raise any particular issue—after all, their

3 There is a further step toward a solution for this problem still in chapter 2—namely, the indication of a

necessary but not sufficient condition for the possibility of a non-solipsistic consciousness in the auditory
world: the subject’s capacity to (voluntarily) initiate an action, such as that of modifying a sound she is
hearing (see IN 83-85). The suggestion is engaging, in that it indicates that our notion of a ‘subject of
experience’ (endowed with a ‘non-solipsistic consciousness’) involves essentially a conception of the
subject as an agent, and hence (I take it) as an embodied being (if in some extended sense), endowed with
spontaneity and thus (supposedly) able to acknowledge her own decisions, intentions, and actions.
Strawson himself goes (only) as far as to suggest that in order to make the conception of a subject acting
in the auditory world minimally intelligible, we would need to pay attention to ‘differences in the way he
anticipates what he is going to do and what is going to happen to him—differences in the kinds of
knowledge he has of these two things’ (IN 83). Unfortunately he does not elaborate on the reach and
importance of these observations in chapter 2, and, as we shall see, he goes over them rather quickly
when they are resumed at the very end of chapter 3.

The same ‘sense of strangeness’ is also evoked by Wittgenstein in many (if not all) of his characteristic
employments of language-games; incidentally, evoking that sense seems to be precisely the role of the
following questions, raised in the context of the so-called “private language argument”: “What gives us so
much as the idea that living beings, things, can feel? / Is it that my education has led me to it by drawing
my attention to feelings in myself, and now I transfer the idea to objects outside myself?’ (PI, § 283).
(Perhaps it is not too much to recall that that ‘sense of strangeness’—if only by other names, e.g.,
‘wonder’—was already acknowledged by the ancients as the origin of philosophy. In this, as in other
things, Strawson—and even Wittgenstein (of all people!)—are clearly heirs of a long tradition.) (Thanks
to Paulo Faria for reminding me of this point in the first place.)
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conditions of ascription were already dealt with in chapter 1 of Individuals, which was
concerned with the conditions for identification and reidentification of material bodies in
general. ‘But’, says Strawson, ‘so long as we keep that for the present indispensable sense
of strangeness, it can and must seem to need explanation that one’s states of consciousness,
one’s thoughts and sensations, are ascribed fo the very same thing to which these physical
characteristics, this physical situation, is ascribed’ (IN 89). And that is the reason why,
according to Strawson, if we want to clarify the notion of a subject of experience in our
conceptual scheme, we must find answers to the following pair of questions: (i) ‘Why are
one’s states of consciousness ascribed to anything at all?’; and (ii) ‘Why they are ascribed

to the very same thing as certain corporeal characteristics, a certain physical situation,

etc.?” (IN 90).

5. People not moved by the ‘indispensable sense of strangeness’ mentioned by Strawson
might object that questions (i) and (ii) above are just pointless—after all, it seems simply
obvious that this is the way our practices of ascription of P-predicates work; hence, to ask
for a justification in this case would make as much sense as to ask why we call such and

such tones of colour ‘red’ instead of ‘blue’>®

. However, if we look at the multiplicity of
historical treatments given to the notion of a subject of experience, or self, we will find
many philosophers content to deny those (allegedly) “obvious” theses. Thus, for the
tradition Strawson calls ‘Dualist’, question (ii) would not even arise, since it would be
simply false to say that we ascribe P-predicates to the very same thing to which we ascribe
M-predicates. On the other hand, for the tradition Strawson calls ‘no-ownership theory’*’,
question (i) would not arise, since it would be simply nonsensical to say that experiences

expressed by P-predicates are ‘had’ by somebody (or something), and, therefore, it would

be equally nonsensical to say that we ‘ascribe’ them to any kind of entity.

3% ] am here echoing a kind of “Wittgensteinian reminder” to the effect that ‘explanations come to an end
somewhere’ (see PI §1)—namely, when the philosopher’s spade reaches (and is turned by) the ‘bedrock’
of our practices (see PI §217). Strawson himself resorts to kindred (naturalistic) reminders in some
contexts (more on this below). Confronted with them, one would surely like to ask: but when exactly have
we reached the bedrock, and how do we tell it? I think these questions are legitimate and indeed very
important. Although I will have something (critical) to say about the efficacy of this kind of naturalistic
move still in the present chapter, I shall postpone a more detailed criticism of it to the next ones—
particularly to the final one—where I will have the opportunity to question what exactly is the role of
such reminders in Wittgenstein’s own writings.

Strawson ascribes this view (rather hesitantly) to Wittgenstein and (rather straightforwardly) to Schlick
(see IN 95, n.1). I shall present my reasons against ascribing it to the former in chapter 4.
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Strawson’s well-known diagnosis is that both views (‘Dualism’ and ‘no-ownership
theory’) stem from the same mistake, which is the lack of attention to an essential
characteristic of our ordinary practices of ascription of P-predicates to people, viz., that
‘[s]tates, or experiences [...] owe their identity as particulars to the identity of the person
whose states or experiences they are’ (IN 97)%. In other words, the failure of both positions
is not to pay attention to the primitiveness of the concept of person in our conceptual
scheme: it is a condition for the self-ascription of states of consciousness that we can
ascribe them to others, and in order to do this we have to identify those others as persons,
rather than as ‘disembodied selves’ or as ‘soulless bodies’. (‘From this it follows
immediately’, Strawson writes, that if those states and experiences ‘can be identified as
particular states or experiences at all, they must be possessed or ascribable in just that way
which the no-ownership theorist ridicules; i.e. in such a way that it is logically impossible
that a particular state or experience in fact possessed by someone should have been
possessed by anyone else. The requirements of identity rule out logical transferability of
ownership’ (IN 97-98). In other words, the very sense (or content) of the predicates
employed to ascribe states of consciousness would only be properly understood provided

that we pay attention to both their first and third person uses.)

6. The problem with the analysis presented above, as Strawson himself quickly
acknowledges, is that normally we do not need to observe our own behaviour in order to
say of ourselves that we have (or are in) a certain mental state, contrary to what happens
when we ascribe such a state to someone else; what would (apparently) follow from this
consideration is that the sense of a predicate expressing a mental state would not be the

same in (the predicate would be equivocal between) first and third person ascriptions.

" Strawson takes no great pains to justify his diagnosis concerning ‘Dualism’, suggesting that in this case

the lack of attention would be manifest (see IN 94-95). Concerning the ‘no-ownership theory’, the sug-
gestion is that it would also be a kind of ‘Dualism’—a degenerate kind, one might say—which does not
distinguish between ‘two subjects’ (as in the case of ‘Cartesianism’), but rather between ‘one subject—
the body—and one non-subject’ (IN 98). In both cases (i.e., ‘no-ownership theory’ and ‘Cartesianism’),
the ‘Dualism’ has to do with the attempt to establish distinct and independent criteria for the attribution of
P- and M-predicates, respectively, to subjects. Now supporters of ‘Cartesianism’ would be rather confi-
dent of having established those criteria for both kinds of predicate (since they would be confident of ha-
ving proved the existence of two completely distinct substances to which those predicates would refer,
namely, the ‘res cogitans’ and the ‘res extensa’), while the ‘no-ownership’ theorists would be rather con-
vinced that the only bona fide, determinate criteria one can possibly establish must refer to physical pro-
perties (the denotata of M-predicates), thus concluding that the very idea of mental states, taken as parti-
culars capable of being ‘owned’ or ‘ascribed’ to subjects, is simply nonsensical.
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‘How could the sense be the same’, asks Strawson, ‘when the method of verification was

so different in the two cases [...]’? (IN 99).

The answer to that question depends on the understanding of the peculiar logic of P-

predicates, which is presented in the following passage:

[...] it is essential to the character of [P-]predicates that they have both first- and
third-person ascriptive uses, that they are both self-ascribable otherwise than on
the basis of observation of the behaviour of the subject of them, and other-
ascribable on the basis of behaviour criteria. To learn their use is to learn both
aspects of their use. In order to have this type of concept, one must be both a
self-ascriber and an other-ascriber of such predicates, and must see every other
as a self-ascriber. In order to wunderstand this type of concept, one must
acknowledge that there is a kind of predicate which is unambiguously and
adequately ascribable both on the basis of observation of the subject of the
predicate and not on this basis, i.e. independently of observation of the subject:
the second case is the case where the ascriber is also the subject. If there were no
concepts answering to the characterization I have just given, we should indeed
have no philosophical problem about the soul; but equally we should not have
our concept of a person. (IN 108)

Now, given that logical peculiarity of P-predicates—the fact that understanding their use
implies understanding both aspects of their use—the preceding question—concerning the
possibility of a univocal sense and a univocal ascription—amounts to the question ‘How
are P-predicates possible?’, or ‘How is the concept of a person possible?” (IN 110). At this
point, Strawson admits that even ‘when we have acknowledged the primitiveness of the
concept of a person, and, with it, the unique character of P-predicates, we may still want to
ask what it 1s in the natural facts that makes it intelligible that we should have this concept’
(IN 111); and that question, still according to him, demands a ‘non-trivial answer’, i.e., ‘an

answer which does not merely say: “Well, there are people in the world™’ (ibid.).

7. In the final part of chapter 3 Strawson purports to offer (what he himself describes as)
the ‘beginnings or fragments of an answer’ to the latter question (IN 111). The basic idea is
that in order to understand the role of the concept of a person (and of P-predicates) in our
conceptual scheme we need to take into account a very general fact about this scheme as a
whole—namely, that we live in a community of human beings whom, as such, share a
certain nature. In order to highlight and further articulate that fact, Strawson will ‘mov|[e] a

certain class of P-predicates to a central position in the picture’—namely, predicates,
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which ‘roughly [...] involve doing something, which clearly imply intention or a state of
mind or at least consciousness in general, and which indicate a characteristic pattern, or
range of patterns, of bodily movement, while not indicating at all precisely any very
definite sensation or experience’ (IN 111). Examples of such predicates are ‘going for a
walk’, ‘coiling a rope’, ‘playing ball’, ‘writing a letter’ (ibid.). We can make up a special
name for that sub-category of predicates—say, ‘Ps-predicates’ (the index ‘A’ indicating

that these are action predicates).

The advantage of analysing Pa-predicates is that (i) they ‘have the interesting characteristic
of many P-predicates’—viz., ‘that one does not, in general, ascribe them to oneself on the
strength of observation, whereas one does ascribe them to others on the strength of
observation’ (ibid.)—but, (ii) contrarily to the P-predicates, which concern ‘inner’ mental
states, relative to Pa-predicates ‘one feels minimal reluctance to concede that what is
ascribed in these two different ways [i.e., based on observation and without observation] is
the same’ (ibid.). Since both self- and hetero-ascriptions of P,-predicates are made without
appeal to any kind of “distinctive experience”™', ‘they release us from the idea that the only
things we can know about without observation or inference, or both, are private
experiences’ (ibid.). We can, Strawson argues, have knowledge ‘about the present and
future movements of a body’—viz., our own—without appeal to observation or inference;
yet, he continues, ‘bodily movements are certainly also things we can know about by
observation and inference’ (ibid.)—just as it happens when we ascribe P-predicates to
other subjects (and sometimes to ourselves—think, for example, of the case of a locally

anaesthetized patient noticing that—what a relief!l—his toes are moving after the surgery).

Strawson concludes the analysis of those predicates with the following considerations:

It is important that we should understand such movements [i.e., the ‘movements
of bodies similar to that about which we have knowledge not based on
observation’, i.e., our own], for they bear on and condition our own
[movements]; and in fact we understand them, we interpret them, only by seeing
them as elements in just such plans or schemes of action as those of which we
know the present course and future development without observation of the
relevant present movements. But this is to say that we see such movements as

' 1In this context Strawson seems to be assuming as obvious a thesis which surely would deserve a more

forceful defence; after all, nothing would be more natural for a ‘Dualist’ than to think of the self-
ascription of Ps-Predicates that it is based on a kind of “distinctive experience”, such as a desire, an
intention, or a “pure willing”, accessible by introspection, which would work as a cause of the action.
(Wittgenstein indicated some of the problems of this kind of causal explanation of action in many
contexts, an important instance being PI §§ 611-660.)
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actions, that we interpret them in terms of intention, that we see them as
movements of individuals of a type to which also belongs that individual whose
present and future movements we know about without observation; it is to say
that we see others as self-ascribers, not on the basis of observation, of what we
ascribe to them on this basis. (IN 112)

The passage above condenses what Strawson has to say in Individuals about that “fact”
which would constitute the “bedrock” of our conceptual scheme, amounting to a
fundamental condition for our practice of (first- and third-person) ascriptions of P-
predicates. Briefly, the idea at work here is that we see (or, to use a phrase loaded with
philosophical implications that should be looked at from closer up, we react to) other
subjects as persons, i.e., as (other) human beings, who are capable of voluntary
movements, i.e., actions, among countless other things; however, as Strawson himself

[3Y3

emphasizes, ¢ “to see each other as persons” is a lot of things, but not a lot of separate and
unconnected things’ (ibid.); moreover, and in the same vein, he also urges that it would be
a mistake to separate the ‘topic of the mind’ into a collection of ‘unconnected subjects’
(ibid.). What these claims are suggesting, I take it, is that the logic of Pa-predicates (i.e.,
their conditions of use or sense or ascription) cannot be correctly described and understood
unless we analyse more carefully the role of those predicates within the fabric of human
practices in which they are embedded. Now I think it is worth asking whether the same
should not hold for the analysis of the (remaining) P-predicates, and equally for the

analysis of M-predicates, and, ultimately, if that is not a sound methodological advice to

follow in the analysis of our conceptual structure as a whole.

That question shall serve as a warning about the (possible) need for—or, in a more
sympathetic reading, about Strawson’s invitation to proceed in—a more inclusive and
humanly engaged look at our conceptual scheme, which up to his point has been described
abstractly and as it were “from the inside”, with scant reference to the lives which endow
those concepts with whatever significance they have. This, I submit, is indeed a crucial
step to take if we want to achieve a more satisfactory analysis of the logic of our concepts.
However, Strawson does not seem to follow up on his own (somewhat understated) advice,
since he immediately moves on to other questions”. To be sure, one can argue that this
attitude is coherent with what the author set out to do in his book—namely, to outline the
general conditions for an objective experience. Nevertheless, there is a price to be paid for

the simplicity of the resulting model—that of becoming a target for critics who insist

42

Such as the possibility of a ‘group mind’ (see IN 112-116).



Solipsism and Personhood: the argument from Individuals 53

precisely on the need for a more detailed picture of ‘personhood’, and, what is more
important, of human nature as such. Again, a more sympathetic attitude (which I think is
also more faithful to Strawson’s philosophical stance as a whole) would be to accept his
invitation and to try to fill in the blanks left in the analysis pursued in Individuals. One way
to do this is by bringing into play some of the important points made in his later essay

‘Freedom and Resentment’, as I proceed to show.

1.3 Resentment, skepticism, acknowledgement

8. The argument presented in the essay ‘Freedom and Resentment’ is framed by the dispute
between Determinists and Libertarians on the issue of free-will. It might, accordingly,
seem very distant from the topics examined above. We should not forget, however, that we
are dealing with a systematic philosopher, in whose thinking connections between such
apparently distant texts and topics should come as no surprise at all. But in order to see the
connections which are relevant for the present case, we have better set the “frame” of the
argument aside, and look directly at the centre of the picture. What we then find is an
investigation—or rather a description, in the spirit of descriptive metaphysics—of the
conditions of human action, which is in turn grounded on the analysis of some particular
instances of interpersonal relations and attitudes—most notably those of gratitude,
resentment, and forgivenness. One of the central features Strawson highlights about such
attitudes is that they are apt to be radically modified according to the way the actions

which bring them about are qualified. The following case illustrates this point:

If someone treads on my hand accidentally, while trying to help me, the pain
may be no less acute than if he treads on it in contemptuous disregard of my
existence or with a malevolent wish to injure me. But I shall generally feel in the
second case a kind and degree of resentment that I shall not feel in the first. If
someone’s actions help me to some benefit I desire, then I am benefited in any
case; but if he intended them so to benefit me because of his general goodwill
toward me, I shall reasonably feel a gratitude which I should not feel at all if the
benefit was an incidental consequence, unintended or even regretted by him, of
some plan of action with a different aim. (FR 6)

Reactions similar to those illustrated above (i.e., those of gratitude, resentment, and

forgivenness) can be brought about in a large number of (very common) situations in our
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human relationships, and the degree in which we feel them can also vary according to a
vast set of conditions having to do with how the original actions provoking them are
qualified. But there are also some less common situations in those relationships where our
reactions would not only be modified but rather altogether suppressed, given the right
conditions. This would happen, for instance, in those cases where one might be willing to
describe an agent who performed an action that harmed her by using phrases such as: ‘He
wasn’t himself’, ‘He has been under very great strain recently’, ‘He was acting under post-
hypnotic suggestion’, ‘He’s only a child’, ‘He’s a hopeless schizophrenic’, ‘His mind has
been systematically perverted’, ‘That’s purely compulsive behaviour on his part’, etc. (FR
8). By drawing our attention to the sort of excuses expressed by those phrases, Strawson
wants to make us aware of situations in which someone’s actions would invite us ‘to
suspend our ordinary reactive attitudes toward the agent’, seeing him ‘in a different light
from the light in which we should normally view one who has acted as he has acted’ (FR

9).

9. With a view to simplifying the analysis of such cases, Strawson presents (what he
himself describes as) ‘crude dichotomies’ (FR 9) separating the kinds of attitudes that we
can have in relation to other human beings. For the interests of this section, the most
important such dichotomy is that which distinguishes ‘the attitude (or range of attitudes) of
involvement or participation in a human relationship’, on the one hand, and the ‘objective’
or ‘detached’ attitude (or range of attitudes), on the other hand (see ibid.). About the latter

sort of attitude Strawson has the following to say:

To adopt the objective attitude to another human being is to see him, perhaps, as
an object of social policy; as a subject for what, in a wide range of sense, might
be called treatment; as something certainly to be taken account, perhaps
precautionary account, of; to be managed or handled or cured or trained; perhaps
simply to be avoided [...]. If your attitude toward someone is wholly objective,
then though you may fight him, you cannot quarrel with him, and though you
may talk to him, even negotiate with him, you cannot reason with him. You can
at most pretend to quarrel, or to reason, with him. (FR 9-10)

Now, just as it is possible (and sometimes even required) to adopt an objective attitude in
relation to others, we also can (and sometimes are even required to) adopt it toward

ourselves. Usually, there is no problem involved in reacting like that—on the contrary, in
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some cases it can be sound and effective to detach oneself that way; as Strawson himself
acknowledges, we can sometimes use that attitude ‘as a resource’, e.g., ‘as a refuge [...]
from the strains of involvement; or as an aid to policy; or simply out of intellectual
curiosity’ (FR 10). A problem would appear, however, if that attitude took complete
precedence relative to that of involvement or participation in human relationships—if, i.e.,
we systematically stopped seeing others (and ourselves) as persons, as human beings, and
started seeing them (ourselves) as mere ‘objects of social policy’, or ‘mechanisms’. The
problem posed by such an extreme change is, in short, that it would require a radical
change in our very human nature—a change which, according to Strawson, ‘does not seem
to be something of which human beings would be capable, even if some general truth were
a theoretical ground for it” (FR 12)*. Strawson concedes that it is not logically impossible
for the objective or detached attitude to become the rule, instead of the exception.

However, he claims, such a change would be ‘practically inconceivable’, since:

The human commitment to participation in ordinary inter-personal relationships
is [...] too thoroughgoing and deeply rooted for us to take seriously the thought
that a general theoretical conviction might so change our world that, in it, there
were no longer any such things as inter-personal relationships as we normally
understand them; and being involved in inter-personal relationships as we
normally understand them precisely is being exposed to the range of reactive
attitudes and feelings that is in question. (FR 12)

Leaving aside the optimism expressed in the passage above for a moment*

, We can
summarize Strawson’s position concerning the ‘practical impossibility’ he describes in the
form of a conditional: if (by whatever reason) the objective or detached attitude became the
standard, our normal inter-personal relationships would be severely modified, and with
them our very human nature; and the price of such change, as Strawson has it in another

context, ‘would be higher than we are willing, or able, to pay’ (SN 34).

10. Pursuing this issue in more detail would lead us far beyond the centre of the picture,
toward its frame, so I will step back to our main topic. The first thing I would like to do is

to highlight a structural similarity between the argument sketched above (about the

“ The main candidate to such a ground examined (and dismissed) by Strawson in this paper is, of course,

the ‘theoretical conviction of the truth of determinism’ (see FR 14).
For a cogent criticism of this ‘optimistic attitude’ by Strawson, see Sommers (2006). I return to this point
briefly in n. 49 below.

44
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consequences of generalizing the objective or detached attitude) and the anti-solipsistic
argument presented in Individuals, in that both can be seen as instances of a peculiar form
of reductio, which brings to the fore a peculiarly untenable (even if it is not a strictly
absurd or irrational or self-contradictory) consequence that one would have to accept
should a particular set of conditions of our conceptual scheme be left out, or suppressed,

from the analysis.

Notice, however, that precisely because no contradiction is involved in that possibility,
nothing prevents one of rationally consider it—perhaps as a reason for suspending a
(supposedly) naive or unquestioned adhesion to a set of beliefs—or even to defend it—
perhaps by way of proposing an alternative conceptual scheme, rearranged so as to fit
aspects of reality that one deems important yet unacknowledged or underestimated in the
ordinary one, while remaining internally consistent. Now those are precisely the kinds of
philosophical moves that I suppose a skeptic or a solipsist (respectively) would like to
propose, driven by a number of reasons, which might well have to do with dissatisfactions
concerning that very conceptual scheme that (I suppose) they too could agree has the
structure that Strawson is at pains to disclose, and notwithstanding the logical

consequences of their choices.

The kind of consideration sketched above brings to the fore a crucial difficulty that I think
Strawson’s project of descriptive metaphysics has to face. In order to articulate that
difficulty more clearly, let us assume, for the sake of the argument, that a skeptical or
solipsistic philosopher could in fact grant Strawson all the conceptual connections he
presented thus far (i.e., both those indicated in Individuals and in ‘Freedom and
Resentment’); now let us ask what would prevent such a philosopher of (nonetheless)
wishing to suspend or even to deny—perhaps by finding naive or inappropriate or simply
nonsensical—such ordinary beliefs as that (e.g.) there are (other) minds (instead of, say,
just bodies plus behaviour), or that there really are (other) persons (instead of automatons
or zombies), or again that there really are any (external) objects (instead of mere
appearances, contents of one’s consciousness, computer-generated inputs, and so on). Of
course, assuming that she is rational, our skeptic / solipsist would be (logically) forced to
concede that her suspensions / denials would have just the “problematic consequences”
indicated in Strawson’s arguments—e.g., that one could not (anymore) objectively and

coherently ascribe P-predicates to others and hence to oneself, or that non-detached
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attitudes toward others would appear (at best) optional, because unwarranted or
ungrounded in any firmer—i.e., more rational or objective—foundation, or that one could
not (anymore) identify and reidentify external objects, thus becoming unable to publicly
share the contents of one’s experiences.—But again, what exactly would prevent our
philosopher of biting those bullets? And if nothing would prevent it, what exactly would be
the problem(s) involved in her suspensions / denials, and how could Strawson’s argument

hope to cope with them?

11. At least part of what is at stake in the questions presented above is the very nature of
Strawsonian regressive or “transcendental” arguments. Strawson himself seems to have
changed his mind about what one could hope to achieve by means of those arguments,
initially thinking that they could provide a refutation of skepticism and (hence) a proof of
realism®, but then coming to believe that their role was simply to draw conceptual
connections within a pre-existent (i.e., taken for granted) anti-skeptical conceptual
scheme®. Now, according to the latter, more modest construal, a transcendental argument
would not be aimed to prove (as against a skeptic or a solipsist) that our conceptual scheme
accurately depicts any kind of “external” or independent reality (e.g., the Kantian ‘things in
themselves’); as far as a ‘project of wholesale validation’ of our conceptual scheme is
concerned, Strawson thinks one is better advised to give it up (see SN 22), resorting

instead to a version of Humean naturalism, which he describes as follows:

According to Hume the naturalist, skeptical doubts are not to be met by
argument. They are simply to be neglected (except, perhaps, in so far as they
supply a harmless amusement, a mild diversion to the intellect). They are to be
neglected because they are idle; powerless against the force of nature, of our
naturally implanted disposition to belief. This does not mean that Reason has no
part to play in relation to our beliefs concerning matters of fact and existence. It
has a part to play, though a subordinate one: as Nature’s lieutenant rather than
Nature’s commander. (SN 13-14)

Thus, according to Strawson the Humean naturalist, there is no legitimate (or even
intelligible) need for refuting skepticism, since ‘in order for the intelligible formulation of

skeptical doubts to be possible or, more generally, in or order for self-conscious thought

4 That at least was the aim of Strawson’s influential ‘analytical reconstruction’ of Kant’s position, as

presented in BS.
4 See SN, esp. ch. 1.
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and experience to be possible, we must take it, or believe, that we have knowledge of
external physical objects or other minds’ (SN 21). Strawson himself acknowledges that a
‘transcendental arguer’ like the one he depicts will be ‘always exposed to the charge that
even if he cannot conceive of alternative ways in which conditions of the possibility of a
certain kind of experience or exercise of conceptual capacity might be fulfilled, this
inability may simply be due to lack of imagination on his part’ (SN 23). Yet to that charge
he responds by claiming that ‘whether or not they are strictly valid, these arguments, or
weakened versions of them, will continue to be of interest to our naturalist philosopher’,

for

to establish the connections between the major structural features or elements of
our conceptual scheme—to exhibit it, not as a rigidly deductive system, but as a
coherent whole whose parts are mutually supportive and mutually dependent,
interlocking in an intelligible way—to do this may well seem to our naturalist the
proper, or at least the major, task of analytical philosophy. As indeed it does to
me. (Whence the phrase, “descriptive [as opposed to validatory or revisionary]
metaphysics.”) (SN 23)"

Perhaps—but what about the rest of us? Are we convinced?—And if we are not, then what

do we expect from (analytical) philosophy?

Before answering those questions—or better: in order to start answering them—Iet me
highlight another aspect of Strawson’s position. At a climatic moment in SN, Strawson
claims that his proposal ‘[v]is-a-vis traditional skepticism’ is that we adopt naturalism ‘at
least provisionally’—*‘and’, he immediately adds, ‘everything in philosophy is provisional’
(see SN 24). Now I think we should happily grant that much. He then goes on illustrating
the break that adoption of naturalism constitutes with other attitudes with a series of
quotations, the last of which ‘neatly sums things up from the naturalist [...] point of view’
(ibid.). That quotation is Wittgenstein’s, and goes as follows: ‘It is so difficult to find the
beginning. Or better: it is difficult to begin at the beginning. And not to try to go further
back.” (OC, 471)*. Now the precise moral Strawson wants to draw from that quotation

sounds anything but provisional to me; it goes like this: ‘[t]o try to meet the skeptic’s

47 The insertion in square brackets is Strawson’s.

8 The first quotation comes from Kant—*the first from the greatest of modern philosophers’ (see ibid.)—
and presents the ‘scandal of philosophy’ in not being able to prove the ‘existence of things outside us’
(CRP, B xi). The second comes from Heidegger—‘a philosopher whose title to respect is less
considerable, but who nevertheless seems to [Strawson] to be on the right side on this point’—who claims
that the real scandal is ‘that such proofs are expected and attempted again and again.’ (Being and Time, 1.

§6)
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challenge, in whatever way, by whatever style of argument, is to try to go further back. If
one is to begin at the beginning, one must refuse the challenge as our naturalist refuses it’
(SN 25-25). Actually, I take the refusal expressed in the last claim to be completely at odds
with the general spirit and letter of Wittgenstein’s work—not least with the spirit and letter
of the particular warning, or confession, that Strawson has chosen to quote; perhaps I can
express our difference by saying that while Strawson has found only (or primarily)
resoluteness in that quote, I cannot help but sensing a humble recognition that in
philosophy (as elsewhere) one should never be so sure about where to stop questioning
one’s own results—anyway, that if one decides to stop at a particular point (as one surely
has to), one is better advised to remain open to reconsider that decision at any moment. So
I take it that at least part of what Wittgenstein means in that quote is that the task of
deciding where philosophy shall begin—and end—is really a difficult one. And since I do
share that recognition, I think it is fair to formulate my dissatisfaction with Strawson’s
reading by saying that he does not seem willing to take Wittgenstein’s warning seriously

enough. (Philosophy, I would like to say, should be a/ways provisional.)

12. So that is a first—call it a methodological—reason for being less than completely
satisfied with Strawson’s naturalistic stance®. Yet there are other, more specific reasons

for that. To begin with, I take his allegiance to Hume on the particular issue we have been

4 Another very general reason for dissatisfaction has to do with my existentialist qualms about Strawson’s
repeated (and again apparently unwarranted) appeals to certain (supposedly) inescapable (essential?) facts
about our “human nature”; here is a representative claim: ‘it is not open to us, it is simply not in our
nature, to make a total surrender of those personal and moral reactive attitudes [...] which the reductive
naturalist declares to be irrational’ (SN 41). Actually, I take it that these appeals betray a commitment
with a deeper assumption which is intimately connected with Strawson’s “optimism” concerning the issue
of freedom versus determinism: for there is an alternative way of thinking about “human nature”—one
which, as far as I know, Strawson has done nothing to deny—according to which human beings are even
more radically free than he seems willing to acknowledge—free to the point of being able to (choose to)
change their (supposed—or rather unauthentically assumed) “natures”—in particular, by being able to
choose to become completely “objective” and “detached” in their inter-personal relationships. (Are not
Sartre’s (early) Roquentin in Nausea and Camus’s Meursault in The Stranger perfect (fictional) instances
of precisely that attitude?) Now of course with such a radical freedom come big(ger) responsibilities—
heavier burdens concerning one’s stance toward the world and others (not only human others) and oneself
—but again I find no room left for those burdens to be acknowledged in Strawson’s work. (Note that I am
not saying, or implying, that to be “completely detached” a /a Roquentin and Mersault would amount to
be more radically free; the idea of radical freedom I am pointing to has to do with the radical choice that 1
—but apparently not Strawson—find available to beings like us, provided that we think hardly enough
about the (lack of) impersonal (categorical or absolute) constraints for defining the limits of what it
means to be human. Again, authenticity lies not in which choice one makes, but in the resolute attitude of
taking responsibility for one’s choice; whether that choice is morally sound is a further question—
needless to say, that are lots of immoral human beings.)
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pursuing—that of the skeptical challenge for a ‘wholesale validation’ of our conceptual
scheme—to be rather unwarranted—after all, there seems to be a crucial difference
between the kind of (skeptical) problem that Hume intends to repudiate or dismiss with Ais
brand of naturalism and the difficulty that I have been trying to articulate. The difference I
have in mind is presented very clearly in the following passage, which I take from Anthony

Rudd’s analysis:

[...] Hume’s skepticism—which Hume had to dismiss as unlivable and
unthinkable outside the philosopher’s study—was an empiricist skepticism that
dissolved reality into contingently connected sensory ideas. That reality would
be unlivable. But skepticism about whether our happily substantial conceptual
scheme really describes reality in itself is not a skepticism that would seem to
impact directly on everyday life at all, and would therefore not be unlivable. And
so a “Humean shrug” is not an appropriate response to this skepticism. (Rudd,
2003, p. 51)

Indeed. Actually, I would like to go further—following Stanley Cavell’s steps—and
contend that, concerning our knowledge of the “external world”, it is all but impossible to
become “accommodated” with our lack of final justification—hence, with (the possibility
of) skepticism; as Cavell expresses this point: ‘I have to “forget”, or ignore, close my eyes
to, somehow bypass, the presence of doubts that are not mine, of “possibilities” that I have
not ruled out; I have to permit myself distraction from my knowledge that we do not know
what we all imagine there is to know, viz., material objects’ (CR 437-438). (Perhaps it
goes without saying, but I shall nonetheless stress that ‘permitting oneself distraction’ from
the knowledge of our epistemic limitations is a very different thing from refusing a
skeptical challenge, as Strawson the naturalist urges us to do.) The situation gets even
worse—] mean for Strawson, and his naturalistic dismissal of skepticism—where
knowledge of “other minds” is concerned. What happens in this case is that I cannot but
‘live my skepticism’ (CR 437)—i.e., that, similarly to the situation concerning knowledge
of the “external world”, I simply cannot wait for (absolute) certainty or (complete)
justification in order to act™, yet unlike the former case I also cannot resort to such an
“easy” option as to “forget” and become “accommodated” with my doubts, since ‘the
surmise that I have not acknowledged about others, hence about myself, the thing there is
to acknowledge, that each of us is human, is not, first of all, the recognition of a universal

human condition’—as it was concerning the limitations of our knowledge of the “external

% 1In fact, to wait for that kind of justification is a possible cause of tragedy—that is precisely Othello’s pro-
blem: no “evidence” of Desdemona’s faithfulness is really lacking, yet acknowledgement is not forthco-
ming; that is the horror of his situation.
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world”—*‘but first of all a surmise about myself” (CR 438). As a consequence, becoming
‘accommodate’ or ‘permitting myself distraction’ from my limitations concerning

acknowledgement would be to compromise my own integrity as human being (see ibid.).

But what is precisely the alternative (to accommodation, i.e.) concerning (skeptical) doubts
about “other minds”? What does it mean to ‘live my skepticism’ in this case? It means,
first and foremost, to recognize—and, if one is to avoid tragedy, to accept—my real
separateness from others—the fact, i.e., that there is no “metaphysical shortcut” to other’s
minds, or souls, or “inner lives”—thus realizing that it is always up fo me to acknowledge
the humanity in the other, and (thus) in myself. Of course acknowledgement might not be
forthcoming, and that might incline one to think (or to fantasize) that this is because “the
inner” is somewhat hidden—perhaps hidden by the human body. As I hope the
considerations above shall suffice to suggest, Cavell would not exactly deny that in those
cases the inner is hidden—surely Desdemona’s faithfulness is hidden from Othello, in a
limited but very real sense; yet, following Wittgenstein—for whom [t]he human body is the
best picture of the human soul’ (PI II, iv)}—Cavell would disagree as to the source of one’s

blindness:

The block to my vision of the other is not the other’s body but my incapacity or
unwillingness to interpret or to judge it accurately, to draw the right connections.
The suggestion is: I suffer a kind of blindness, but I avoid the issue by projecting
this darkness upon the other. [...] The mythology according to which the body is
a picture implies that the soul may be hidden not because the body essentially
conceals it but because it essentially reveals it. The soul may be invisible to us
the way something absolutely present may be invisible to us. [...] So we might
say: What hides the mind is not the body but the mind itself—his his, or mine
his, and contrariwise. (CR 368-9)

13. These considerations shall help me to state and assess some important shortcomings
involved in Strawson’s stance. Let me start trying to be very clear about one point: I really
think we should grant Strawson that there would be something rather unwelcome or even
untenable involved in the generalized adoption an objective attitude toward others—many
of us would certainly prefer not to /ive in a world where that attitude became standard”';
yet that is very different from saying that such change would be ‘practically impossible’, or
unnatural, or inhuman.—And let us not go astray about the latter qualification: granted, we

often do describe attitudes that we would rather not see other human beings taking as

>t T cannot avoid recalling at this point Wittgenstein’s vivid description (as in PI §420) of the ‘uncanny

feeling’ that would be caused if I were to ‘imagine that the people around me are automata’.
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“inhuman”; yet, as Cavell correctly reminds us, ‘only a human being can behave
inhumanly’ (CR 438). In other words, we cannot but acknowledge that such (outrageous)
acts and attitudes are as human as any other—if, i.e., we are sincere in our assessment, and
do not try to repress our knowledge about which possibilities are open to beings like us.
Actually, I think that repressing that knowledge is really a dangerous thing to do. Yet
Strawson seems to be doing just that when he says, e.g., that our attitudes of involvement
and participation would not be suppressed ‘even if some general truth were a theoretical
ground for it” (FR 12). As I see these things, the real problem involved in the fact that we
cannot but ‘live our skepticism’ concerning other minds is that it becomes an all too easy
thing to do to find all kinds of “theoretical grounds” for “justifying” (in fact rationalizing)
some (very practical and very detached) attitudes toward (some) others. (To go beyond
Shakespeare’s fiction, think about the “theoretical grounds” offered by European
conquerors in order to enslave (“soulless”) American natives, or again the “theoretical
grounds” offered by Nazi officers in order to justify massive death of (“inferior”) Jews at

concentration camps.)

So part of what I am trying to get at here is that, pace Strawson—for whom, I recall, ‘in
order for self-conscious thought and experience to be possible, we must take it, or believe,
that we have knowledge of external physical objects or other minds’ (SN p. 21)—it is not,
or not simply, knowledge or (ordinary) belief or (natural) inclination that really matters
where the “ascription” of “human status” is concerned. As Cavell says: ‘the alternative to
my acknowledgement of the other is not my ignorance of him but my avoidance of him,
call it my denial of him’ (CR 389). (And as Wittgenstein said before him: ‘My attitude
towards [the other] is an attitude towards a soul. I am not of the opinion that he has a soul’
(PI II, iv).) What might be lacking when acknowledgement is not forthcoming is
attunement—and again this is not, or not simply, a matter of belief or natural inclination,
but rather something that, as Rudd says, ‘may depend on one’s willingness to be attuned;
or to acknowledge one’s attunement or to acknowledge the other’ (Rudd, 2003, p. 155).—
One might say: where acknowledgement (or its denial) is concerned, knowledge or belief

come always too late—notwithstanding our self-indulgent rationalizations to the contrary.

Having stated those shortcomings in Strawson’s position, I can try to explain what I take to

be wrong with his response to skepticism—i.e., his quick dispensation, and his refusal to
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pay attention to the force of that position (what Stanley Cavell would call its truth®).
Sticking with the case of skepticism about “other minds”: does not the fact that it is
possible to abandon completely the non-detached attitude toward (some) others show that
the ground for acknowledgement is as weak (or as strong) as our our capacities to take (or
relinquish) interest on others and on ourselves—on that which is shared by us—hence, that
it is (only) human after all? And does not that realization show that some instability, hence
some doubt, hence the possibility of skepticism, are so to speak internal or intrinsic to our
(finite) epistemic condition? Yet if our attitudes—both detached and non-detached—
toward others are not grounded in anything beyond ourselves, then the burden and the
responsibility for creating and maintaining inter-personal relationships, hence a
community, is at least partially upon me, upon each of us™. Now that kind of burden can
understandably make one anxious, and that anxiety might well incline one to avoid the real
issue, by denying or repressing it—as Strawson the Humean naturalist seems inclined to do
—or else by sublimating or rationalizing it—prefering, as Cavell would say, to transform
‘a metaphysical finitude into an intellectual lack’ (MWM 263), which is precisely what I
take (some versions of) skepticism and solipsism as doing. (And yet notice that, as I see
this dispute, a skeptic or a solipsist would have a clear advantage against their dismissive
opponents, in that the former would at least recognize that there is a real difficulty, and one
that simply cannot be solved by acquiring more knowledge—since there is no reason to
suppose that we know something that the skeptic or the solipsist ignore—Iet alone by
simply adducing our ordinary beliefs, or natural facts about us, or by describing our

conceptual scheme.)

1.4 Descriptive metaphysics with human face: a
methodological lesson

14. T hope the analysis pursued in the last section will suffice to indicate what awaits for
supplementation or correction (or at the very least reinterpretation) in the argument of

Individuals—and, by extension, in the very project of descriptive metaphysics, as

> Epitomized in the claim that ‘the human creature’s basis in the world as a whole, its relation to the world
as such, is not that of knowing, anyway not what we think of as knowing’ (CR, p. 241).
3 T shall explore this point further in chapter 5.
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introduced and exemplified in that book. In order to show that, let me start by drawing
attention to a fundamental difference—one which, with hindsight, might well appear
primarily as a difference of emphasis—between the “reductions” presented in each of the
texts analysed (i.e., respectively, chapter 3 of Individuals and ‘Freedom and Resentment’).
Recall that in the Individuals’ argument, what Strawson presented as a problematic
consequence of suppressing a set of conceptual connections from the analysis was
solipsism, 1i.e., a theoretical (epistemological or metaphysical) impossibility of
distinguishing (objectively) between the subject and her experiences. That consequence,
we might also recall, was first and foremost a result of the lack of attention to the
primitiveness of the concept of a person in our conceptual scheme; and that lack of
attention, in turn, would be intimately connected to the neglecting of a certain ‘natural fact’
which would be at the bedrock of our practices of ascription of psychological predicates—
namely, the conception of other subjects as human beings, as persons with whom we share

a common nature.

Now, given the very terms in which this last step of the “anti-solipsistic” argument was
delivered in Individuals, one might be left with the impression that the kind of neglecting it
picks out would be (again) of merely theoretical interest, and it is precisely in order to
counteract that impression that I think the analysis of ‘Freedom and Resentment’ is
welcome—after all, what the argument presented in the latter essay shows is that, contrary
to what Strawson seems to imply in Individuals, the real (or ultimate) “problematic
consequence” of not acknowledging the humanity of others would not be only a
modification of the “underlying logic” of our practices of ascription of P-predicates—the
change or perhaps the suppression of the concept of a person; the problem would also not
be just the theoretical impossibility of achieving a ‘non-solipsistic consciousness’ of the
world; the real loss or change would be the suppression of feelings and reactions which are
fundamental (given the way our /ife is—and not just the way our ‘conceptual scheme’ is)
for the establishment of a variety of interpersonal relationships—involving affective,

communicative and cognitive exchanges.

So that seems a good first step toward a better understanding of what is at stake when we
describe the conditions of use of our concepts, or evaluate alternative ones. Yet I think we
can do better. Strawson’s (unwarranted) “optimism” in ‘Freedom and Resentment’

prevents him of noticing a still more important point—namely, that which seemed to be a
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mere “thought-experiment” (indicating the /ogical possibility of not paying attention to or
suppressing the concept of a person) may well take the form of a practical reality—the
denial of the humanity of others, and, as a consequence, of ourselves. Pace what Strawson
seems to suggest in Individuals, personhood and humanity are not just “predicates” that
one “ascribes” or refrain to “ascribe” to somebody else, but rather something that one
acknowledges or refuses to acknowledge. And as Stephen Mulhall says: the humanity ‘of
all human beings is in the hands of their fellows; their accession to human status involves
their being acknowledged as human by others. They can fulfil all the criteria, but they

cannot force an acknowledgement from those around them’ (Mulhall [online™)).

The argument of chapter 3 of Individuals is still one of the most lucid examinations of the
criteria for personhood in twentieth-century analytic philosophy. Yet if the “persons”
described by Strawson are to be really recognized as human beings—and not just as things
(however special) to which we can ascribe (special) predicates (those which ‘we would not
dream’ to ascribe to physical objects)—it is necessary to go beyond the bare skeleton
Strawson presents in Individuals, finding (or providing) a human face in (or for) them. (In
point of fact, the general feeling I get when reading the argument of Individuals in the light
of these concerns is that the ‘basic particulars’ which throughout the are called ‘persons’
fall completely short of displaying enough traits of full-fledged personhood, looking more
like faceless automatons than as genuine human beings.) Now the argument of ‘Freedom
and Resentment’ goes some of the way toward that aim, by showing that, beside being the
loci of mind and action—which was essentially the characterization of persons in
Individuals—persons are also the proper objects of resentment, gratitude, forgivenness,
love, hatred, and a number of other feelings which are crucially important in our lives—in
a word, they are the proper objects of acknowledgement (as well as its denial). Now the
more we try to flesh out the notion of a person from that point onward, the more we see
that problems which at first seemed to be ‘solvable’ from the thoroughly aseptic and
abstract perspective of descriptive metaphysics acquire a practical dimension which not

even Strawson took seriously enough.

> I quote from a paper originally published on the internet (see References). The paper underwent important
changes and was published as a section of the book On Film (Mulhall, 2002). The revised version of the
passage quoted above is on p. 35 of that book.
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15. The analysis above provides the elements for a more general methodological lesson.
Strawson claims in the Introduction of /ndividuals that ‘[u]p to a point, the reliance upon a
close examination of the actual use of words is the best, and indeed the only sure, way in
philosophy’ (IN 9). Although the formulation of that thesis is not wholly satisfactory—as it
suggests that philosophy should deal “with words only”—it might, with a different
emphasis—the emphasis in the practices in which our use of words is embedded, in our
life with words—stand for a good guiding principle for the philosophical task of achieving
a better and clearer understanding of our condition. However, having stated that principle,
Strawson goes on to say that ‘the discriminations we can make, and the connexions we can
establish, in this way, are not general enough and not far-reaching enough to meet the full
metaphysical demand for understanding’ (IN 9-10). The first question to ask here is what
exactly is the nature of that demand, and then whether it is legitimate as it stands. For if it
is of the nature of that demand to require a simplified model, an idealization, then why
should we prefer it instead of a fulle—more realistic, even more descriptive—description

"2 —As 1 see things, if one wants to inherit and continue with

of our ‘conceptual scheme
the project of a descriptive metaphysics—turning it into a (still) worthwhile enterprise—
one is better advised to make a conscious effort not to sweep unsolved existential
difficulties under some intellectualized philosophical carpet (e.g., a naturalistic one),
thereby relinquishing any excuse for evading the real demands and pressures put upon us
by our lives in the world and among others, which might be what drive us to philosophize
in the first place. (It should be noticed that, if Strawson’s diagnosis is correct—if. i.e., the
acknowledgement of other human beings is a condition for the possibility of a ‘non-
solipsistic consciousness’, and this, in its turn, is a basic presupposition of the objectivity

of our experience as a whole—the revision asked for here has wider consequences for his

own philosophical project than would appear at first sight.)

I conclude with a general and still more speculative suggestion, which I do not claim to
have established in any definitive way, and which I shall continue pursuing and illustrating

in the next chapters. The suggestion is that we should always suspect that the (supposedly)

3 Perhaps Strawson would be willing to argue that the kind of simplified model we get as the outcome of

work in descriptive metaphysics would be justified in an analogous way to that of scientific models, i.e.,
by the philosophical or theoretical or methodological advantages it has for the task of elucidating
concepts (e.g., subject of experience, person, consciousness, and so on) and (thus) getting rid of
conceptual confusions (such as those supposedly underlying skepticism about other minds and solipsism).
And if that is the case, then of course Strawson’s justification can only be assessed according to the
success of the argument presented in the book as a whole; yet, as [ have been trying to show in relation to
to a set of central issues, I do not think he has achieved that kind of clarification in a satisfactory way.
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“purely philosophical problems”—such as that of solipsism—are intellectualized
manifestations of perplexities and difficulties which are related to our human condition—
the ‘difficulties of reality’®®, to borrow Cora Diamond’s phrase. A number of those
difficulties—which when intellectualized might get expressed as reasons for becoming
dissatisfied with our ordinary “conceptual scheme”—will be presented in the following
chapters. Yet for the time being I shall only highlight that by claiming that philosophical
problems are intellectualized expressions of existential difficulties I am not suggesting that
they are in any way less important—rather the contrary. But what I am suggesting is that
the proper way to deal with these problems—which is not exactly a way to ‘remove them’,
since that would demand much more than conceptual elucidation—must involve a deeper
diagnosis of their sources, and in order for that diagnosis to be possible we need to engage
not only our intellects, but also (perhaps even primarily) our sensibilities. Now that is the
kind of pursuit of understanding that I think would be a proper, or at least a major, task of
philosophy—anyway of a certain heir of that family which we use to call ‘analytical
philosophy’—one which would perhaps deserve the title ‘descriptive metaphysics with a

human face’”’.

¢ Diamond, 2006, p. 99. Diamond attributes the phrase to John Updike (ibid., p. 114, n. 1), who would have
used it ‘in a New Yorker essay of his in the 1980s’, which she cannot trace.

I am greatly indebted to Paulo Faria, who read a couple of preliminary versions of the present text and
made important suggestions of corrections, as well as to Drs. John Hyman and Stephen Mulhall, who read
and commented a previous draft, and to Rogerio Passos Severo, who helped me with the translation of
that draft to English.
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2 The Lonely Eye: Solipsism and the limits of
sense in the Tractatus

In philosophizing we may not terminate a disease of thought. It
must run its natural course, and slow cure is all important.

(Wittgenstein, Z §382)

2.1 Prologue: on begining—and ending

1. The Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus was the first (and actually the only) philosophical
book Wittgenstein published during his lifetime. The first explicit reference to solipsism in
that work occurs in a rather late context—namely, section 5.6; however, given the peculiar
hierarchic ordering of propositions employed by its author®, that very placing indicates
that solipsism is a rather overreaching concern—in fact, I shall argue that there is a sense
in which solipsism is present from the very beginning of the book.—But where exactly
does the book begin? Is it in the first numbered proposition? In the first line of the Preface?
In the Motto from Kiirnberger? Or is the real beginning something that transcends the
(physical) limits of the book itself—perhaps going back to Wittgenstein’s first recorded
philosophical reflections in his notebooks, or even further, to the philosophical texts he
read and which influenced his own view in the Tractatus?—Well, does answering these
questions really matter? After all, they can be asked in relation to any (any philosophical?)
book; and yet, as we shall see, they are especially pressing when one is dealing with the
Tractatus, since much of what one takes to be the results of this particular book will
depend on how and where one decides to start reading it—as well as on how and where

one takes the reading to end.

The last statement is admittedly opaque; in part, this is due to the difficulties I have to cope
with in getting my own reading of the Tractatus started (I mean, to start it anew, to recount
it in this very text): on the one hand, I would like to say enough about how I think the book
should be read in order to account for my strategy in what follows; on the other hand, too

much information about this may cause the most important lesson of the whole enterprise

8 More on this point below (see esp. n. 57).
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to be lost—as when a film trailer gives away most of its plot, thus completely spoiling our
experience. Let me put the situation this way: I take it that because of the peculiar way in
which the whole argument (if that is the right word) of the Tractatus is organized—call it
the book’s peculiar dialectic—there is a real risk of extracting conclusions too soon—
before its ideas are ripe, so to speak. Now of course the process of “ripening” cannot
possibly take place with dead formulations in a textbook—it must take place somewhere
else; and this is precisely how I am inclined to describe my experience as a reader: it is as if
the book worked as a mirror, whose reflected image changes according to the changes it
produces in the perceiver. Moreover, these changes are not merely in details, but
sometimes amount rather to (something akin to) Gestalt switches, whose alternating results
are the impression that nothing makes sense anymore—that all the pieces of the puzzle are

out of place—followed by the impression that everything is finally fitting together.

At this point one might ask: ‘And how do you know what is the right time to stop the
reading? How can you be sure that some particular configuration of the pieces is not yet
another illusion?”—Well, I really cannot ensure you about this—not more than I can
ensure myself. In fact, one of the greatest difficulties generated in the process of reading
the Tractatus as 1 think it should be read—one which I had to learn how to live with—is
precisely the increasing level of philosophical self-consciousness it produces, with which
comes an equally increasing suspicion about the results one gets—or takes oneself as
getting. This, in turn, is the reason why it becomes so difficult to write about the Tractatus

*_—after all, how to combine the all but unavoidable self-

after finding your way through it’
subversiveness of the process—the awareness, acquired after each round, that the previous
approach was in some important respect wrong—with the need to present a linear
reconstruction of it? The answer I came up with after some reflection was that I should
present my own development, including its phases of Gestalt reorganization, its self-
questioning and self-suspicious moments, with some detail, so that it could be taken by
others as an example—to follow, or to avoid. The idea, then, is not to record every single
step in my journey—after all, it is not a diary that I expect you to read; rather, I had to pick
out some of the points where the most important changes occurred, in order to make that

gradual and evolving process somehow discrete. Some level of artificiality is implied by

this choice, which, however ultimately unsatisfactory, seemed inevitable.

¥ A very telling enactment of that difficulty can be found in Conant (1989).
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2. Going back to the question of where to start reading the Tractatus: 1 said above that one
of the central lessons I learnt from my experience as a reader was that one should take
seriously the dialectic character of the book; and that means, among other things, that one
should never lose sight of Wittgenstein’s own philosophical self-consciousness, which is
reflected in the way he structured his work. And this, in turn, means that one is well
advised (at least provisionally) to follow the path devised by Wittgenstein himself—i.e.,
start reading the Preface, go through the main body of the book, and then... well, then
follow its own “self-undoing” last instructions, i.e., try to recognize its propositions as
nonsensical, in order to overcome them, and see the world aright.—‘But what does that
exactly mean?’—That is precisely the question whose answer, or attempt to answer, will
have to be postponed until the end of this reading. What I can advance here—with minimal
amounts of spoiler—is that only after following this whole pattern can we find ourselves in
a position to evaluate what the ‘truth in solipsism’ is (to the extent that there is one); I can
also advance that the result which we will achieve is probably not the one orthodox readers

of that book would expect.

2.2 Actone: reading the Tractatus

2.2.1 The Preface

3. The Preface—and, consequently, the Tractatus itself—opens with the following words:

Perhaps this book will be understood only by someone who has himself had the
thoughts expressed in it—or at least similar thoughts.—So it is not a textbook.—
Its purpose would be achieved if it gave pleasure to one person who read and
understood it. (p. 3)®

% Unless stated otherwise, all the quotations and page numbers in this chapter are from the revised edition
of the English translation of the Tractatus, by D. F. Pears and B. F. McGuinness (London: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1974).
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These words, it seems to be, give us a particular picture of the experience of reading the
book they introduce—about the kind of attitude which is expected from its readers, and the
aims it is designed to achieve. For let us take its first sentence at face value (how else
should we take it?): if it is true, then what could be the interest of reading such a book? Is
not the reason for reading books to learn new things? Furthermore, what could be the
reason to write it, if not to convince at least some readers—particularly, those who did not
already had those thoughts—of the rightness or truth of its theses? Consistently enough,
the second and third sentences just seem to testify that there is nothing to be learnt from
this book—what else could we expect from reading (and understanding) thoughts we
already had, except a kind of (narcissistic?) pleasure, i.e., something very distant from the
kind of intellectual achievement we strive for when reading a technical book (or even a

textbook)?

Needless to say, this is not an auspicious beginning for a book. In fact, so inauspicious and
puzzling it is, that it has almost without exception elicited from the readers an attitude of
quick dismissal, as if it was obvious—against the parenthetical suggestion I made above—
that we should not take those introductory sentences at face value. This should remind us
that, notwithstanding the attempts of an author to guide his readers through a well defined
path, it is always our prerogative to accept or to reject the options at our disposal.—Now
was Wittgenstein unaware of this fact? Or was he rather willing to elicit just that kind of
dismissive attitude from his readers? And, if the latter, what is the use of it?—Regardless
of how we end up answering these questions, there remains the fact that it is up to us—as
an heuristic strategy, say—to decide to let this apparent difficulty aside, treating the
introductory sentences of the Preface as some kind of rhetoric device. Of course such
decision has a price, to the extent in which we are to take this reading seriously: it commits
us to come back later, so as to make sure that the decision was sound. (Again, this is
arguably a burden presented to any reading of any book whatsoever; nevertheless, books
like the Tractatus—by which I mean, books written in such an ostensibly self-conscious
manner—are peculiar, in that it is always an open possibility in such cases that this kind of
(initially) dismissive attitude—which can in due course change into a more self-suspicious
move—is just what they intend to elicit from their readers—or at least from some of them,

i.e., the ones who have ‘read and understood’ it, i.e., the ones who, when are reading these
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sentences from the first time, are not yet ready to become suspicious about their content—

or with what they may take as their “rhetoric character”.®")

4. Assuming that we (provisionally) decided to let those difficulties aside, let’s move to the
second paragraph. Wittgenstein’s tone at this point is slightly different: ‘The book deals
with the problems of philosophy and shows, I believe, that the reason why these problems
are posed is that the logic of our language is misunderstood’ (p. 3). Now I take it that one’s
first reaction to this claim might be very skeptical: are we really supposed to believe, first,
that all the problems of philosophy (just stop to think of some!) have one and only source,
or reason, and, second, that this source is purely and simply this: misunderstandings about
the ‘the logic of our language’? Even if we (rather radically) restrict our attention to the
kinds of philosophies whose methods can in some sense be described as “linguistic”, is not
the opposite view more plausible—i.e., the view according to which ‘posing’ (and,
hopefully, solving) philosophical problems leads us to a better understanding of the logic
of our language? After all, however differently professed among its exponents,
philosophy’s self-understanding of its own goals has always included, at the very least, the
pursuit of clarity.—Or are we supposed to believe that it is exactly the impulse to attain
clarity—traditionally by means of ‘posing’ (and hoping to solve) ‘philosophical
problems’—which actually leads us astray? But then again, it is up to us at this point to
give the author the benefit of doubt—since, arguably, we are just being presented with a
thesis that the book as a whole is supposed to prove. Besides, the opinion according to
which philosophers create their own problems—with the implication that those problems
do not exist in our “pre-philosophical” life—is widespread enough, at least to provide

some initial support to this view. (Notice, though, that before proving it, the book has yet

' Commenting on an early sentence of Emerson’s ‘Self-Reliance’—yet another highly self-conscious text

—Cavell presents some considerations about the relation text / reader which are also applicable to our
(difficult) situation facing Wittgenstein’s opening remarks in the 7ractatus. Emerson’s sentence is: ‘In
every work of genius we recognize our own rejected thoughts. They come back to us with a certain
alienated majesty.” Here are Cavell’s comments on those words:

If the thoughts of a text such as Emerson’s (say, the brief text on rejected
thoughts) are yours, then you do not need them. If its thoughts are not yours,
they will do you no good. The problem is that the text’s thoughts are neither
exactly mine nor not mine. In their sublimity as my rejected—say repressed—
thoughts, they represent my further, next, unattained but attainable, self. To think
otherwise, to attribute the origin of my thoughts simply to the other, thoughts
which are then, as it were, implanted in me—some would say caused—by let us
say some Emerson, is idolatry. (CHU 57)
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to clarify what is exactly the nature of those ‘logical misunderstandings’, and how they can

be responsible for (all?) the ‘problems of philosophy’.)

Now the next sentence of this paragraph can be so construed as to result very coherent with
the general view formulated above: ‘The whole sense of the book might be summed up in
the following words: what can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk
about we must pass over in silence’. Notice that this is only to be expected—after all, if the
first sentence is true, then of course its positive counterpart shall be something like a good
or sound understanding of the ‘logic of our language’, which (arguably) would be reflected
in our talking clearly. The obvious question to be made at this point is how exactly can
such a clarity be attained? In particular, how can it be achieved philosophically, given that
we are supposed to dismiss philosophy’s traditional methods as being themselves born
from logical misunderstandings? Is Wittgenstein implying that those methods should
radically change, or rather that philosophy is simply a hopeless confused enterprise, which
should be just abandoned after we understand its true origins and fate?—Is it because of

these reasons that the book we are reading is not (yet another) philosophical textbook?

5. The following two paragraphs seem designed to answer (at least some of) the questions

made above:

Thus the aim of the book is to draw a limit to thought, or rather—not to thought,
but to the expression of thoughts: for in order to be able to draw a limit to
thought, we should have to find both sides of this limit thinkable (i.e., we should
have to be able to think what cannot be thought).

It will therefore only be in language that the limit can be drawn, and what lies on
the other side of the limit will simply be nonsense. (p. 3)

So, we are told, in order to attain clarity, it is necessary to ‘draw limits’ separating sense
from nonsense. This of course is again consistent with the idea expressed above (about the
‘whole sense of the book”). But it is important to take notice of the modalities involved
here®>—the idea is not that our only options are completely clear sense or no talk at all; our
human language is not tailored for such a clear, binary distinction—there are many “grey

areas” between (absolutely clear) sense and (plain) nonsense. Wittgenstein himself testifies

62 1 owe this indication to Dr. Stephen Mulhall.
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this by confessing, in the penultimate paragraph of the Preface, his own limitations
concerning the expression of the thoughts which are contained in the rest of the book. Here

is the passage in which he makes such a confession:

If this work has any value, it consists in two things: the first is that thoughts are
expressed in it, and on this score the better the thoughts are expressed—the more
the nail has been hit on the head—the greater will be its value.—Here I am
conscious of haven fallen a long way short of what is possible. Simply because
my powers are too slight for the accomplishment of the task.—May others come
and do it better. (pp. 3-4)

So, to summarize, what can be said at all can (ideally, i.e.) be said clearly, but it does not
need to be so, and, as a matter of fact, it is far from being so—hence the philosophical
problems. This is the reason why, notwithstanding his confession of having failed to attain
perfectly clear expression, Wittgenstein still shows himself very confident about ‘the #ruth of
the thoughts that are here communicated’, claiming, in the last paragraph of the Preface, that
it ‘seems to [him] unassailable and definitive’ (p. 4). The paragraph keeps this self-
confident tone in its second sentence, where Wittgenstein avows to take himself ‘to have
found, on all essential points, the final solution of the problems’. This is not the first—and
of course neither the last—time that a philosopher takes his own achievements in such a
high account, so maybe that is not to be unexpected. What seems really surprising is the
next sentence (the last of the Preface): ‘And if I am not mistaken in this belief, then the
second thing in which the value of this work consists is that it shows how little is achieved
when these problems are solved’. Again, are we really supposed to believe that the ‘final
solution’ to the problems of philosophy (if found) would be a small achievement? And
even if this was true, then how could such a ‘small achievement’ be one of the most
important—most valuable—results of the whole book? These are again difficulties that we
can decide to put aside, waiting to see if the reading of the book can help to make things

clearer.

2.2.2 The main body

6. Going to the main body of the book, the first remarkable aspect is the numbering system

employed to organize its propositions. The impression a reader gets from this system—as
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far as I am entitled to speak for other readers—is that of a perfectly well arranged logical
order—so that again there seems to be no alternative except to follow the path chosen
beforehand by the author. (I thrust you shall by now be suspicious enough of this kind of

move®.

The second remarkable aspect is the very content of the propositions. The book begins
with a simple (simple, indeed, to the point of raising more suspicions) ontological thesis
about the constitution of ‘the world’—uviz., that it is the totality of facts (i.e., combinations
of objects) instead of things (cf. 1.n’s). Those facts, in turn, are said to be represented by
propositions, which, consequently, would amount to kinds of pictures of the facts (cf.
2.n’s). The relation of propositions and facts is said to be (at bottom) a one-one relation

between the constituents of atomic facts and the constituents of elementary propositions

6 Just as an additional reason for suspicion, have you ever asked yourself why, if that decimal system was

to be so perfect and clean and ordered, when we go to the 2n’s, what immediately follows proposition 2 is
not 2.1, but 2.01? What does that ‘zero’ mean? Notice that the initial footnote, which describes the
numbering system, offers no word at all about propositions like n.01—what it says is that ‘propositions
n.1, n.2, n.3, etc. are comments on proposition no. »n’, and that ‘n.ml, n.m2, etc. are comments on
proposition no. n.m; and so on’. Of course Wittgenstein also states that ‘the decimal numbers [...] indicate
the logical importance of the propositions’; is it, then, that the use of ‘zero’ serves to indicate the
(relative) logical unimportance of some propositions? But if that is true, why would it be necessary to
write those propositions in the first place? Perhaps the reason was exactly to show to the reader that those
propositions were, possibly against her own expectations, (relatively) unimportant—yet another attempt
to guide our reading in a well defined direction. Now if we try to apply that hypothesis to the case of the
2.0n’s (trying to understand what could be unimportant about those propositions), we get indeed a
promising result: let us recall that proposition 2 is about facts, and its whole point is to indicate that what
exists by its own—in an ontologically irreducible way, so to speak—are ‘states of affairs’ and not (as
already noticed in 1.1) their ‘atomic’ constituents, things, or objects. So, even if it is the case, as 2.01 tells
us, that ‘a state of affairs (a state of things) is a combination of objects (things)’, this is not really
important—it does not, not really, matter for the purposes of the ontology being presented in the book;
what really matters is the combination itself, the ‘fact’, and because of that the next important
propositions, i.e., 2.1n’s, will resume just from that point. Now this hypothesis also seems to hold of the
3.0n’s, 4.0ns, 5.0n’s, and 6.0n’s—just try it! And if I am right in thinking that this is yet another self-
conscious attempt to guide the readers in a well defined direction—that of putting these propositions aside
as unimportant—and, therefore, also an invitation for transgression, another interesting question arises:
what if we decide that those propositions should be taken as really important? Take, for example, the
propositions of section 4—which in fact contains much more unimportant propositions than the preceding
ones, and, furthermore, also seems to contain some very unimportant ones (as indicated by the use of
more consecutive ‘zeros’ in their numeration). Here are some of the claims which I found very
interesting, and, therefore, whose insertion on the category of ‘unimportant propositions’ puzzled me: (i)
that ‘The totality of propositions is language’ (4.001); (ii) that ‘Everyday language is a part of the human
organism and is not less complicated than it’, and ‘language disguises the thought’ (4.002); (iii) that ‘“Most
of the propositions and questions to be found in philosophical work are not false but nonsensical’ (4.003);
(iv) that ‘At first sight a proposition [...] does not seem to be a picture of the reality with which it is
connected’ (4.011); (v) that ‘It belongs to the essence of a proposition that it should be able to
communicate a new sense to us’ (4.027), and in order to do so ‘A proposition must use old expressions to
communicate a new sense. A proposition communicates a situation to us, and so it must be essentially
connected with the situation’ (4.03); (vi) that ‘““logical constants” are not representatives’ (4.0312). (The
suggestion to be at least puzzled about the ‘zero’ in these propositions was made by Dr. Stephen Mulhall,
during a seminar on Wittgenstein. My whole attempt to read the Tractatus owes much to the instigating
remarks he made on that book during that seminar.)
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(i.e., simple objects and names). A proposition ‘applied and thought out’ is a thought,
thoughts themselves represent facts, and so they also can be described as (special) kinds of
‘pictures’—l/ogical ones. This ‘application’ (or ‘thinking of”) of a proposition is its sense
(cf. 3.n°s and 4.n’s). Complex propositions are the results of the combinations among
truth-functions expressed by elementary ones (elementary propositions are truth-functions
of themselves—cf. 5.n’s); since there is a general form of truth functions (namely,

D, &, NI(E]), there is also a general form of propositions (proposition 6).

The reason why the results summed up above should be seen as remarkable is that, after
reading the Preface, we should be waiting for anything but this kind of traditional
philosophical enterprise—after all, the book was not supposed to be a ‘textbook’! Anyway,
we can perhaps speculate that this is the only way to fulfil the task presented in the Preface
—that of clarifying the ‘logic of our language’, by ‘drawing limits’ separating sense from

nonsense. So let’s try to put this hypothesis to work.

7. To begin with, it is worth remembering that the Preface raises, but does not exactly
answer, two questions which are fundamental to understand how such a task was supposed
to be accomplished by the book, viz., (i) how the limits separating sense from nonsense
were supposed to be drawn, and (ii) how the drawing of such limits could solve the
‘problems of philosophy’. As to the first question, the only additional clue offered in the
Preface itself was the (somewhat opaque) claim that the limits should be drawn ‘in
language’. Now this is exactly the role of the presentation of a general form of proposition:
provided that we have found such a form (which, N.B., was obtained solely by reflection
of the ‘inner workings’ of language itself—see §6), we can understand how any bona fide
proposition may be generated from the elementary ones, and, consequently, we can
exclude from the category of ‘proposition’ all the strings of signs which do not satisfy that
condition (cf. the examples of the pseudo-propositions of mathematics, science, and ethics,

dealt with, respectively, in 6.2, 6.3 and 6.4).

Once we have understood the nature of the procedure (presented in a programmatic way in
the Preface) for ‘drawing limits’ to sense from within language, we have the key to answer

question (ii), about zow the philosophical problems are supposed to be solved by the book:
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as illustrated by the cases of ‘scepticism’ (6.51) and the ‘problem of life’ (6.521), we can
use the procedure just mentioned to show that such (alleged) problems are in fact just
pseudo-problems, which strictly speaking cannot even be ‘posed’ (the word used in the
Preface), since the kind of ‘question’ we try to formulate to express them, as far as it is
supposed to have a definite sense, is simply made impossible by the rules of logical syntax
(particularly the general rule of generation of propositions presented in 6), so that of course

there are no possible ‘answers’ to them either (the general lesson of 6.5).

These considerations allow us to understand two further (puzzling) programmatic claims
made in the Preface: (i) that all the (pseudo-)problems of philosophy are just consequences
of ‘misunderstandings of the logic of our language’, and (ii) that ‘little is achieved when
these problems are solved’. After all, what we are left with upon applying the above-
described procedure is not, strictly speaking, a ‘solution’ to any problem whatsoever, but
rather a demonstration that there were no problems at all to solve, just products of logical

confusion: ‘Of course there are no questions left, and this itself is the answer’ (6.52).

8. This general reading receives further support when applied to the two penultimate

propositions of section 6.5, which are the following:

6.522 There are, indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make themselves
manifest. They are what is mystical.

6.53  The correct method in philosophy would really be the following: to say nothing except
what can be said, i.e., propositions of natural science—i.e., something that has nothing
to do with philosophy—and then, whenever someone else wanted to say something
metaphysical, to demonstrate to him that he had failed to give a meaning to certain
signs in his propositions. Although it would not be satisfying to the other person—he
would not have the feeling that we were teaching him philosophy—this method would
be the only strictly correct one.

Remember that the two propositions above are meant as clarifications of 6.5’s thesis—
according to which, basically, we should not search for answers when a (supposed)
question ‘cannot be put into words’. It may take some work to understand how proposition
6.522 could be said to play that role; as I am inclined to read it at this point, I would say
that it does so in a rather peculiar and negative way: what it ‘clarifies’ is that the idea

expressed in 6.5 is not (perhaps against our expectations—or were they just mine?) that
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beyond the ‘limits of language’ (and sense) there is nothing; rather, there is ‘something’ (or
some ‘things’), about which we simply cannot tal/k. Now these ‘things’ are further said to
be (i) ineffable (although ‘manifestable’), and (ii) ‘what is mystical’. So let us try to get a
little bit clearer about those qualifications before we proceed reading the propositions in

the list.

I will start with the later qualification—‘mystical’. Its first textual occurrence is on 6.44,
where it is said that ‘It is not #ow things are in the world that is mystical, but that it exists’.
6.45 further elaborates this view, identifying the ‘mystical’ with a kind of ‘feeling’—the
feeling of ‘the world as a limited whole’. Trying to sum up the view being presented at this
juncture, it seems that we can distinguish at least two claims: (ii.1) that the fact that the
world exists is what is mystical, and (ii.ii) that we are aware of this fact when we ‘view’
the world ‘sub specie aeterni’—or, what amounts to the same, when we ‘feel’ it ‘as a
limited whole’. This throws us immediately back to the talk about /imits (of thought,
language and world) presented in the Preface, and further clarified in section 6—a section
of which the role, to repeat, is to indicate sow such limits are supposed to be ‘drawn’, or
‘expressed’, in language. Now, two different ways of drawing such limits are presented in
that section: one is positive—the unveiling of limit cases of propositions (tautologies),
which (directly) display those very limits in themselves—and another is negative—the
unveiling of pseudo-propositions (such as those of mathematics, science and ethics) which
arise from the (hopeless) attempts to express something necessary about the world, and, to
this extent (i.e., by trying to go beyond the limits of sense, and thus producing nonsense)

make us aware of those same limits that tautologies (directly) make manifest.

Given that we know how these limits are supposed to be ‘made manifest’, and assuming
that the equation between (the awareness of) ‘the mystical’ and (the awareness of) those
limits is correct, we have an answer to the question of how the ‘mystical’ can be ‘made
manifest’—i.e., we can understand qualification (i). Notice, however, that this conclusion
depends on a particularly “charitable” reading of proposition 6.522—which, taken at face
value, is talking about there being ‘things’ (however ineffable) outside or beyond the limits
of what can be said, or thought. Now this, by the very standards of the book, should not be
said at all—after all, remember once again the Preface’s programmatic claims about the

need to trace the limits to the expression of thoughts ‘in language’, i.e., from within, and,
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consequently, without having to ‘find both sides of this limit thinkable’, to ‘think what
cannot be thought’.

(But why in the world is Wittgenstein here going against his own advice of remaining
silent about what is beyond such limits?—To be absolutely fair, he is not (in this or any
other context) exactly saying that we can express, think or talk about what is beyond the
limits of thought and language (which would indeed amount to a straightforward
contradiction); the problem is, of course that he does not exactly remain silent either—So,
what is he doing after all?—Well, I have to admit that I do not have an answer to this
question yet; it is a fair and important question, to be sure, in that it points to an important
tension in this part of the book, to which we shall return. The best I can do right now is to

mark it off for later treatment. Having done that, I suggest we continue with the reading.)

So let us turn our attention to proposition 6.53. Again, the first question we should ask
about this proposition is how it can be said to ‘clarify’ 6.5. The answer seems more
straightforward in this case: it does so by making explicit an (otherwise implicit)
methodological consequence of 6.5 for the philosophical task itself—for the treatment of
the (pseudo-)questions which originate philosophical problems. To this extent, 6.53 is
clearly coherent with the programmatic claims made in the Preface, as well as with the
illustrations of how that method was supposed to be applied (I refer to the analyses of
‘scepticism’ and the ‘problem of life’). Now the (exegetical) trouble arises when we stop
thinking about these circumscribed cases, and start to think about the general procedure
followed in the book as a whole—after all, just ask yourself: has Wittgenstein followed his
own advice in the preceding sections of the book? Has he in those contexts presented only
‘propositions of natural science’? Of course the answer seems to be: not at all; as we saw,
he voices metaphysical (ontological) theses from the very beginning in order to achieve the
results indicated in the Preface. This provides a clue as to why, for the sake of coherence,

the next message presented in the book would have to be “self-undoing”.

2.2.3 The final instructions
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9. This message of self-destruction occurs in the last proposition of section 6, and goes as

follows:

6.54 My propositions serve as elucidations in the following way: anyone who understands
me eventually recognizes them as nonsensical, when he has used them—as steps—to
climb up beyond them. (He must, so to speak, throw away the ladder after he has
climbed up it.

He must overcome these propositions, and then he will see the world aright.*

In acknowledging that his own previous propositions (all of them?) were ‘nonsensical’,
and should be used as ‘steps’ in a ‘ladder’ to be ‘thrown away’, Wittgenstein at least makes
some room for accommodating the difficulty indicated above—after all, in acknowledging
that he is also conceding, however implicitly, that such propositions (but which ones?)
were indeed ‘metaphysical’.—Is this the reason why, in the preceding proposition (6.53),
he spoke of what would be the ‘correct method in philosophy’—instead of just saying what
it is? But then again, why not follow the ‘correct method’ since the beginning, instead of
going by such sideways? Is it because going by sideways can be in some sense more
‘satisfying to the other person’?—In any event, to say that the difficulties above can be
‘accommodated’ in this way is not to say that they cease to be difficulties. The challenge
remains that we have yet to understand: (i) how we are (were we?) supposed to use (to
have used?) those propositions (which ones?) as ‘steps’ in such ‘ladder’; (ii) how it is
supposed to be ‘thrown away’; and (iii) what exactly is the result of all that—what it means

to ‘see the world aright’.

Now, before trying to understand how the ladder works—or, better, if we really want to
understand this point—I think we should try to sharpen our general reading by applying it to
specific problems posed in the book, in between the path through which we have been
walking in large steps up to this point. This is my cue to introduce the problem with which I
shall be mainly concerned in the rest of the text—viz., that posed by the propositions dealing

with solipsism and the limits of language (5.6n’s). By analysing these propositions, we shall

8 The translation of the last sentence was amended, following a suggestion from Floyd, who in turn owes it
to Goldfarb (see Floyd, 2007, pp. 187-8 & n. 29). Both (Floyd and Goldfarb) see Pears and McGinness
translation of ‘iéiberwinden’ as ‘to transcend’ as tendentious; although this judgement depends on their
particular interpretations, I think is uncontroversial that the verb ‘to transcend’ is less vague, and,
therefore, less amenable to different interpretations, than the German one, and this is enough reason (at
least by now—but see §21 below) to prefer the more literal rendition ‘to overcome’. (Ogden uses ‘to
surmount’, which I think would equally do.)
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meet once again the tension indicated above, when we compared the reference to the ‘things’
which are said to be outside or beyond the limits spoken about in the Preface, with the
programmatic claims made in that very same context; only this time we will see that the
tension is also internal to the analysis presented in section 5.6. (The same goes to the
analysis presented in section 6.4, which is concerned with ‘the mystical’ and the ‘absolute

value’, although I will not attempt to drawn the parallel here®.)

2.3 Intermission: from realism to solipsism, and back again

2.3.1 ‘The limits of my language mean the limits of my world’

10. As we saw above, the general idea of ‘drawing limits’ (to the world, language and
thoughts) is always in the background of the book’s argument. However, after its
introduction in the Preface, it is only in section 5.6 that it will be brought to the foreground
again. This occurs already in the first proposition of that section, which reads: ‘The limits
of my language mean the limits of my world’. Before reading the sub-propositions offered
to elucidate this one, let us pause and think about how we have arrived at it—i.e., how the
general analysis of the conditions for representation can have this seemingly solipsistic

conclusion as its consequence.

With that aim in mind, let us recall that section 5 as a whole is intended as a kind of
technical exposition of a general idea presented before in the book: the account of how
complex propositions can be generated from elementary ones—or, to be more specific, the
account of how the truth-values of elementary propositions can be combined by means of
‘truth-operations’ in order to generate the complex ones. Letting the technical details of
that analysis aside, this reminder must give us a better sense of how difficult it is, indeed,
to understand the role of proposition 5.6 as a sub-proposition of this whole section—after
all, how can the idea of limits of (my) language be possibly related to the idea of

propositions (in general) being truth-functions of elementary ones?

6 Mulhall (2007b) presents an analysis of section 6.4 which I see as very congenial to my own approach in
what follows; although I do not claim complete faithfulness to his reading strategy, I happily
acknowledge that it was one of the main sources of inspiration for the subsequent analysis—a good
illustration of how to produce a clarifying ‘resolute reading’ of particular stretches of the Tractatus.
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In order to answer that question let us notice, first, that proposition 5 itself is already
working (however implicitly—given the account previously presented in the book) with a
relation between language and world: if all the propositions of our language are ‘truth-
function[s] of elementary propositions’ (5), and if ‘[t]ruth-possibilities of elementary
propositions mean possibilities of existence and non-existence of states of affairs’ (4.3)%,
then of course the totality of our language must correspond to the totality of possibilities
of existence and non-existence of states of affairs—i.e., to all the possible facts in the
world. And by means of this reasoning we can at least understand in what sense the limits
of language can be said to ‘mean’ the limits of the world: the idea is not, N.B., that of
equating two “independently existing” limits (which, so to speak, “just happen” to be
equal, or congruent), but rather that of calling our attention to an internal relation—if you
want, a necessary congruence of these limits—in that they are “both” grounded on the very
same operation, by means of which some “elements” (atomic facts / elementary

propositions) are combined in order to generate new “complexes” (factual / propositional).

5 By presenting 4.3’s thesis alone here I intend to cut across a much longer path which was built up to this

point since proposition 1, connecting the limits of language and world. It may be of some help to indicate
some of the most important stops in this path, as follows: section 1 established that the world is the
totality of facts (instead of things) in logical space; section 2 goes from this brief and very condensed
ontology to an examination of the conditions for the representation of those facts which constitutes
reality. The basic idea is well known: ‘We picture facts to ourselves’ (2.1); pictures are ‘models of reality’
(2.12), they are themselves ‘facts’ (2.141), whose (pictorial) elements ‘correspond to’ (2.13) or ‘represent’
(2.131) the objects which constitute the (other) facts which we want to depict. This form which is shared
between the fact depicted and the depicting fact is the ‘pictorial form’ (2.17). When we abstract from the
particular medium in which these pictures are conveyed (i.e., whether it is a ‘spatial picture’, or a
‘coloured one’—see 2.171), and pay attention only to its logical aspect, we can also call this form a
‘logico-pictorial form’ (2.2). The next stop, section 3, deals with thought: ‘A logical picture of facts is a
thought’ (3). Thoughts must be made manifest in some perceptible way (3.1), and that is exactly the role
of propositions—more specifically (cf. 3.11-12), of the ‘perceptible sign of a proposition (as spoken or
written, etc.)’. 3.2 further specifies the conditions under which the expression of thoughts is made
possible by propositions: since the (pictorial) relation between propositions and facts is ultimately
dependent on a one-one relation between constituents of propositions (‘simple signs’ or ‘names’, cf.
3.201-3.202) and constituents of facts (objects), there must be some ‘objects of the thought’
corresponding to the elements of the ‘propositional sign’. 3.3 testifies that what really matters in this
whole account is the combination—of objects to generate facts, and of names to generate (articulated)
propositions. In other words, 3.3 is the mirror image, at the level of language, of the ontological thesis
expressed in section 1. (3.4 resumes the idea of a ‘place in logical space’, and clarifies it by providing an
analogy with geometry—the idea being that, as in (analytical) geometry we can use mathematical
expressions (e.g., Cartesian coordinates) to represent points in space, so in logic we can use propositions
to represent ‘points’ in ‘logical space’.) Section 4, in turn, makes more explicit and elaborates the account
of how this connection between language and world ultimately obtains. The basic idea is this: ‘eclementary
propositions’ are comprised of names, and, names, in turn, refer to the constituents of facts; if there is an
agreement between the way names are related in a particular elementary proposition and the way simple
objects relate in the world, then the truth-value (the actualized ‘truth-possibility’) of that elementary
proposition will be ‘true’; otherwise it will be ‘false’; now, to express this kind of “agreement” or
“disagreement” is further identified (see 4.4) as the role of propositions fout court (i.e., regardless of
being complex or elementary).
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Strictly speaking, then, what we have are not two limits at all—the limits of language and

the limits of world—but rather two aspects, say, of the same limits®’.

11. Notice, though, that this analysis has an important shortcoming, in that it does not
explain the appearance of the first personal singular pronoun (in its possessive form—i.e.,
‘my’) in 5.6’s original formulation. But why is that pronoun necessary in the first place?
After all, if we pay attention to the examination of the conditions for language to represent
the world pursued since the beginning of the book, the maximum we will find in the
direction of a “subjectivity” is the use of the first personal p/ural pronoun (‘we’ / ‘our’)—
its first occurrence being in 2.1, where it is stated that ‘We picture facts to ourselves’
(2.1)*. Now, if are not to accept that the ‘my’ simply comes out “magically” into the
scene, it would be reasonable to expect that it should be somehow already implicit in the
analysis of the conditions of representation presented before. A case can be made for that
hypothesis if we think about the conditions for applying the method of projection, which is

introduced in 3.11, and further worked out in the remaining parts of section 3. For our

7 As Cora Diamond (2000) has shown, one of the primary targets of this “solipsistic move”—i.e., that of

equating the limits of (my) language and (my) world, hence showing that, in an important sense, there is
only one limit instead of two—is precisely a Russellian ‘two limits view’, according to which, roughly,
the limits of my experience—and so the limits of the objects which I can directly name, and be directly
acquainted with—are narrower than the limits of the world—of all the objects that there are “out there”—
so that, in order for me to reach out toward those (“external”) objects, I would have to resort to
descriptions (quantifiers), which refer to them only indirectly. According to Diamond:

Wittgenstein’s remarks about the limits of language and the world [...] are
concerned with the difference between a Russellian two-limits view [...] and a
one-limit view. [...] The world is my world in the sense that there is nothing [...]
which is in the world and which / cannot name. The idea that the use of
quantifiers enables me to reach beyond the limits of my experience to objects
‘outside’ experience is incoherent. (Diamond, 2000, n. 3, p. 282)

But Diamond has more to say about where exactly Wittgenstein’s solipsistic move ends up leading us—
and so do I (see section 2.4 below).

Truly speaking, it is already noteworthy that such ‘we’ should appear at that point, given the over-
impersonal, over-objective way in which the opening propositions of the book are formulated—the talk
about ‘the world’ in the 1.n’s seeming to be completely perspectiveless and subject/ess. Of course there is
a good prima facie reason for this first change, which has to do with the transition from the analysis of the
ontological conditions for the world ‘to be the case’, to the analysis of the logical conditions for
representing it—and there is nothing more natural than expecting that the first analysis should not include
the representing subject as one of its conditions, if, i.e., the world is to exist independently of our
representation of it. The question arises, however, whether after reading the rest of the book we can still
have any confidence in the obtaining of the antecedent of this conditional.

68



Intermission: from realism to solipsism, and back again 84

present purposes, the list of propositions below shall be enough to summarize

Wittgenstein’s view about that point:

10.

11.

12.

‘We use the perceptible sign of a proposition (spoken or written, etc.) as a
projection of a possible situation. / The method of projection is to think the

sense of a proposition.” (3.11)

‘A proposition [...] does not actually contain its sense, but does contain the

possibility of expressing it.” (3.13)

‘What a proposition expresses it expresses in a determinate manner, which can

be set out clearly [...]" (3.251)
‘A proposition has one and only one complete analysis.” (3.25)

‘I call any part of a proposition that characterizes its sense an expression (or a

symbol).” (3.31)
‘A sign is what can be perceived of a symbol.” (3.32)

‘So one and the same sign (written or spoken, etc.) can be common to two

different symbols—in which case they will signify in different ways.” (3.321)

‘In everyday language it very frequently happens that the same word has
different modes of signification—and so belongs to different symbols—or that
two words that have different modes of signification are employed in

propositions in what is superficially the same way.’ (3.323)

‘In this way the most fundamental confusions are easily produced (the whole of

philosophy is full of them).” (3.324)

‘In order to avoid such errors we must make use of a sign-language that
excludes them by not using the same sign for different symbols and by not
using in a superficially similar way signs that have different modes of
signification: that is to say, a sign-language that is governed by /ogical grammar

—by logical syntax.” (3.325)

‘In order to recognize a symbol by its sign we must observe how it is used with

a sense.’ (3.326)

‘A propositional sign, applied and thought out, is a thought.” (3.5)
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I think the list above presents in a sufficiently clear way the distinction between sign and
symbol, as well as its role in generating the kind of ‘logical misunderstandings’ (to use the
Preface’s expression) of which ‘philosophy is full’; so, I will add no further comments
about these points now, except to highlight that they are of fundamental importance, given
the general task of the book. The immediate purpose of the list is to help us see how the
idea of a representing subject is at least implied—since it is not explicitly mentioned—by
the analysis of the conditions for the method of projection. To put it briefly, the idea is that
if we are to have propositions with a determinate sense (i.e., propositions, simpliciter), we
need a representing subject who can think their sense, and, therefore, who can project their
perceptible signs in a particular way, in order to signify a particular situation. Notice,
however, that it is not being said (and not even implied) by the list above that this subject
should himself proceed to a ‘complete analysis’ (supposedly making use of the ‘sign-
language’ mentioned in 10) in order to give a determinate sense to his own propositions;
such a ‘complete analysis’ has at most an instrumental role into clarifying possible
misunderstandings (to an interlocutor, let us say), but what really marks off the sense
intended by a particular subject, in a particular context, is the way the proposition is

projected—i.e., used, applied and thought out—by him (11-12).

This general analysis is nicely illustrated later in the book, in a proposition which is often
presented by commentators as providing the main reason for introducing the idea of a
“representing subject” in the Tractatus. 1 refer to proposition 5.5423, where we are

presented with the following figure:
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There are, says Wittgenstein, ‘two possible ways to see the figure [above] as a cube’,
depending on the order in which we look at its corners: ‘If I look in the first place at the
corners marked a and only glance at the b’s, then the a’s appear to be in front, and vice
versa’. That is because, as the preceding comment makes clear, ‘[tJo perceive a complex
means to perceive that its constituents are related to one another in such and such a way’—
in other words, the combination of the constituents in a perceived complex is a matter of
how the perceiving subject arranges those constituents, a matter, i.e., of the method of
projection employed by him. Generalizing this case, we can see how the idea of a

“representing subject” ends up being presented as a general condition of representation®.

12. The considerations above shall help us understand why it is that the pronoun ‘my’ is
introduced in proposition 5.6, by showing that it was already implicated by Wittgenstein’s
account of the method of projection in the preceding parts of the book. This of course is
not the same as explaining what exactly is the meaning of the resulting thesis—a task
which requires that we read the sub-propositions of this section. Notice, however, that this
analysis already gives us an important clue to understand why solipsism becomes such an
important issue at this point—after all, given the (necessary) “congruence” between the
limits of my language and the limits of my world (which, N. B., is presented as an
inevitable consequence of the general account of how language works, of how propositions
can represent the world), it is only natural to ask how I can be sure that my language /

world is the same as everybody else’s.

% I take the following quotation from Peter Hacker as illustrative of the traditional view on this respect:

Anything which I can understand as a language must have a content which is
assigned to it by my projecting logico-syntactical forms on to reality. ‘Things
acquire “Bedeutung” only in relation to my will’ is not only an ethical principle,
but a semantic one. Propositional signs are merely ‘inscriptions’; only in relation
to my will do they constitute symbols. [...] From this point of view language is
my language. In order for propositional signs to have sense I have to think the
method of projection. What I cannot project is not language. Without the
accompaniment of my consciousness language is nothing but a husk. (Hacker,
1986, p. 100)

(An important alternative reading of the role of the subject is advanced by Rush Rhees (1996). According
to him, the whole set of psychological concepts employed in the Tractatus (e.g., ‘thinking subject’, ‘to
think the sense of the proposition’) are to be explained (away) by the logical ones (e.g., ‘projection’,
‘method of projection’, etc.). Although I shall not analyse Rhees’s reading in what follows, I take it to be
congenial to the results of my own reading below. (Thanks to Dr. Stephen Mulhall for calling my
attention to that reading, to Paulo Faria for further references.))
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But we are moving forward too fast. So, let us turn back to the main sub-propositions

offered to clarify 5.6, starting with 5.61, which reads as follows:

5.61 Logic pervades the world: the limits of the world are also its limits.

So we cannot say in logic, ‘The world has this in it, and this, but not that.’

For that would appear to presuppose that we were excluding certain possibilities, and
this cannot be the case, since it would require that logic should go beyond the limits of
the world; for only in that way could it view those limits from the other side as well.

We cannot think what we cannot think; so what we cannot think we cannot say either.

13. The idea presented in the first sentence (5.61a) is by now familiar—to show that ‘logic
pervades the world’, and that the limits of world and the limits of logic are one, were the
essential tasks set already in the Preface, and pursued by the book as a whole. The second
sentence (5.61b) presents a consequence of this general idea: that logic cannot say what
there is and what there is not in the world. The next sentence (5.61c) further elucidates the
nature of the limitation to ‘what can be said’ (in logic): the idea is not that we cannot talk
about what contingently constitutes the world, i.e., a set of facts which are, but could well
not be, the case; rather, we cannot talk about what holds (or doesn’t hold) necessarily of
the world—what necessarily is (or isn’t) the case. The (ontological, existential)
possibilities we cannot exclude (and, consequently, include) in logic are those which would
depend on ‘go[ing] beyond the limits of the world’, ‘view[ing] those limits from the other
side’—again, a move already indicated (and excluded) by the programmatic claims of the

Preface.

These considerations shall help us see the point of the (otherwise very innocuous) final
sentence of the section (5.61d). What makes the tautology presented in its first part (‘We
cannot think what we cannot think”) relevant to the understanding of its second part (‘what
we cannot think we cannot say either’) is the implicit assumption (which was made explicit
above, in the analysis of proposition 5.6) of there being a necessary congruence, an internal
relation, between language and thought—the complete lesson being that to (really) think is

to think something deferminate and contingent about the world, and if we are not doing



Intermission: from realism to solipsism, and back again 88

that, then it is of no use to try to use language to express what we (wrongly) supposed we
were thinking. Given the limiting conditions imposed by logic to the expression of
thoughts, we are always faced with only two options: either we say something (ultimately)
determinate and (contingently) true or false about the world, or else we are just babbling,

in which case we were better advised to remain silent™.

After these considerations, the role of 5.61 as an ‘elucidation’ of 5.6 should also be clear:
basically, what it does is to present a (negative or limiting) consequence of the congruence
established before for the expressive capabilities of our language: since the limits of (my)
language and (my) world are one, we (I) cannot use language (logic) to speak of what

would presuppose our (my) going beyond those limits.

2.3.2  The (ineffable) truth in solipsism

14. With that analysis in mind, let’s move to proposition 5.62, which reads:

5.62  This remark provides a key to the problem, how much truth there is in solipsism.

For what the solipsist means is quite correct; only it cannot be said, but makes itself
manifest.

The world is my world: this is manifest in the fact that the limits of language (of that
language which alone I understand) mean the limits of my world.

This time the relation of the proposition above with 5.6 is made clear from the very outset,
since it is explicitly presented as devoted to the task of investigating a consequence of that
former remark to the problem of ‘how much truth there is in solipsism’. As I said above, it
should come as no surprise that this problem is brought to view in this context—after all, it
presents itself in a very natural way when we start thinking critically about the congruence
between the limits of my language and the limits of my world. What, on the other hand,

seems very surprising is the content of the next sentence (5.62b), which starts by saying

" This point, besides being already made in the Preface, is presented clearly in proposition 4.116, where we
read that: ‘Everything that can be thought at all can be thought clearly. Everything that can be put into
words can be put clearly.’
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that ‘what the solipsist means is quite correct’. Now, before trying to understand how it can
be ‘correct’, let us try to be clear about what it is that ‘the solipsist means’ in the first

place.

The (rather cryptic) answer to that question is given in the first part of the next sentence
(5.62¢): ‘The world is my world’. In order to “unpack” the “solipsistic thesis” presented in
the latter sentence, it will be useful to repeat once again the main steps of the argument
presented up to this point in the book: first, let us recall that the ‘world’ spoken of in the
book was since its very beginning identified with ‘the totality of facts’; those facts, in turn,
were said to be representable by propositions, a proposition ‘applied and thought out” was
identified with a thought, that application, in turn, was said to amount to the operation of
combining the truth-functions of elementary propositions; and that operation, as we just
saw, presupposes a subject who can put it at work in order to generate a particular
projection, hence providing a deferminate sense to his propositions; now, since all
representation is based on that sort of operation, room is made for a solipsistic threat, in the
sense that the possibility remains open that each subject could, at least in principle,
generate projections which are private, and, in that sense, could live in a world which is

made up of facts which he alone can grasp—his (my) own private world.

The analysis above go some way toward explaining (i) ‘what the solipsist means’, i.e., the
content of the solipsistic thesis that ‘the world is my world’, and also (ii) the sense in which
that thesis is said to be ‘quite correct’—it is, at the very least, coherent with the general
analysis of the conditions of representation established by the book’s argument so far. But
this of course is not the whole story told in 5.62b—in fact, it is (at best) half of it. The
remaining half is presented in the last part of 5.62b, which states that the solipsistic thesis,
however inevitable, (iii) ‘cannot be said’, but (iv) ‘makes itself manifest’. So, let us turn

our attention to those further qualifications.

As to (ii1), again some work of interpretation is needed if we are to go beyond the absurd
(and rather comic) idea that we cannot say what we have just said—viz., that ‘The world is
my world’. Now the analysis of 5.61b-c provides a model which can be smootlhy applied
to the case in view: if the “unpacking” of the thesis that ‘The world is my world’, as
presented above, is correct, then what the solipsist is attempting to express is a general and

necessary feature of language, and also of the world that can be represented by that
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language (‘which alone I understand’); being a necessary feature of the world, it cannot be
expressed by (bomna fide, bipolar) propositions—which, by their own essential truth-
functional nature, must always present situations for a test, as being true or false, and,
therefore, contingently one or another. Therefore, what we (as well as the solipsist)
imagined to have said (or thought) when looking at the string of signs which comprises the

“solipsistic thesis” (‘The world is my world”), was not really said (or thought) at all’".

Before continuing with the analysis of 5.62, let us pause to reflect about an important (and
possibly unexpected) subversive consequence that the results obtained so far have for our
understanding of proposition 5.6—which, N.B., should have been ‘elucidated’ by that
analysis. Details aside, remember that one thing we (and the solipsist) imagined to have
expressed by employing the signs ‘The world is my world’ was exactly the necessary
congruence of limits presented in 5.6 (those of the / my world, and those of the / my
language). Now, if the analysis presented above is correct, we should conclude, echoing
5.61, that such a “necessary congruence” itself cannot be said, because when we try to
express it the (pseudo-)propositions we generate seem to be ‘excluding certain possibilities,
and this cannot be the case, since it would require that logic should go beyond the limits of
the world; for only in that way could it view those limits from the other side as well’. What
is paradoxical about this conclusion is that proposition 5.6 was a necessary step in the
argument leading to the limiting consequence presented in 5.61. In other words, chances
are that we readers have been somewhat tricked, in that we were first made to stick to the
appearance of sense of proposition 5.6, then to extract an (apparent) limiting consequence
(5.61), only in order to conclude, finally, that after all “proposition” 5.6 has no sense at all

—is not a proposition at all.

But the story, as I said, does not end here—we are still left with the fourth and final point
made in 6.52b, according to which ‘what the solipsist means [...] makes itself manifest’.
Actually, it is on this last claim that we should put our hopes of finding a way out of this
whole paradoxical situation, since it allows us to think that, even if it proves true that we
were being “tricked” up to this point—i.e., by being impelled to take the pseudo-
propositions above as expressing some necessary truths about language and the world,

when they were in fact just nonsensical strings of signs—we were not just wasting our

"I Notice also the parallel between this analysis and that presented in the concluding part of the book (6.5
ss.), where something (apparently) ‘said’ (or expressed) by a string of signs (the skeptical ‘question’ and
the ‘problem of life”) is shown not to be really said (or even sayable) at all.
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time, since (hopefully) something was ‘made manifest’ all along, or after, this whole self-
subverting process. Now, what exactly was ‘made manifest’—or, to put the same question
in other words, how much ‘truth’ is there ‘in solipsism’ after all? Notice, first, that the
sentence above (‘what the solipsist means [...] makes itself manifest’) is not saying, nor
implying (as it could appear in a first reading) that the pseudo-proposition ‘The world is
my world’—the (supposed) expression of solipsism—which (admittedly) says nothing, can
by itself ‘make something manifest’. If such an string of signs says nothing, it also cannot
say (as we imagined it did) ‘what the solipsist means’. What the solipsist means—what he
tries to say by employing the signs presented in the first part of 6.52c—is what
(supposedly) ‘makes itself manifest’ by the fact presented in its second half—the fact, i.e.,
that when trying to go beyond ‘the limits of language’, the solipsist says nothing—he just

ends up producing plainly nonsensical combinations of signs.

In the face of these considerations, it seems that we can sum up the whole content of 5.62
as the triviality that there is nothing (and no thing either) to understand, to think, or to talk
about, beyond the limits of what 7 understand, think and talk about. Now if there is nothing
beyond those limits, it follows that the very opposition between what is “mine” (be it my
experience, my language, or my world) and something else is itself nonsensical, and,
consequently, must be abandoned. To the extent, then, that there is some ‘truth in
solipsism’, its truth would be simply the inescapable fact with which I am faced when I
unsuccessfully try to express the “solipsistic thesis”, i.e., that I am fated to express only
what my language can express; and this ‘truth’ is not something that I discover because I
can ‘view those limits from the other side as well’—on the contrary, it is exactly the failure

in my hopeless attempt to do so that shows that this is impossible’. (By the same token,

7 H. O. Mounce, in his introductory commentary to the Tractatus, reaches a very similar conclusion.
Having argued that it is an error to think, as some commentators (Hacker included) do, that ‘although it is
a confusion to express solipsism, nevertheless it is really true’ (Mounce, 1981, p. 91), he claims that there
is, in fact, ‘a truth behind solipsism’—solipsism itself being just the ‘confused result’ of trying to state
such (ineffable) truth. The truth, according to Mounce, ‘is not that I alone am real but that I have a point
of view on the world which is without neighbours’ (ibid.). He adds the following considerations in order
to clarify the content of that claim:

[...] Wittgenstein’s point, I think, is as follows. What I conceive of as the world
is given to me in language. This conception is the only one there is. I know this
not because I have considered other possibilities and rejected them. Rather, I
know this precisely because it shows itself in there being no other possibilities.
For there is no language but language and therefore no conception of the world
other than the one language gives. This conception is my conception. My
conception of the world, therefore, like my visual field, is without neighbours.
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this trivializing or deflationary reading must also hold of 5.621, which states that ‘The
world and life are one’—so that its whole point will turn out to be simply that I cannot live

except in the world that I live.)

15. However, this deflationary rendition of the ‘truth in solipsism’ faces some immediate
problems. First, are we really supposed to believe, without more ado, that such a #riviality
is ‘what the solipsist means’—i.e., what the solipsist always wanted (however hopelessly)
to say? How can we (or Wittgenstein) be sure about that? Second, and more importantly,
are we really clear about the content of this ‘truth’? As my own attempt at clarifying it
testifies, when we try to spell it out we inevitably end up producing more and more strings
of signs which, by the Tractatus’ own standards, are simply nonsense, since they are
themselves intended as expressions of a necessary feature of our language. Notice that
even if we try to neutralize this problem, as I myself attempted above, by repeating
Wittgenstein’s strategy of “pointing to” (supposedly without having to speak about) some
kind of fact, we cannot avoid helping ourselves of some linguistic description (e.g., by
describing it as ‘the fact that I am fated to express only what my language can express’).
Therefore, there seems to be an infinite regress latent in this strategy—a regress which can
only be stopped if we entirely give up the attempt to explain what the truth in solipsism is.
If this truth is ineffable, then we should stop babbling about it—in fact, we should follow
the advice given in the very last proposition of the book (7), and ‘pass over [it] in silence’.
This, of course, may not be ‘satisfying to the other person’ (i.e., the solipsist), but it seems

to be the only strictly correct attitude to take in this case.

Is it? But then—and this is the third problem—why does Wittgenstein continue to invite us
to think (or to imagine that we are thinking) about it in the rest of the section? Why doesn’t
he remain silent about this subject from now on? Is it because to really learn to remain

silent we need a greater exposition to the effects of trying to go beyond the limits of

(Mounce, 1981, p. 92)

The main problem I have with Mounce’s analysis is that it does not really explain how ‘Wittgenstein’s
point’ (i.e., that ‘What I conceive of as the world is given to me in language’ and that ‘This conception is
the only one there is’), which is supposed to be a necessary feature of language, can ‘show itself’, without
my having to ‘consider[...] other possibilities and reject[...] them’. In other words, the question Mounce
should try to answer is: how can I know that ‘there [are] no other possibilities’, if I don’t af least consider
the possibility of there being some, if only to exclude them?
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language?—How much have we to flutter in the flybottle before we can get our rest?—Let
us see if we can get a little bit clearer about these questions by reading the remaining

propositions of section 5.6.

2.3.3 The (shrinking) ‘metaphysical subject’, and the way back to realism

16. The next proposition in our list is 5.63: ‘I am my world. (The microcosm.)’. Taken by
itself, this proposition seems again smoothly amenable to the kind of deflationary rendition
presented above—so that its whole point could be rephrased (if only it could really be
expressed in a proposition!) as saying that the only world I can live in is the world in which
I am, the world which alone my language can represent. As if the nonsensical and ineffable
character of what I just said was not puzzling enough (are we already used to this?),
matters become even worst when we read the sub-propositions which are intended to

clarify 5.63. Let us have a list:

5.631 There is no such thing as the subject that thinks or entertains ideas.

If I wrote a book called The World as I found it, 1 should have to include a report on
my body, and should have to say which parts were subordinate to my will, and which
were not, etc., this being a method of isolating the subject, or rather of showing that in
an important sense there is no subject; for it alone could not be mentioned in that book.

5.632 The subject does not belong to the world: rather, it is a limit of the world.

5.633  Where in the world is a metaphysical subject to be found?

You will say that this is exactly like the case of the eye and the visual field. But really
you do not see the eye.

And nothing in the visual field allows you to infer that it is seen by an eye.

5.634 This is connected with the fact that no part of our experience is at the same time a
priori.

Whatever we see could be other than it is.
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Whatever we can describe at all could be other than it is.

There is no a priori order of things.

17. The first remarkable thing about proposition 5.631 is that its first part—i.e., 5.631a,
saying that there is no thinking subject—if taken at face value, directly contradicts 5.61—
saying that we cannot say in logic what there is and what there is not in the world;
furthermore, it also contradicts (however less manifestly) the last proposition of the list—
i.e., 5.634, about there being no a priori ‘part of our experience’, ‘no a priori order of
things’. In fact, the contradiction is so striking that it cries for some kind of
reinterpretation. Following the method applied in similar cases above, the first step would
be to notice that, contrary to the appearances, 5.631a is not a proposition at all, but rather a
nonsensical string of signs, a pseudo-proposition—after all, if, per impossibile, it had a
sense, it could not be false—it should be recessary; hence, it would not satisfy the book’s
own standards for something to count as a bona fide proposition (i.e., its capability of
being true or false, of allowing us to think the opposite of what it says, etc.). Consequently,
this sentence also has a self-subversive character, in that it first impels us to imagine that
we understood its sense—and, therefore, that by saying / thinking it we are ‘excluding
certain possibilities’, and thus presenting an a priori part of our experience—when in fact
that is made impossible by the very conditions of representation—since, in order to be
done, ‘it would require that logic should go beyond the limits of the world’, viewing those

limits ‘from the other side as well’ (5.61).

Having noticed that, I suppose one would like to ask what is the point of presenting that
proposition in the first place. If the comparison with the cases analysed before is in order,
its point must lie precisely in its self-subversive character, in that something should be
‘made manifest’ after the process triggered by it. What, then, is made manifest by that
pseudo-proposition? To answer that question we shall pay attention to the next sentence,
5.631b. Again, there is something very remarkable about that sentence, in that it enacts a
‘method of isolating the subject’, just in order to show that, when we try to do that, our
inevitable failure in this task will show that ‘in an important sense there is no subject’.

Notice, though, that this last phrase is just as nonsensical as the former one (5.631a): it also
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appears to ‘exclude certain possibilities’, to describe a contingent feature of our world,
when in fact it should be presenting the only actuality there is, and there can be—the ‘a
priori order of things’. So its whole point cannot lie in what it says (since it says nothing),
but rather in what is made manifest by it—i.e., the impossibility of finding an ‘I’ who
could be in any sense separated from the ‘world’”. Basically the same analysis goes for
5.633, where we are presented with the very same kind of enactment—the search for the
‘metaphysical subject’—only this time with another simile—so, instead of something that I
am incapable of mentioning in the “great book of beings”, the idea now is of something

that I cannot find, and not even infer, from what I ‘see’ in my ‘visual field’.

This analysis shall help us to understand how 5.631 and 5.633 can be seen as elucidations
of 5.63, i.e., the (pseudo-)thesis that ‘I am my world’: to repeat, what both propositions
‘made manifest’ (even if they were not capable of saying it) was that we cannot separate
subject and world. And this conclusion, in turn, would provide a further confirmation—a
further elucidation—of 5.6’s general view of a necessary congruence between (my)
language and (my) world. The problem for this reading emerges when we try to apply it to
the proposition which lies in between the former ones, 5.632. More specifically, the
problem arises from the idea expressed in its second half: ‘The subject [...] is a limit of the
world’; notice that, if this sentence is true, then we should conclude that the subject is not
exactly a nothing, as the former propositions could have made us think it was. The key to
solve this apparent problem is to take proposition 5.632 not as being in direct opposition to
its neighbours, but rather as an attempt to “soften” or to “balance” the radical view they
(seemingly) put forward. Consequently, even if it is true that ‘in an important sense there is
no subject’ (it is not a “something’), maybe it is also true that, in another important sense,
there is one (it is not a “nothing” either). That the subject cannot be separated from the
world does not imply that it cannot be at least distinguished in some way (i.e., as a [imit).
In fact, the case here is not like that of ‘the eye and the visual field’, where the former is

really separated from the later, but rather like the case of the point in geometry, which does

1t is hardly necessary to indicate the parallel between this enactment of a search for the ‘thinking subject’

and Hume’s notorious (self-aware) failure in attempting to find an ‘impression of the subject’. The same
point is made in still more clearly Humean fashion in the Notebooks, e.g., when Wittgenstein says that
‘The 1 is not an object. I objectively confront every object. But not the I.” (NB, p. 80). The parallel is also
often noticed by commentators; Hacker again provides an illustrative opinion on this parallel, his
conclusion being that: ‘Wittgenstein was willing to adopt a neo-Humean analysis of the empirical self.
There is no empirical soul-substance thinking thoughts, there are only thoughts. The self of psychology is
a manifold, a series of experiences, a bundle of perceptions in perpetual flux.” (Hacker, 1986, p. 86)
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not “exist” in any other way except as a limit of lines, figures, and, ultimately, three-

dimensional objects.

18. Now the analogy with geometry is presented by Wittgenstein himself, in the second
half of the next first-level sub-proposition (5.64), which reads: ‘The self of solipsism
shrinks to a point without extension, and there remains the reality co-ordinated with it’. It
is interesting that Wittgenstein here (re-)dubs the ‘metaphysical subject’ by means of the
description ‘the self of solipsism’; this gives a further reason to take seriously the idea that
there is some ‘truth in solipsism’, something correct in what the solipsist means, but is
incapable of saying; in fact, this much is repeated, with something of a twist, in the first
half of the proposition under analysis, where we read: ‘Here it can be seen that solipsism,
when its implications are followed out strictly, coincides with pure realism.” It may well
seem far-fetched to equate solipsism and (pure) realism, but just think about this: what else
can a ‘realist’ expect than a complete suppression of the ‘self’—taken as the ‘subject that
thinks or entertains ideas’—to give room for a direct apprehension (i.e., without any kind
of intermediary) of the whole reality? In fact, if we characterize ‘realism’ by something
like the thesis that what we perceive or experience directly is reality itself (as opposed to
ideas which ‘stand for’ that reality), we can see that solipsism, as presented so far, is the
other side of that same (realistic) coin—another way of satisfying the craving for a direct
contact with ‘the whole reality’, therefore avoiding our metaphysical and epistemological

loneliness.

2.4 Act two: throwing the ladder away (but not as quickly
as one would wish to!)

2.4.1 Throwing the ladder away (take one)

19. The analysis of solipsism presented in the last section (2.3) can be seen as a concrete
illustration of the procedure prescribed by the Tractatus to solve philosophical problems,

and, to that extent, it should help us clarify the issues we were left with at the conclusion of
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the preceding one (2.2). In order to see this, let us first have a summary of the most

important results obtained up to this point.

As we saw in §§3-5, the method to deal with philosophical problems was already
presented, however programmatically, in the Preface to the Tractatus. Basically, the view
stated there was that, in order to clarify the ‘misunderstandings of the logic of our
language’—the source of philosophical problems—one would need to draw limits
separating sense from nonsense, and this should be done ‘in language’, i.e., without having
to go (or even to think about) ‘the other side of the limit” (see TLP, p. 3). This, as we saw
in §§6-7, was exactly the role played by the presentation of the ‘general form of
proposition’, which allows one to exclude from the category of ‘proposition’—and,
consequently, to include in the category of ‘pure nonsense’—all the strings of signs which
are not generated in accordance to the rules of logical syntax (this being the case of the
pseudo-propositions of mathematics (6.2), science (6.3), and ethics (6.4)). Once in
possession of this general form, one can employ it to “solve” the “philosophical problems”,
by showing that they were in fact just pseudo-problems, which strictly speaking could not
even be “posed”, since the kind of “question” one tries to formulate to express them is
simply made impossible by the rules of logical syntax, so that of course there are no
possible “answers” to them either (the general lesson of 6.5, which is illustrated by the

cases of scepticism (6.51) and of the ‘problem of life’ (6.521)).

The reading sketched above was further borne out by proposition 6.53 (see §8), where
Wittgenstein presented the ‘correct method in philosophy’—i.e., ‘to say nothing except
what can be said, i.e., propositions of natural science [...] and then, whenever someone else
wanted to say something metaphysical, to demonstrate to him that he had failed to give a
meaning to certain signs in his propositions’. The problem which came out at that point of
the analysis was that Wittgenstein himself did not seem to have been following his own
advice in 6.53, in that he said many “metaphysical things” in order to achieve the results
indicated in the Preface. Motivated by the appearance of that problem, we were in a
position to at least understand the rationale for the presentation, in proposition 6.54, of the
“self-undoing” concluding remarks of the book—the problem of the ladder, with which we
(problematically) concluded section 1 (see §9). The questions which we left unanswered at
that point were basically the following: (i) Which propositions of the book are we supposed

to use as ‘rungs’ in the ‘ladder’ which we should ‘throw away’? (ii) How exactly are we
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supposed to throw it away? (iii)) What is exactly the result of this whole process—what

does it mean to ‘see the world aright’?

20. Now, by focusing our attention in the set of propositions dealing with solipsism (TLP
5.6), we notice that the main steps of the self-subversive procedure presented at the end of
the book were already at work in that particular stretch. In order to make this clear, the first
thing we should observe is that the dialectical situation presented in 6.53 is reproduced in
5.6: on the one hand, we have someone—the solipsist, say—wanting to ‘say something
metaphysical’—viz., that ‘the world is my world’; on the other hand we have someone—
call him Wittgenstein—trying to demonstrate to his solipsistic interlocutor that ‘he had
failed to give a meaning to certain signs in his propositions’. Having noticed that fact, the
question arises whether Wittgenstein has ‘demonstrated’ this problem of the solipsist’s
position by ‘saying nothing except what can be said, i.e., propositions of natural science’.
And the answer to that question is: of course not; as we saw above, in order to show that
the solipsist was producing nonsense Wittgenstein clearly employed some ‘metaphysical
theses’—e.g., that ‘the limits of my language are the limits of my world’ (5.6), that ‘The
subject does not belong to the world; rather, it is a limit of the world’ (5.632), and so on.
Yet those ‘metaphysical theses’, as we also observed, are themselves self-subversive, in
that they amount to attempts to express something necessary about the world and language
—something which, according to the general analysis presented before in the book, simply
cannot be said by any bona fide proposition. What is more remarkable, however, is that the
self-subversive character of those ‘metaphysical theses’ is also made manifest by the
internal tension generated when we closely compare their (alleged) “content” with the
(alleged) “content” of other claims made in the very same section (i.e., 5.6)—e.g., that ‘we
cannot say in logic, “The world has this in it, and this, but not that™* (5.61), or that ‘no part

of our experience is at the same time a priori’ (5.634).

Given the notorious self-subversive character of the ‘metaphysical theses’ employed in
section 5.6 in order to point out the shortcomings of solipsism, we must conclude that
Wittgenstein was himself making a (self-conscious) use of nonsense;—by forcing us (the
readers) to flutter in the walls of our language in this way, he produces an awareness of the

limits of sense, and, consequently, disavows us (and the solipsistic interlocutor) of tacitly,
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un-self-consciously, producing nonsense—in other words, he makes latent nonsensicality

patent.

21. Now that conclusion can be used as a starting point, or as a test case, to answer the
questions made above (§19). Question (i) was about which propositions we should use as
rungs; given the analysis above, the answer seems to be: only Wittgenstein’s own self-
conscious, self-subversive metaphysical claims—those which try to state, or to express (as
opposed to make manifest) necessary truths about the world, language and thought; as to
how we shall use those propositions as rungs—question (ii)—the answer is: we can use
them as tools which make us aware of the (otherwise hidden, or latent) failure of our (or
the interlocutor’s) own attempts to talk about things which are beyond the limits of what
can be said; as to the result of this whole process—question (iii)}—the answer is: freedom
from the impulse to try to express those things, and, ultimately, the lesson presented in
proposition 7: ‘What we cannot speak we must pass over in silence’. To ‘overcome these
propositions’, and to ‘see the world aright’, is to become aware of the limits of our
language, and, therefore, to ‘throw away the ladder’ is to give up the hopeless attempt to
pose problems where questions cannot be asked—in other words, to give up metaphysics,
as traditionally pursued. (Notice that, according to this reading, there is an important sense
in which no ‘transcendence’ is involved here at all—the idea is not to go to ‘the other side
of the limit’, but rather the very opposite, i.e., to give up the attempt to do so; hence the

problem with Pears and McGuinness’s translation (see n. 80).)

2.4.2 Back to the ladder: the solipsist (justly) dissatisfied

22. I take the conclusions extracted above (§21) as coherent with the orthodox reading of
the Tractatus. However, I do not think the story should end at that point, for the simple
reason that we would then be still firmly on the ladder. In order to show this, I will again
take the analysis of solipsism as my test case, only this time I will focus on a different
aspect of that analysis which was left out in the brief reconstruction presented in §20.

Recall that a result of the reading offered in the ‘Intermission’ above was that the ‘truth in
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solipsism’—however strictly ineffable—was already implicit from the beginning of the
book’s examination of the conditions for representation: if we are to have propositions
with a determinate sense, which represent particular and determinate facts, there must be a
determinate projection, which in turn requires a subject who can make it—who can think
the sense of the proposition in such a determinate way. Now this view seems to commit
one to the (at first sight) problematic consequence of having to accept some form of
solipsism—and hence, the possibility of (representational) privacy. However, as we saw,
Wittgenstein apparently doesn’t find himself in need of being too concerned with this
general and abstract possibility, since he has also provided a tool for dissolving practical
and circumscribed representational disagreements—this being the role of his method of
logical analysis. Provided that there is only one possible analysis of a (determinately
projected) proposition, guaranty of intersubjectivity is just a matter of logical calculation.
Besides, remember that Wittgenstein also readily reassures us, at the end of the argument
of section 5.6, that this peculiar form of solipsism which comes out ‘true’ is actually the
purest form of realism there can be, since it implies that no reality can possibly fall short of
direct and determinate representation in this scheme—I mean, the one in which the limits

of world and language coincide.

I take it that the general picture which results from that analysis—by “making manifest”
the “necessary congruence” between the limits of my world (i.e., the extent of possible
experience) and the limits of my language—is designed to satisfy two deep-rooted
philosophical needs—to calm down two intimately connected philosophical fears: the fear
of metaphysical loneliness—i.e., of there being an unbriedgeable gulf separating oneself
from the reality around—and the fear of (for lack of a better term) inexpressiveness—i.e.,
of not being capable to represent (hence to express) that reality in a determinate,
trustworthy manner. Notice, however, that since the “way out” of those philosophical
“problems” requires that, in an important sense, the world itself becomes part of the
subject’s (private) experience, no matter how ultimately backed our intersubjective
agreement may be—by the availability of a logical method of analysis which can resolve
our disputes—this is not really that reassuring—or is it? It is in order to put some pressure
on this point that I suggest we take again as a test case the dispute enacted in section 5.6,

between Wittgenstein (let us continue calling him Wittgenstein) and the solipsist.
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To begin with, remember that the solipsist was trying to express something—more
specifically, he was trying to formulate his own philosophical position, by means of a
single and determinate thesis—when he employed the signs ‘The world is my world’.
Wittgenstein, on the other side, was trying to convince us that the solipsist did not say
anything with those signs—he only produced nonsense.—Now, obviously enough, the
dispute enacted at this point between Wittgenstein and the solipsist is also an instance of a
(possible) dialogue, or conversation—it is, at the very least, an exchange supposed to be
(possibly) occurring in language; therefore, the set of claims that the author of the
Tractatus has been busy to establish (about the nature of language and its connection to
reality—call it his theory of meaning) ought to apply to this instance as well as to any other
communicative exchange. But if this is the case—if, i.e., the theory of meaning presented
in the book is to have such a reflective application, informing or conditioning the nature of
this particular dialogue—there arises a problem. Remember that, according to that theory,
no string of signs should be taken as intrinsically expressing a determinate proposition—a
determinate symbol, with a determinate sense; in order to do so, the signs must have been
projected (i.e., applied) in a determinate way, by a particular subject. Notice, though, that
if this is true, it also implies that a string of signs does not—and cannot—be intrinsically
nonsensical. Consequently, the target of Wittgenstein’s criticisms when arguing against the
solipsist cannot be the mere string of signs employed by him—it must be rather something
like his intended projection. And if this is the case, the question arises of how could
Wittgenstein be so sure that he got the solipsist’s intended projection right. Couldn’t the
solipsist be (justly) dissatisfied with this dogmatic attitude of Wittgenstein’s, who claims

that he cannot say what he wants to say?

Notice that it will not do as a way out of this difficulty just to say that this (i.e., the solipsist
versus Wittgenstein) is a peculiar instance of linguistic dispute, or disagreement—one in
which Wittgenstein could be particularly confident about his attitude, since he knows
exactly well what his interlocutor would like to say in this occasion—viz., that the limits of
his language are the limits of his world. To say this would be just to push the problem a
little bit further, in that we could now ask the same question once again: and how could
Wittgenstein be so sure about the particular sense that the solipsist wants to give to the
signs ‘the limits of my language are the limits of my world’? One could also try to avoid

this problem employing a different strategy—Dby pointing out that the case of solipsism is
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peculiar for another reason—namely, that no string of signs whatsoever could possibly
play the role intended by the solipsist. In other words (so the reply would go), there are
some “things” which simply cannot be grasped by our signs, which have no corresponding
symbol in our language—this being the case of ‘what the solipsist means’.—But if this is
true, then we must conclude that the limits of language and the limits of reality (of what
there is) are not completely congruent after all. And if this is the case it will be of no help
to say that the ‘world’ (as this word is technically employed in the book) is just a part of
this greater reality—the part about which we can talk and think. The moment we arrive at
this kind of claim—are held captive by this kind of picture—we are again forced to face
that threatening possibility of inexpressiveness, of there being invincible obstacles—
impassable limitations—to what can be represented in our language and thought. In other

words, we are back to our metaphysical bottle, still fluttering against its walls.

23. Now I think this is exactly the result that Wittgenstein planned to achieve with his
enactment of a dispute with his solipsistic interlocutor—in fact, although the justification
of this claim goes beyond the scope of this study, I am inclined to think that this would
apply not only to this particular case, but equally to any other context in which a tension is
(intentionally) created by the enactment of a (particular) conflict between the imposition of
limits which the book is trying to establish thoroughly (limits to what can be said, thought,
experienced, represented) and the invitation to fransgress those limits, which is in turn
triggered by the (self-subversive) categorical denials of some possibilities (e.g., that the
metaphysical subject, or absolute value, or God, could be found in the world)—denials
which automatically prompt one to affirm their contrary (e.g., by conceiving that the
metaphysical subject, or absolute value, or God, could be found outside the world). In
contexts like these, the further move of saying that the “things” in question are neither
inside nor outside the world, amounting rather to its /imits, is just another way of playing
with our imagination, since we cannot really (can we?) conceive any limit which does not
separate an inside from an outside, the result being again a feeling—in the back of our
minds, so to speak—that there is “something” beyond those limits, only we cannot reach

“it,’-
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So, am I suggesting that there is no way out of this vertiginous situation?—Well, I think
there is one, but in order to see it we have to understand how this whole story of projection
—the entire “picture theory of meaning” presented by the book—is itself intended as a
rung in the ladder that we are supposed to throw away. I shall try to clarify and justify this

claim is the next sub-section.

2.4.3 Throwing the “picture theory of meaning” away

24. Recall that Wittgenstein’s contention against the solipsist is, basically, that the latter is
incapable of expressing his own philosophical position—his own central thesis—since
when he tries to do so he systematically ends up producing mere nonsense—mere strings
of signs which do not amount to any symbol whatsoever. Now a problem arises when we
ask how exactly that kind of claim is supposed to be grounded—in particular, what exactly
are the data from which it is supposed to depart. As we saw, it cannot be merely the signs
offered by the solipsist, since, as Wittgenstein himself has warned, ‘the sign, of course, is
arbitrary’ (3.322), in that it can be used to signify whatever one wants: ‘We cannot give a
sign the wrong sense’ (5.4732)™. The only alternative seems to be that the problem—the
nonsensical character of the solipsist’s “thesis”—would rather lie in the symbol(s)
employed by him; but this, in turn, will not do, since symbols are, by definition, strings of
signs (e.g., words) which were already given a particular sense, which were employed

(projected) to represent a particular (possible) fact.

The problem we just faced is one which, according to Cora Diamond, would affect any
reading which takes the Tractatus as providing (what she describes as) a ‘wholesale
method for criticizing philosophical propositions’ (2004, p. 202). Here is how she

articulates that problem:

Any propositional sign can be used in various ways; there is no reason to doubt,
of anything that looks like a propositional sign, that it can be used to express a
thought, or to name a cat, or in other ways. So, if there is a ‘wholesale’ approach
to demonstrating of any philosophical or metaphysical proposition that it is

™ It would be important to notice, at this point of the analysis, that the “arbitrariness” involved here only
holds at the elementary level—once we have chosen particular signs to refer to particular objects, the
possibilities of combination are governed by logical syntax, and, in that sense, are not arbitrary any more.
However, as we shall see in a moment, this is actually another rung in the ladder.
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nonsense, there must first be some way of making clear how the proposition is to
be taken, since it can be used to say something perfectly intelligible. It isn’t to be
taken in any of the ways in which it wouldn’t be nonsense. How, then, is the
intended nonsensical use to be made clear? For only if that can be done could the
wholesale approach catch hold of the proposition in question. So some kind of
clarification, or attempt at clarification, is going to be involved if the wholesale
approach is even to have a chance to connect with some purportedly nonsensical
proposition. The devastating problem for a reading of that general type is this: to
attempt to specify which way of taking the propositional sign makes it
nonsensical, you have to make clear what use of the sign you have in mind. Any
such clarification deals with the detail of the individual sentence; it is an
essentially retail proceeding. But, in the case of a nonsensical proposition, the
attempt at clarification will reveal that it is nonsense by making plain that there
is no particular use of the propositional sign that is clearly in focus; there is no
way in which the sign is being meant. The ‘wholesale’ approach requires that
there be some way of taking the propositional sign, such that the sign, taken that
way, can be recognized to be an attempt to express something which
propositions allegedly can’t be used to express, or in some other way to violate
some or other rule. But then that use must be specifiable, and distinguishable
from other uses. But this attempt to specify a use proceeds by attempting
philosophical clarification. In the course of that attempt the proposition’s
character will be revealed, without any appeal to supposed general Tractatus
doctrines. (Diamond, 2004, p. 203)

Let me try to clarify Diamond’s analysis—in particular, the conclusion extracted in the last
sentence of the passage above—by taking an indirect route, helping myself of some
elements from Denis McManus’ analysis of the same point. According to McManus, the
main lesson to be extracted from the examination of the kind of difficulty we have at hand
is that there is ‘no external determination of how [our] words ought to be used’ in order to
represent a particular, possible fact, since ‘we are only considering—are only led to—those
particular possible facts because we have taken for granted how these words are actually
used” (McManus, 2006, p. 40). By imagining the contrary—i.e., by (tacitly) taking our
words as having an independent life of their own, as Wittgenstein tempted us to do—we
were victims of an illusion, which amounts to ‘treat these words simultaneously as signs
and as symbols’ (ibid.)—a conflation which, as we saw above, Wittgenstein takes as being
nothing less than the origin of ‘the most fundamental confusions’ of which ‘philosophy is
full’ (3.324). At this juncture, McManus argues—and here comes the main reason for
bringing his analysis into play in the present context—that the analogy with pictures
provided in the Tractatus is precisely intended to make us aware of such a conflation:
according to him, ‘there is much to be learnt’ by following Wittgenstein’s advice in
proposition 3.1431; in particular, it can teach us that ‘[t]he essential nature of the
propositional sign becomes very clear when we imagine it made up of spatial objects (such

as tables, chairs, books) instead of written signs’ (ibid, p. 66).
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25. In order to help us follow Wittgenstein’s advice, McManus presents an interesting
example, which I think is worth quoting at full length, in order to further a better
understanding of the rest of his argument (the reconstruction of which will be the main task

of the remainder of this sub-section). The example is introduced as follows:

Let us consider how one might represent a road accident on a kitchen table, with
cups, napkins, and a pepper-pot. Let us imagine the roads are represented by
folded napkins, the cars involved by cups, and the unfortunate pedestrian, who I
will call ‘Frank’, by the pepper-pot. Consider first what we must have
understood to have grasped what each element represents. To grasp how the
pepper-pot can represent a person is to grasp how moving it here and there upon
the table, into different places relative to the napkins and the cups, is to describe
different things that can have happened to that person: for example, to see how
the pepper-pot’s movement across this napkin is the person’s crossing a road.

Note what is involved in this achievement: to grasp how this particular ‘name’
represents is to see how other ‘names’ represent. To understand what the pepper-
pot represents is to see how it can be used in telling stories in which cups
represent cars and napkins represent roads. Note also how the analogy presents
the project of ‘constructing a proposition’. In particular, note that we do not
construct the proposition out of already understood elements; rather, we
understand the elements when we understand how they can be used to construct
propositions. To see this pepper-pot as this person is to see it as used in a context
that will itself have meaning and will be populated by other entities having
meaning—a context which is here a particular range of spatial locations and the
other entities being cars and roads. We may say, ‘Let’s say that this is Frank, that
cup is Bert’s car, this cup is ... . But we do not first grasp that the pepper-pot is
Frank, then that the cup is a car, etc., and then finally grasp how they can be used
to tell stories about Frank, a car, etc. We do not understand how indeed ‘this’ ‘is
Frank’ until we see how ‘this’ and ‘that’ will be used to tell stories about Frank
and Bert’s car, how this combination of kitchenalia can be the car, the road, the
traffic lights, etc., how the movement of the pepper-pot across the napkin can be
Frank crossing the road (as opposed to the rise of a stock price or a gas’s density
increasing, say, which that same movement of that same pepper-pot could
represent in a different system of representation).

Imagine what it would be like to be told, having been presented with the pepper-
pot, that ‘This is Frank’, followed by ... nothing. There is no further ‘This is
Bert’s car, this is the red car, and ... > Instead we are simply told ‘This is Frank’.
Now what are we in a position to do? We can’t place Frank anyway, because no
system for representing location has been explained to us. But neither has any
system for explaining any ‘logical space’ (age, star sign, favourite holiday venue,
etc., etc.). In other words, there is nothing for us to say about Frank. We find
ourselves wondering not so much what to do with our new ‘sign’, but more what
it was that the person we took to be explaining a new sign was trying to do.
(McManus, pp. 66-67)
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The case presented above is meant as an illustration of the general (exegetical) thesis
according to which ‘the picture analogy makes clear that grasping how one particular name
—one particular element of such a picture/model—represents involves grasping how other
names represent, along with the propositions within which they figure’ (ibid., p. 66). That
thesis is in its turn the key to understand how the picture analogy can be used as a rung in
the ladder that is intended to be ‘thrown away’ when we come to understand Wittgenstein
—it does so precisely by exposing what Mcanus dubs ‘the myth of the independent life of
names’ (ibid., p. 69)—a ‘myth’, N.B., that so far the Tractatus has been tricking us to
accept (however tacitly) as a truth about language. In order to show this, McManus asks us
to imagine how would nonsense—an ‘illogical combination of signs’—arise in a situation

like the one just depicted. Here is how he presents the point:

Consider what we would say if, for example, the pepper-pot were picked up and
put back in the cupboard. What, one might ask, would this say of Frank now?
Only if we understand what the cupboard and the pepper-pot’s being placed
inside the cupboard are to represent, do we have any sense of what would then
be being said about Frank, and indeed whether this pepper-pot is still
representing Frank, instead of representing something else or nothing at all. Or
suppose someone said ‘What if this happens?’ and placed two napkins on top of
each other. What is the force of our saying now ‘That cannot happen’? The
answer that the picture analogy suggests is not that the presented state of affairs
is physically or logically impossible (or indeed unthinkable or indescribable).
Rather, the response that comes to mind is: ‘Well, what is that meant to
represent?” We do not judge ‘this’—*‘this’ referring to ‘the depicted situation’—
to be physically or logically impossible; rather, we wonder what ‘this’—‘this’
referring to this combination of signs—is meant to mean, what situation this
arrangement is meant to depict. Prior to the envisaged question, ‘Is this logically
possible?’, is the question, ‘What is #his meant to be?” Prior to our philosophical
‘How?’ question is a sobering ‘What?’ question. (McManus, p. 69)

Given the analysis presented in the passage above, and the conclusion it supports—about
the confusion behind the idea of nonsense as prior to, independent of, and even
conditioning upon, a particular method of projection (a particular assignment of meaning /
use to a set of signs)—the next step in McManus’ argument is a generalization, to the
effect that ‘what the picture analogy serves to remind us of here is that our signs have as
much life as our use of them gives them’ (ibid.). The reason why the picture analogy can

be usefully employed to that end is that

when the elements of our representation are familiar words or elements which, as
in conventional, non-abstract pictures, have some visual similarity to what they
represent, it is easier to fall into thinking of such elements as possessing lives of
their own, as it were. We may then arrange them in ways that are expressive
within other, but superficially similar, actual or possible modes of representation,
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and then ask ‘Is this logically possible?’, untroubled by the prior question of
whether ‘this’ has been assigned a sense. The philosopher’s ‘possibility” question
need not then be expressive of an unusual but admirable rigour or imagination.
Rather, to come to understand the signs is to understand which aspects of them
and their combinations represent, and which do not, which are, to use
Wittgenstein’s terms, their ‘essential’ features and their ‘accidental’ features
(3.34). To understand this is not to be tempted by the philosopher’s question.
(McManus, p. 69)”

26. If we take the phrase ‘picture theory’ as referring to the ‘theory of meaning’ which is
presented in the Tractatus—i.e., the theory about the conditions for our propositions to
represent the facts in the world—then we can say that the picture analogy—i.e., the device
employed in order to show the problem of ‘the philosopher’s question’ mentioned above—
shows us why and how the picture theory must be thrown away. It does so exactly in the

way described by Wittgenstein in the 3.32n’s (see §11), namely, as a ‘sign-language’

* 1In order to clarify the mechanism which (mis)leads ‘the philosopher’ to ask the kind of question alluded

above—viz., ‘Is this logically possible?’, where no ‘this’ has been assigned a sense—McManus draws an
interesting parallel with the mechanism which (mis)leads us into (makes us being ‘caught’ by) the humour
of Lewis Carroll’s ‘nonsensical’ uses of language: according to him, what (mis)leads us in both cases is a
kind of ‘nonsense with a logic’, i.e., ‘a nonsense which one can, in a recognizable sense, understand and
which, in a recognizable sense, is capable of being inferred from other items of nonsense’:

Such items of nonsense possess these features by virtue of borrowing sense from
elsewhere. Part of what that borrowing is is their standing in pseudo-logical
relations with other nonsensical ‘propositions’ that borrow their sense from
corresponding sources. An aspect of what it would be for someone not to get
Carroll’s humour would be their failure to see how conclusions that his
characters draw ‘follow’ from their premisses, despite the fact that the arguments
in question are also nonsensical—patently so to those who do understand. As a
result, one can offer reasons why certain nonsensical claims should naturally
‘follow’ from others. (McManus, p. 53)

Here is a handy illustration of the kind of ‘inference’ which we are supposed to make (however tacitly) in
order to ‘understand’ Carrollinian nonsense—in order to ‘get’ one of his jokes (there is a lot more such
illustrations in McManus’ book, especially in section 4.4):

When Alice passes through the looking-glass, she is surprised to find that the
flowers there talk. But the ‘explanation’ is simple: ‘In most gardens,’ the Tiger-
lily said, ‘they make the beds so soft—so that the flowers are always asleep.’ [...]
Now in one sense this is a simple play on words, a pun on ‘beds’. But what is
funny about this, what makes it a joke that one can ‘get’, is that we can
understand Carroll’s extrapolation: if we imagine (if that is the word) flowers in
their beds as like people in theirs, the reason that the flowers don’t talk must be
because they are asleep. In one sense, Carroll presents us with nonsense. But it is
nonsense with a logic in the sense that it can be followed—someone who has
understood the preceding few sentences has done just that—and indeed
elaborated upon: for example, bed-wetting is clearly applauded among plants . . .
To understand such nonsense—to get the joke—is to be able to follow the
pseudo-logic of such nonsense. (McManus, p. 51)
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which allows us to avoid the conflation of signs / symbols, which in turn gives rise to the

‘most fundamental confusions’ of which ‘philosophy is full’. Again, this is a point which

McManus explains very clearly in the conclusion of his analysis:

Though it has often been remarked that the construction of a new notation does
not seem to be the philosophical method that the Tractatus itself employs, the
picture analogy itself works [...] in a remarkably similar way to that in which the
envisaged notation ought to work: it undermines philosophical illusions by
‘disenchanting” words. By asking us to think about models that are ‘made up of
spatial objects (such as tables, chairs, books) instead of written signs’,
Wittgenstein introduces a (short-lived) ‘notational reform’ that breaks up the
familiar sign/symbol associations upon which our philosophical confusions feed:
the ‘expressions’ used no longer even seem to carry their meanings outside the
uses in which they represent in the particular systems of representation in which
they figure, and the temptation to see confusing illusions of meaning in non-
representing combinations—in ‘illogical combinations’—is dissipated. We no
longer seek to understand the difference between ‘logical impossibilities’ (such
as ‘Seven is darker than your hat’) and sentences with sense (like ‘My coat is
darker than your hat’) as that between ‘impermissible’ and ‘permissible’
combinations of objects or ideas. (McManus, p. 72)

27. An important aspect of what is involved in ‘throwing away’ the picture theory, in the

way suggested above, has to do with the role of bipolarity as a criterion for

‘propositionality”’ (i.e., for some string of signs to count as a proposition, a symbol capable

of truth and falsity). As it shall be clear at this point, I take it that insofar as bipolarity is

offered as an external criterion for a string of signs to symbolize, it constitutes part of the

‘myth’ (of an independent life of signs) which McManus (and Diamond before him) has

been trying to unveil, and accordingly must be ‘thrown away’ together with it. In order to

see this, let us pause to think about what exactly could /ack bipolarity—and, therefore,

sense—according to the standards presented in the Tractatus: is it a string of signs, or a

complex of symbols? Here is Stephen Mulhall’s concise answer to that question:

76

No mere string of signs could possibly either possess or lack bipolarity; but if we
are in a position to treat some given string of signs as symbolizing, then we must
have parsed it as symbolizing in a particular way, and hence assigned specific
logical roles to its components. If so, then the question of whether or not it
possesses bipolarity comes too late; and if not—if, that is, we haven’t yet settled
on a particular parsing of it—then that question simply doesn’t arise. (Mulhall,
2007a, p. 6)"

Again, an illustration can help to understand this general point. Although employed for a slightly different
purpose (viz., to show the mistake involved in taking a sentence as intrinsically nonsensical, i.e.,
independently of the meaning which is assigned to its components), the following case shall do. Take the
sentence ‘Chairman Mao is rare’, which, according to Mulhall, was originally presented by Michael
Dummett as a piece of ‘substantial nonsense’, since it would (supposedly) conjoin a proper name, which
can be used only as an argument for first-level functions, with a second-level function. The problem with
Dummett’s rather quick categorization is that:
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Notice the close parallel between Mulhall’s move in the quotation above—aiming to show
that there is no bipolarity/sense (since there is no no-bipolarity/nonsense) prior to and
independent of our assignment of a determinate use to our signs—and Diamond’s /
McManus’ general contention, as presented above, to the effect that it is an illusion to
think that our signs have an ‘independent life’ of their own, prior to the applications to
which we put them. The conclusion Mulhall extracts from this analysis is also very
congenial to theirs, and serves to bring home a lesson which will be valuable when we go

back to Wittgenstein’s dialogue with the solipsist. It runs as follows:

[Blefore any general doctrine about non-bipolar propositions can be brought to
bear on a particular candidate, before we are even in a position to think of
ourselves as having a candidate that might meet this proposed criterion for
nonsensicality, we must already have made clear the particular use we are
inclined to make of it such that we want to say of it that it expresses something
non-bipolar (and that it is not a tautology, and so on). In other words, all the
work is being done by that process of clarification of meaning, not by the
attempted application of a general doctrine to whatever is thereby clarified; and
if the proposition-like thing is philosophically problematic, then [...] that will
come out in the attempted process of clarification as a kind of failure to mean
anything in particular by it, or a hovering between various ways of meaning
something by it, rather than by its violating logical syntax. (Mulhall, 2007a, p. 6)

In other (and more general) words, the lesson here is that, contrarily to what its readers
have been made (provisionally) to assume, the Tractatus (ultimately) does not offer a
philosophical ‘theory of meaning’—in particular (to borrow once again from Diamond’s
analysis), there is ‘no special Tractatus sense of ‘nonsensical’, only the ordinary idea of
not meaning anything at all’ (Diamond, 2004, p. 205); consequently, the only strategy
available for a philosopher (or anyone else, for that matter) in order to clarify a given

sentence—or to show its confusion and emptiness thereby—thus identifying and

if it is essential to a symbol’s being a proper name that it [is used as an argument
to first-level functions], then we can treat ‘Chairman Mao’ as a proper name in
this context only if we treat ‘is rare’ as a first-level function rather than a second-
level function (say, as meaning ‘tender’ or ‘sensitive’). And by the same token, if
it is essential to a symbol’s being a second-level function that it take first-level
functions as arguments, then we can treat ‘is rare’ as a second-level function in
this context only if we treat ‘Chairman Mao’ as a first-level function rather than
a proper name (perhaps on the model of ‘a brutal politician’). Either way of
parsing the string of signs is perfectly feasible—we need only to determine a
suitable meaning for the complementary component in each case; but each way
presupposes an interpretation of the string as a whole which excludes the other.
So treating it as substantial nonsense involves hovering between two feasible but
incompatible ways of treating the string, without ever settling on either.
(Mulhall, 2007a, p. 4—I modified the quotation in order to fix what seems to be
a slip in the original.)
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overcoming certain philosophical illusions, is the mobilization of (in Mulhall’s phrase) ‘a
certain kind of practical knowledge, a know-how possessed by anyone capable of speech’
(2007a, p. 7). And this means that instead of a top-down, dogmatic insistence that some
signs are simply (intrinsically) nonsensical—as the one enacted by Wittgenstein in his
purported criticism of the solipsist—philosophical (logical) clarity requires a rather more
patient and sympathetic stance, an effort to specify the use one may have in mind when
employing certain signs; that, in turn, will involve imaginatively distinguishing the
(supposed) empty use (the ‘use-as-nonsense’) from other possible ways of using the same

signs, which might be legitimate, and (recognizably) meaningful. As Diamond concludes:

[Plhilosophical clarification is an activity which we can and, indeed, must
attempt to carry through if we want to criticize a thing that looks like a
proposition, and claim that it is nonsense. It is, essentially, in the failure of the
attempt at clarification of the particular proposition with which we are concerned
that we are able to come to recognize that there was nothing there to clarify.
There is no philosophical critique of propositions available on the basis of the
Tractatus, separate from the Tractatus conception of clarification of genuine
propositions. (Diamond, 2004, pp. 203-204)

With that conclusion in mind, let us go back to the enacted dispute between Wittgenstein
and his solipsistic interlocutor, in order to see if we can find a better end for that story—
one which could be a little more satisfying to the solipsist himself, who was so harshly

criticized in the former round of the argument.

2.4.4 The (real) truth in solipsism

28. As I said above (see §22b), the picture presented in TLP 5.6 as an inevitable conclusion
of the book’s argument—the “congruence” which is there “made manifest” between the
limits of (my) world and the limits of (my) language—seems designed to satisfy two deep-
rooted philosophical needs: those of overcoming metaphysical loneliness (or separateness
from reality), and inexpressiveness (in the sense of a “lack of fit” between one’s language
and the facts one wants to—faithfully—represent). The reason why these needs seem to be
satisfied by the discovery of the ‘truth in solipsism’ is exactly that ‘when its implications
are followed out strictly’, the result of solipsism is ‘pure realism’—i.e., the view according

to which what we experience directly is the whole reality itself (as opposed to, say, ideas
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which ‘stand for’ that reality) (see §18). Having reached that conclusion, I highlighted a
problem about it—namely, that in order to obtain it, Wittgenstein himself had to resort to
an ultimately self-subverting strategy, based on the idea of drawing limits to the expressive
capabilities of our language—and, therefore, to the reality (the set of possible facts) which
can be expressed / thought by means of that language. We arrive at a kind of “realism” in
this way, but only at the expense of making the world itself tailored for our cognitive

capacities—to become part of the subject’s (private) experience.

Now, contrary to what Wittgenstein wants us to (momentarily) assume, no logical method
of analysis can ever allow us to escape that kind of metaphysical isolation—if, i.e., we
accept that the only way to solve the (logical) disputes about the sense our signs (or
purported projections) would amount to find some ‘external determination’ (to borrow
McManus’ phrase) as to how our words / sentences can or must be used. I then submitted
that the way out of this problem depends on our seeing the whole idea of a method of
projection, insofar as it is part of the “picture theory of meaning” presented in the
Tractatus, as an illusion, a rung in the ladder which we were supposed to ‘throw away’
(see §23b). To show how to do this was, in turn, the task of the last sub-section. Its
conclusion was that, ultimately, there is no such an external determination—in particular,
no philosophical external determination, in the guise, most notably, of a “theory of
meaning”—to which we could appeal as a guaranty that our signs do symbolize (or fail to);
our signs have no life of their own, apart from the uses to which we put them in particular
contexts, and the only way to determine if a particular (purported) use is legitimate or not
is by mobilizing our ‘practical knowledge’ or linguistic ‘know-how’ (more on this in a

moment).

29. Now, supposing we have freed ourselves of the ‘myth of the independent life of signs’,
what about those deep-rooted philosophical needs which I mentioned above? In the answer
to this question I hope to show what the real ‘truth in solipsism’ is—the truth, i.e., which is
at the very basis of our search for some kind of philosophical guaranty against

metaphysical loneliness and inexpressiveness.
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Notice, first, that a consequence of there being no external determination to how our words
should be used is that we also lack any kind of “external guaranty” that we are “mirroring”
the world with our language, and, therefore, that we are making our experience (of that
world) understood (or even understandable) by others, and hence shared. The only ground
we are left with is our contingent agreement itself—the fact that our words are, more often
than not, projected in similar ways. Being contingent—and, as such, not metaphysically
backed up by any kind of a priori theory of meaning—the possibility will always be open
that this agreement should be lost, for one reason or another—we can always avoid, e.g., to
accept the world as it is, or deny that we inhabit the same world (some particular) others
inhabit; we also can (all too easyly) close ourselves to others, and them to us. For an
enormous number of reasons—which are themselves not to be reduced to a definite set by
any a priori theory—we, or our fellow interlocutors, can always start to project our/their

words in strange, unexpected, eccentric ways’’.

I take it that this was part of the lesson that Wittgenstein wanted to teach us—but which
only now, after throwing the “picture theory” away, can be really learnt—by means of the
(supposedly) “unimportant” (i.e., below zero—see n. 57) propositions of TLP 4, such as
the following: ‘Everyday language is a part of the human organism and is not less
complicated than it’ (4.002); ‘The tacit conventions on which the understanding of
everyday language depends are enormously complicated’ (ibid.); ‘It belongs to the essence
of a proposition that it should be able to communicate a new sense to us’ (4.027), and in
order to do so ‘A proposition must use old expressions to communicate a new sense. A
proposition communicates a situation to us, and so it must be essentially connected with
the situation’ (4.03). As things stand, this is precisely the lesson which Stanley Cavell
wants us to learn from his own (professedly Wittgensteinian) view on the nature of
criteria, which notoriously lead him to the signature claim that there is a ‘truth in
skepticism’. The following pair of quotations (which are extracted from different contexts)

shall present this lesson in a sufficiently perspicuous way:

7 Although the topics 1 am here announcing—those of the contingent nature of our linguistic agreement,
and its consequences for our responsibilities to create and sustain a linguistic community—will be tackled
in the next paragraphs (where I shall sketch Stanley Cavell’s view on the nature of our criteria), a more
detailed treatment can be found in chapters 1 and 5—the former having (more) to do with the burden of
acknowledging other human beings, and the latter having (more) to do with the burden of acceptance of
the world.
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We learn and teach words in certain contexts, and then we are expected, and expect
others, to be able to project them into further contexts. Nothing insures that this
projection will take place (in particular, not the grasping of universals nor the
grasping of books of rules), just as nothing insures that we will make, and
understand, the same projections. That on the whole we do is a matter of our
sharing routes of interest and feeling, modes of response, senses of humour and of
significance and of fulfilment, of what is outrageous, of what is similar to what
else, what a rebuke, what forgivenness, of when an utterance is an assertion, when
an appeal, when an explanation—all the whirl of organism Wittgenstein calls
‘forms of life.” Human speech and activity, sanity and community, rest upon
nothing more, but nothing less, than this. It is a vision as simple as it is difficult,
and as difficult as it is (and because it is) terrifying. (Cavell, 1976, p. 52)

[...] T take Wittgenstein’s idea of a criterion as meant to account both for the
depth of our sharing of language and at the same time for our power to refuse
this legacy, to account for, as I put it, both the possibility and the recurrent threat
or coherence of skepticism. To possess criteria is also to possess the demonic
power to strip them from ourselves, to turn language upon itself, to find that its
criteria are, in relation to others, merely outer; in relation to certainty, simply
blind; in relation to being able to go on with our concepts into new contexts,
wholly ungrounded. (Cavell, 2006, p. 20)

Having read these quotations, somebody can object—fairly enough, as the claim goes—
that in the Tractatus Wittgenstein never mention ‘criteria’, or talks of ‘forms of life’;
however, as | indicated above, he speaks of a ‘human organism’, and of the complexity that
such an organism has, and of the way this complexity is mirrored in the ‘complication’ of
human language; he also speaks elsewhere (see section 1) of logical rules for the use of
signs, and—if my reading so far has been on the right tracks—he does that with the
ultimate aim of indicating the limits of those rules when it comes to “guarantee” our
agreement in particular projections. These, in my view, are important clues—which, when
seen against the background of the general analysis 1 have been trying to articulate,
hopefully will appear as good reasons—to conclude that, if there is some (real—not
ineffable) truth in solipsism, it amounts rather to the kind of ‘terrifying’ vision about the
human condition which Cavell is concerned to describe in the quotations above
—‘terrifying’, N.B., for somebody who (like ourselves, in some philosophical moods)
would expect some kind of stronger metaphysical ground to back up our use of language,
and, in particular, our agreement in the way we use our words. According to this view,
what would be ‘correct’ about solipsism—what a (possible) flesh-and-blood solipsist
would like to convey, something (s)he would be (really) concerned about—is that this
fragile basis for our linguistic agreement—the lack of any ‘external determination’ for how
to use our words—poses a (real) threat to expressiveness. To accept that fact is part of what

it means to accept our finitude—and it is precisely because of the difficulty of accepting it
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that a solipsist (and not only him/her!) might seek for some consolation in a metaphysical

story (with which comes also a “theory of meaning”).

30. In yet another context, Cavell claims that Wittgenstein portraits skepticism ‘as the site
in which we abdicate such responsibility as we have over words, unleashing them from our
criteria, as if toward the world—unleashing our voices from them—coming to feel that our
criteria limit rather than constitute our access to the world’ (CHU 22). In the same vein, I
think we can say that the portrait of solipsism that Wittgenstein offers in the Tractatus—as
well as his portrait of the ‘pure realism’, with which the former is said to coincide—is that
of a site where we (self-)deceive ourselves, by assuming (rather self-indulgently) that the
meaning of our words can be at the same time ‘externally determined’—i.e., can derive
from the constitution of (say) the “reality itself”—and also be fully and easily and directly

within our grasp—since we made that reality itself a part of our own experience.

The solipsism which Wittgenstein (provisionally) tempts us to accept when we read the
Tractatus is one among many philosophical garbs that we—to the extent in which we truly
engage in our role as readers of his book—might feel naturally inclined to don on the real
difficulties which come with the responsibilities we inherit by entering in a linguistic
community. We sublimate or rationalize these difficulties by transforming them into
general theoretical problems—about, say, the “ground of agreement” between language (or
thought) and reality—so that we can eschew from the real pressures which are put upon us
in our daily interactions with others, in our life with words. In this way many of the
traditional philosophical questions arise—questions such as: how can I know whether my
concepts / propositions (really) refer to objects / facts in the world, instead of referring only
to (my) ideas? And how can I know whether they refer to mental experiences / states /
events which occur inside the other, instead of being (at best) indirectly connected with

them—e.g., via their bodies or behaviours?

Solipsism, in this context—as well as its twin, the ‘pure realism’ of the Tractatus—can be
seen as an intellectualized attempt at re-establishing the link between the subject and the
world (and other subjects, to the extent in which they are supposed to be part of that
world), so as to escape metaphysical loneliness and inexpressiveness. To free us from this

kind of evasive attitude—which, to repeat, is not an exclusive characteristic of ‘solipsism’
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or ‘pure realism’, but is also constitutive of a number of philosophical ‘isms’ purporting to
give us an easy ‘way out’ of our practical and existential problems—thus leading us to
accept our finitude and its burdens (in particular, that of making sense of ourselves, the

world and others) is part of what I take to be the ‘ethical point’ of the Tractatus™.

31. Before elaborating the last claim—or, rather, in order to start doing it—Ilet me notice
that, if I am right in my contention that the kind of (evasive) theoretical attitude which the
book as a whole is trying to free us from is something which can assume many forms—
which can be embodied in many philosophical ‘isms’—then this favouring of (fixation in?)
solipsism may appear somewhat recalcitrant. This is where I would like to recall and
further articulate a claim that I made in the general Introduction—namely, that solipsism is
not only (in Hacker’s phrase) a ‘paradigm’ of the ‘diseases of the intellect to which
philosophers are so prone’, but also a kind of ultimate outburst, a paroxysm, a limit to
which philosophers in general are not willing to go with their analyses, but which is always
in the horizon, as a possible consequence of their initial attitude to problems like the ones
indicated above (§30), just waiting for the kind of ‘strict following out’ which the

Tractatus enacts in its propositions.

In an essay to which I am much indebted, Juliet Floyd describes solipsism in a way which
seems very congenial to the view I just presented. ‘Solipsism’, she says, ‘is one of the most
persistent refuges of the a priori, a limiting attempt to impose a limit upon thinking and

living” (1998, p. 82). Notwithstanding my agreement with that description, I think her

" 1 am here alluding, as it shall be clear, to Wittgenstein’s famous claim that ‘the point of the [ Tractatus] is
ethical’. That claim was made in a letter to Ludwig von Ficker, who was a prospective publisher of the
Tractatus. Wittgenstein further elaborated the point as follows:

I once wanted to give a few words in the foreword [of the Tractatus] which now
actually are not in it, which, however, I’ll write to you now because they might
be a key for you: I wanted to write that my work consists of two parts: of the one
which is here, and of everything which I have not written. And precisely this
second part is the important one. For the the Ethical is delimited from within, as
it were, by my book; and I’m convinced that, strictly speaking, it can ONLY be
delimited in this way. In brief, I think: All of that which many are babbling
today, I have defined in my book by remaining silent about it. (Quoted in Monk,
1990, p. 178)

I will have more to say about what I think is the ‘ethical point’ of the book at the conclusion of this
chapter.
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account of the impulse which leads to solipsism, thus understood, is somewhat misleading
—hence a comparison can be useful to clarify and further develop the analysis pursued so
far. The following quotation summarizes her view on this point (I enumerate the sentences

in order to analyse them below):

[1] The impulse to metaphysical solipsism arises naturally from the surrender of
traditional ideas of necessity and reason, including traditional ideas of logic as a
necessary framework governing thought and reality. [2] If logic and grammar
cannot hold forms of thinking and speaking in place, if analysis cannot uncover
definiteness of sense by specifying forms of objects in the world, and if ethics
does not consist of true propositions or principles, then my consciousness, my
experience, may seem to be all that is left in the way of an underlying bulwark
for thought and reality. [3] The Tractatus depicts this as one route into solipsism,
and [4] then shows how this idea of a mental limit is just another way to see with
a captive eye. [5] Here too is an ethical dimension of his work. (Floyd, 1998, p.
82)

I am in complete agreement with sentences (1), (4) and (5). However, what I have been
saying so far amounts precisely to the opposite of what is stated in the central sentence (2):
whereas Floyd there seems to be saying that solipsism is a kind of “second best”—in this
sense, a ‘refuge’—which is available when you lose your faith in the idea of an objective
connection between language and world—one which would be guaranteed by reason, or
logic—what I have been trying to show is that, for Wittgenstein, solipsism is (at least
prima facie) the best philosophical candidate to secure such a direct, objective and
impersonal relation between subject (or his/her language) and the world. (That this is only
prima facie true must by now be clear—after all, according to the general reading I have
been presenting, ultimately such a view is to be seen as another rung in the ladder which
must be thrown away at the end of the book—and here lies my agreement with Floyd on

(4) and (5).)

It is somewhat perplexing, to my mind, that Floyd should say what she says in (2), given
the overall view presented in her essay—in relation to which, as I said, I am in general
very sympathetic. The apparent conflict I see as internal to her view can be made
perspicuous by comparing the quotation above with another set of remarks presented at the
end of her essay, with which I also entirely agree, and which I take as indeed very helpful

to clarify my own position. These are the relevant remarks:

[O]ne ‘deep need’ Wittgenstein saw wrongly gratified in idealism and in
solipsism was a wish for total absorption in the world and in life, in the feeling of
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there being no space, no gap, between the language I understand, the world 1
contemplate, and the life which I live. [...] Solipsism is a metaphysical version of
loneliness—or, perhaps better, a metaphysical attempt to overcome the
possibility of loneliness. If solipsism were true, my all-embracing experience and
my all-embracing world would be one. I would find myself reflected in all
things. (Floyd, 1998, pp. 103-104)

It is, I think, precisely because of these apparent philosophical merits that solipsism ends
up being the main focus of Wittgenstein’s reflections at the time he wrote the Tractatus.
(Given that solipsism can also be seen as the most radical version of a more general myth
—call it the logico-metaphysical myth of privacy—these considerations may give us a hint
about why the interest in solipsism would be gradually replaced, in Wittgenstein’s later
writings, by a wider concern with a number of different issues steming from that general

myth—see chapters 3 & 4.)

32. But solipsism, to the extent in which it can be taken as a ‘metaphysical attempt to
overcome the possibility of loneliness’, is precisely what is untrue—or at any rate this is
what I have been trying to show.—But in saying this, am I not being as dogmatic and
unfair to the solipsist as I accused Wittgenstein (in his dogmatic persona) of being? In
what sense is the view just stated supposed to be more ‘satisfying to the other person’—
i.e., ‘the solipsist’”? Well, to begin with, I am not commited to the view that the solipsist
cannot say whatever she wants to say with her words—she has all the room to use her
words as she wants, provided that she (tries to) make herself understood. (Of course she
has no obligation to do this—after all, it as characteristic of our human condition, of our
life with words, that we can simply decide to give up our responsibility to make ourselves
understood, whenever we want, provided that we assume the consequences of that
decision). Now, assuming that she wants to make herself understood, the only possible way
of continuing with our dialogue—i.e., after throwing away any philosophical temptation to

appeal to a theory of meaning, such as the Tractatus’ “picture theory” and the machinery

" But who is this person which I am calling ‘the solipsist’ henceforth? I am assuming he or she is a real

human being, someone really interested in defending a claim like that ‘the world is my world’, for
whatever reason. As we shall see, in his later writings (starting with the Philosophical Remarks)
Wittgenstein gradually reformulates his own reflections—changing his whole style—aiming to achieve
increasingly more concreteness in his analyses, paying more attention to the (variously nuanced) different
claims which can be made in different contexts, by different human beings (particularly oneself) inflicted
by philosophical problems. In order to highlight this change toward concreteness—thus indicating that
my intended reference is to particular interlocutors (including oneself)—I shall henceforth employ the
pronoun ‘she’ in its (purported) gender-neutral use; although I am aware of the problems surrounding this
—or any similar—artificial attempt at neutrality (stylistically and otherwise), I hope the effect will be
worth the price.
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which goes with it—is as we normally do when we have a disagreement: we just talk,
mobilizing our practical mastery, or know-how, of language, seeking to find a (set of)
shared judgment(s) to use as a starting point. In this process, it may well turn out that the
solipsist (this particular, fleshed and blooded, interlocutor) really had something
interesting, important (or rather completely uninteresting and unimportant) to say. Or it
may occur that I simply find myself unable to understand what she wants to say—what
may in turn make me adopt a whole range of different attitudes, from feeling myself guilty
—unprepared, unsophisticated, stupid, different—to blaming my interlocutor instead—
treating her as strange, eccentric, mad, unintelligible, and so on. But notice that even if |
adopt one of the latter attitudes, my reason, whether good or bad (I can be just tired, say,
and try to pass my problem to the other) will not derive from any metaphysical story /
theory of meaning this time—if, N.B., I am not to fall back to the evasive philosophical

attitude described above.

But I would like to take another step: it is not that I just want to make room for a (possibly
productive, possibly barren) dialogue with a (possibly real) solipsist—a room for her
words to have a (or many) legitimate use(s). My sympathy toward the solipsist goes
further, in the sense that, as I said above, I also find myself, at least in some moods,
thinking that there are many “good reasons”—which might actually amount to
rationalizations of so many concrete dissatisfactions with the human condition—which can
lead one (myself included) to be tempted to take refuge in some kind of solipsistic
(theoretical) story, such as that one Wittgenstein presents in the Tractatus. If I see an error
or misunderstanding in the solipsist’s attitude, it is rather a failure in her self-knowledge, in
her self-interpretation of her own stance. To the extent that I take the theoretical recasting
of those concrete dissatisfactions as a symptom of philosophical sublimation—and,
therefore, as a kind of self-deception—I also think that to present them as effects of
‘logical misunderstandings’, and to treat them accordingly, would be just another symptom
of the same sort of attitude. If we give up this sublimating attitude, what remains are the
real anxieties, or dissatisfactions, that we (or ‘the solipsist’) encounter in our life with
words and other people—dissatisfactions with the truly fragile basis of the agreement
between our language and that of which we speak, i.e., the world and others. This, as I

already suggested, might turn out to be the real truth in solipsism—a truth that has nothing
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ineffable about itself, but which is difficult to take at face value, without philosophical

(re)interpretation.

2.4.5 Throwing the ladder away (take two)

33. The Wittgenstein who arises from the reading pursued so far is neither a “mystic”, nor
the dogmatic philosopher who simply follows the would-be ‘only strictly correct’” method
presented in 6.53—i.e., one who would (simply) say, in a rather Carnapian tone, and in
complete accordance with an idea presented in the Preface, that all the philosophical
(pseudo-)problems arise from ‘misunderstandings of the logic of our language’, so that
they could only be ‘solved” when this ‘logic’ is well understood. As 6.53 already warned
us—and as the enacted dispute with the solipsist illustrates—that kind of philosophical
treatment ‘would not be satisfying to the other person’. It will not do as a therapy just to
show to ‘the other person’ (e.g., the solipsist) that she cannot (really) say what she (thought
she) had been saying when she was trying to express her “problems”. But what else, then,
is needed, by the lights of the Tractatus, in order for a therapy to be successful? My
suggestion is that what we need is, first and foremost, to reassess the very aims of the
whole enterprise pursued in the book—so that instead of trying to understand how it could
help us to “solve” (or, for that matter, “dissolve”) the philosophical (pseudo-)problems, we
should try to understand how it can help us see (maybe for the first time, or at least for the
first time in full light) the real facts behind those “problems”—behind, i.e., the

philosophical masks we have put on them.

Now, since it is not exactly against a thesis or an opinion that one has to fight when dealing
with such “problems”, but rather against a kind of fantasy or illusion which shapes the
(overt) theses and opinions of someone in their grip (like the solipsist of the Tractatus), the
best strategy is not direct opposition, or contradiction—in fact, that would only generate
resistance, and, consequently, reinforce the grip of the underlying illusion. What one need
is, rather—and here I borrow from Mulhall’s analysis of a different case—‘a way of
loosening that grip, of freeing us from our captivation, of bringing about a kind of
disillusionment’; and in order to achieve that aim one needs to accept the terms set by the

underlying illusion, ‘working through them from within and hoping thereby to work
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beyond them’; this, as Mulhall indicates, is what in psychoanalysis would be called
‘transference’: ‘the analyst suffers the analysand’s projection of her fantasies, but does so
precisely in order to put its mechanisms and motivations in question, to work with and

upon the material rather than simply reiterating it” (2001, p. 137).

I take it that at least part of what it means to work beyond the terms of a philosophical
illusion, by means of a (successful) therapeutic use of transference, is to make manifest to
“the analysand” the self-deception involved in the (initial) theoretical recasting of her
“problems”; that, in turn, can trigger a change of attitude on the part of “the analysand”:
once she is able to see that her “problems” have an irreducibly practical-—call it existential
—dimension, she will stop looking for (purely) theoretical (dis)solutions. One can indeed
say—as Wittgenstein himself does—that after this whole therapeutic process our
(pseudo-)problems will disappear—meaning that our philosophically sublimated
“questions” will be shown not to be questions at all (see 6.52); yet one could also say—as

Wittgenstein precisely does not™

—that, in another important sense, our real problems have
only just began to show up at this point. And this is my primary reason to think, regarding
the conclusions we reached at the end of the last section, that although they are legitimate,
given the Tractatus’s self-understanding of its own therapeutic aims, they are ultimately
unsatisfactory, or incomplete, because they do not go all the way to the envisaged change
of attitude that the book as a whole—and, in particular, its self-subversive enactment of a
solipsistic position—is encouraging us to take. In other words, I think we still need to get

clear about the full ethical significance of the Tractatus.

34. Let me start dealing with this issue by echoing some of the conclusions reached in
Michael Kremer’s analysis of the ‘truth in solipsism’, in a paper to which I am much
indebted (Kremer, 2004). One of Kremer’s main contentions is that solipsism is, at least in
part, true, because when it is strictly followed through, it not only leads one to abandon
(what I would qualify as) the philosophical or theoretical illusion of ‘drawing limits to
language and thought’—an illusion which, N.B., the Tractatus has tempted its readers to
indulge in from its very beginning—but, more importantly, it also should lead one to

explode the—not only philosophical, but also ethical—‘illusion of the godhead of the

8 See above, n. 78.
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independent “I”” (p. 66); hence the main lesson extracted by Kremer, according to which

solipsism, if strictly followed through, amounts to ‘the self-humbling of pride’ (ibid.).

Now, I think that such a lesson is closely related to the kind of solution—or, in
Wittgenstein’s own words, the ‘vanishing’—of the ‘problem of life’ alluded to in 6.521,
which, in turn, connects to the idea of ‘seeing the world aright’ after having ‘overcome’ the
propositions of the Tractatus (throwing away the ladder), thus coming to understand its
author. Here is how I see these connections: to ‘see the world aright’—to have a clear, non-
philosophically sublimated, realistic perspective on that world—is, as I said above, to see
(among many other things) the facts it presents to us as what they really are, namely, as
absolutely contingent happenings, which, as such, have nothing of (intrinsically) good or
bad, fortunate or regrettable about them. To think (or to assume) the contrary—e.g., that (at
least some) facts in the world are so to speak “intrinsically connected” to our (i.e., the
metaphysical subject’s) will—is to fall prey of the most seductive, and hence most
dangerous aspect of the solipsistic fantasy. This is because, as Wittgenstein would later
put®, the issue at hand when one deals with solipsism (as with so many other philosophical
fantasies) has more to do with our will than with our intellect—hence it should come as no
surprise that even the most engaged intellectual efforts to dissipate it end up only
deflecting the real difficulty behind the temptation of solipsism. What one needs in order to
be freed from that temptation is precisely not more argument—hence Wittgenstein’s
decision of remaining silent about it; rather, what one needs is to (gradually) engage in an
active effort to come to terms with—to become conscious of, and ultimately counteract,
hence take control of—one’s own will, so as to become capable of taking a different stand

toward the world.

That, it seems to me, is at least part of what it means to confront (and to accept) our
finitude—in particular, our real separateness from the world and its happenings. And I take
it that this is exactly the kind of (practical, existential) change which is envisaged as the
terminus of the whole therapeutic process of ‘throwing away the ladder’—thus leading one
to abandon, maybe against one’s deepest expectations (philosophical and other) the search
for “limits of sense”, for a “theory of meaning”, or for any (other) kind of metaphysical

guaranty of “direct connection” with the (whole) world.

8 See,e.g., CVp. 17.



Act two: throwing the ladder away (but not as quickly as one would wish to!) 122

(The conclusion above is admittedly opaque; although I shall try to gradually clarify its
content in the remainder chapters, for the time being I would like to avoid a possible
misunderstanding, which can be formulated by means of the following question: am I, by
calling attention to that kind of separateness, trying to say, or to imply, that one should, by
the Tractatus’s lights, take a detached perspective with respect to the (whole) world? The
(brief) answer to that question is: No. And yet, the very fact that it may appear so
overwhelming at this juncture—as it does to me (in some moods) anyway—shows
something important about the nature of this particular philosophical temptation—I mean
solipsism. For let us recall Floyd’s words: ‘one “deep need” Wittgenstein saw wrongly
gratified in [...] solipsism was a wish for total absorption in the world and in life, in the
feeling of there being no space, no gap, between the language I understand, the world 1
contemplate, and the life which I live’ (1998, pp. 103-104); now of course, if that were the
kind of “absorption” that one had in mind (however tacitly) when one thinks about a non-
detached relation to the world, there would be no doubt that, by affirming separateness—
thereby denying solipsism—one would be forced to accept the implication referred above.
But given that I am not willing to bite that bullet, what is the alternative model I am
proposing? And what exactly is the problem with the solipsistic model of “attachment to
the world”? Starting with the last question, I take it that one of the main problems with the
solipsistic model—which is also supposed to be one of its main merits, if one is tempted to
accept it—Ilies in the suppression it would promote of any kind of (not only epistemic but)
existential risks. And yet, to feel threatened—or rather excited, or soberly unperturbed, or
otherwise burdened—in the face of such risks seems to be a precondition of any realistic
(non-detached) stance toward the world®; now that seems to be exactly the opposite of the
‘pure realism’ depicted in the Tractatus, where a relation is promised in which the whole
of ‘reality’ would be ‘co-ordinated’—with no rest—with the ‘self of solipsism’ (see TLP
5.64). Consequently, I take it that an alternative, bona fide realistic model for a (or rather a
number of) non-detached relation(s) to the world must involve the notion of a subject as
being rather open to be challenged in her beliefs, convictions, or preconceptions—practical
as well as theoretical—‘in the teeth of the facts’®. As it happens in so many (difficult)
situations of our ordinary lives, separation can be initially traumatic—it can even be a case

for grief or mourning, as Emerson, followed by Cavell, would be willing to say*—but

8 For an interesting and illuminating discussion of this point, see Dreyfus 2009, esp. ch. 2.

8 See Diamond, 1995, p. 39.
¥ Emerson presents that point most notably in his essay ‘Experience’, which Cavell resumes and analyses
in many of his writings, the main context perhaps being the first chapter of Conditions Handsome and
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precisely because of that it can also serve as a catalyst for a renewed, affirmative and more
engaged (realistic) attitude toward life and world—one in which, in Cavell’s terms, we
would not try to ‘become near’ the world ‘by grasping it, getting to it, but by letting its

distance, its separateness, impress us’ (see PDAT, p. 52).)

The conclusion to which we have just arrived is also very congenial to—and, hence,
amenable to be further clarified and enriched by—the view which Stephen Mulhall offers
when summing up Wittgenstein’s ‘early conception of ethics’. Here is the passage where

that view is presented:

[Tlhe happy man of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus is not he who finds
answers to the problems of life, but he who finds life unproblematic. He is the
one for whom the solution to the problem of life is seen in the vanishing of the
problem, in coming to see what happens as what happens, as opposed to
something that opposes or resists our conception of what should or must happen.
[...] [This is a] variation[...] on the key spiritual idea of accepting the world’s
independence of our will, and hence acknowledging this aspect of our own
finitude. One might express it as a conception of the self as dying to a conception
of itself as being at the centre of the universe, and accepting thereby the utter
non-necessity of things going well for it—at least as it judges flourishing. For if
life is a gift to be accepted beyond wish, will, and craving, then we cannot think
of anyone or anything, and thus of the world, as owing us a living. (Mulhall,
2005, p. 108)

And if, following Mulhall, I am right in finding a view like the one summarized above at
work in the Tractatus, then the next step would be to conclude that the ‘silence’
recommend at its last proposition shall not to be seen (as so many have) as an invitation to
a passive contemplation—of “the mystical”, say—but rather as a call to stop talking—stop
theorizing about what should or must be the case—and to start acting in this contingent—

and (sometimes) difficult to accept—real world.

koksk

2.5 Epilogue: on philosophical elucidation, and the role of
logical analysis

Unhandsome (1990).
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35. By bringing this chapter to a close I want to address a worry, or question, which,
although not directly related to the central topic of the text—solipsism and its overcoming
—may nonetheless naturally arise in relation to the general reading of the Tractatus
presented so far. The question has to do with the role of logical analysis, and, in particular,
the ideal of a logically perspicuous notation, as they are presented in book. To put it
briefly, the question is: should the idea of logical analysis be thrown away together with
the “picture theory of meaning”?—The (short) answer is: not at all.—But then, what is its
purpose? After all, according to the reading presented so far, what (ultimately) does all the
work in the task of philosophical elucidation (as the one illustrated above, by the dialogue
between Wittgenstein and the solipsist) is not logical analysis—understood as a sort of
logical calculation—but rather the use of our ordinary linguistic mastery—our practical
capacity to distinguish, in concrete contexts, legitimate from illegitimate (i.e., meaningful
from nonsensical, or rather empty) projections of signs; now, although the knowledge of
logical syntax (i.e., the rules governing logical relations among propositions) surely can be
(part of what is) appealed to in such concrete situations in order to clarify the meaning (or
lack thereof) of some sentences, it would be preposterous to suppose that it must be

(explicitly) involved in our ordinary linguistic mastery.

So here comes an extended answer, the first step of which will be to try to get clear about
the nature of analysis, as well as of its companion notion of a perspicuous logical notation,
or Begriffsschrift, as they are actually employed in the Tractatus. There is a very
widespread assumption to the effect that, by the time he wrote the Tractatus, Wittgenstein
would have espoused some sort of logical atomism®’. Given that opinion, and given that he
later came to reject (rather explicitly) any form of atomism, as well as to criticize his
earlier commitment to the idea of a final or complete analysis (as being dogmatic and
mistaken)®, it is only natural to suppose that those two things (i.e., atomism and logical
analysis) would go hand in hand in the Tractatus. Yet, an important case was recently
made by Juliet Floyd against just such a conflation. Floyd argues—to my mind, very
compellingly—that the opinion that Wittgenstein was a logical atomist is a ‘great myth of
twentieth century’ (Floyd, 2007, p. 192); she also claims that instead of assuming that his

view of logical analysis was simply inherited (in a more or less definitive format) from

8 For a very clear presentation of that opinion, see Kenny (1973, esp. chs. 4 & 5) and Mounce (1989, esp.
chs. 1 & 2).
8 See esp. PG, p. 210.
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Frege and Russell, we should rather see the movement already attempted (however
ultimately unsatisfactorily) in the 7ractatus as ‘something more akin to a philosophical
transformation of the idea of analysis itself’ (ibid.)—as a first step in the continuous

development toward his later views on logical clarification.

Floyd’s argument for these conclusions is very complex and filled with exegetical and
historical details, offering a vast number of (different but related) reasons for debunking
that ‘great myth’. In what follows I shall provide only a brief and very selective
reconstruction of her position, focusing on the central contention that the ‘Frege-Russell
ideal’ of a ‘canonical, correct concept-script reflective of the logical order of thinking™ is
something that not only ‘Wittgenstein was trying to overcome in the Tractatus’ (p. 195),
but was indeed one of its ‘primary philosophical target[s]” (p. 196). Floyd starts her
defense of this contention by reminding us that Wittgenstein—unlike Frege or Russell
—‘repeatedly expressed worries about uncritical idolatry of Begriffsschrift notation’ (p.
195); she illustrates that claim by indicating Wittgenstein’s critical stance against
‘confusing the structure of an equation with the holding of a relation, confusing the sign for
generality with a functional element of a sentence contributing separately to its sense or
content, [and] confusing two distinct uses of the same sign though they express different
symbols, as in Russell’s paradox’ (ibid.). In this juncture, she also reminds us that, in
contrast to Russell’s and Ramsey’s “positive program of research in analysis’—which was
aimed at such achievements as ‘the proving of theorems, causal accounts of belief, and so
on’—*‘the most striking applications that [Wittgenstein] makes of the various analyses he
proposes in the Tractatus are negative’, in that their main aims would be ‘to cut off certain
paths and routes into certain philosophical questions and problems, to show that the
Fragestellungen of certain purported a priori analyses are illusory, [or] in some way not

genuine’, and so on (see p. 196).

Those initial reminders are meant to go some of the way toward showing, as Floyd puts
later on, the extent to which Wittgenstein’s view of the role of a Begriffsschrift ‘differ[s] in
spirit, commitment, and aim from the attitudes to be found in Frege and in Russell’ (p.

202)*. Having presented those reminders, Floyd goes on to quote a passage from an earlier

¥ T have been warned by a friend that to ascribe the view that there is such a thing as the logical order of
thinking to Frege is contentious, given the latter’s principle of multiple analizablity of propositions. For
the present purposes I shall simply suspend my judgment on that issue, following Floyd’s reading in order
to get a clearer view on Wittgenstein’s position.

¥ Many other such differences are indicated throughout Floyd’s essay. One which 1 think is worth
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essay of hers, which states some of the central tenets of her general interpretative stance on

this issue. The passage goes as follows:

[In 2001 I wrote that] by examining the details of what Wittgenstein actually did
with the Begriffsschriften of Frege and Russell in the Tractatus, we can see that
he is rejecting [their] ideal of clarity of expression. According to this ideal [...]
we imagine ourselves to be depicting the inferential order among thoughts (or
sentences of our language) when we work with a logical notation. But on my
reading, one aim of the Tractatus is to depict such notions as “the inferential
order”, “the logical grammar of our language,” and “the logical form of a
proposition” as chimeras. [...] Frege and Russell write as if, at least ideally, there
is a single context of expression within which we may discern the structure of
thought, a systematically presented Begriffsschrift within which we can use
logical notation to make perspicuous the logical order. In contrast, I have
emphasized Wittgenstein’s insistence in the Tractatus that no single imposition
of a logico-syntatic order on what we say is or can be the final word, the final
way of expressing or depicting thought. [...] For Wittgenstein—even in the
Tractatus—however useful the formalized languages of Frege and Russell may
be for warding off certain grammatical and metaphysical confusions, these
languages must simultaneously be seen as sources of new forms of philosophical
illusion—indeed the deepest kind of illusion of all, the illusion of having found
ultimate clarity. (Floyd, 2001, p. 179) [quoted in Floyd, 2007, pp. 196-197]

Having read that passage, one may wonder: but how would logical analysis help us
‘warding off certain grammatical and metaphysical confusions’, given that ‘no single
imposition of a logico-syntatic order on what we say is or can be the final word’? Floyd
herself provides the elements for answering that question in a later context, starting with
the claim that the very usefulness of a logical analysis depends on its being related ‘to a
particular speaker’s language at a particular time’ (p. 204). She elaborates on that claim in

the following passage, by drawing an interesting parallel with Quine’s view of paraphrase:

We can think of [the Tractatus’ analysis], in fact, as a kind of extensionalized,
Quinean view, however nascent and unclearly articulated. When we formalize
language, we paraphrase, for purposes local to whatever context we are in.
Paraphrase is context- and purpose-relative. Paraphrase has no commitment to
meaning- or content-preservation, and there is probably no general method or
systematic routine for achieving it. This is partly because paraphrase involves an
exercise in the home language as much as in the object of assessment. For Quine,
there is in this sense nothing to be correct or incorrect about in formalizing
(applying logic to) our language. “Paraphrase” is his phrase for avoiding space
for the kind of worries about meaning that he saw Russell and Carnap
generating. We apply logic and formulate its structure. We need no general (kind
of) justification to do so.

mentioning—since it seems very congenial to some ideas that surfaced before in my own analysis—is
expressed by the claim that Wittgenstein, unlike Frege, Russell et al., would have ‘never insisted on, but
instead resisted the idea that thoughts must be imagined to be expressible, in principle, in a single
universally applicable, logically perspicuous “ideal” language’ (Floyd, 2007, pp. 199-200).
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From this perspective, questions such as: What strategies and techniques do we
need to employ in order to stop? Does analysis depend upon certain empirical
truths? Certain meaning-theoretic principles? How will we recognize when we
have made a complete catalog of the complexity in an expression? What is our
right to the “musf” in the idea that analysis “must” end at the elementary
propositions? How can we be sure, for any given analysis of an argument, that an
invalidating explanation of its deeper logical structure will not be found?—Each
of these is a question asking for something we cannot have and do not need. So
long as truth-functional orientation (sense in the sense of the Tractatus) is
preserved through the entire context relevant for reasoning, replacement (i.e.,
expressive rearrangement) can proceed as it proceeds. And that is all. (Floyd,
2007, pp. 205-206)

Having reached this point in Floyd’s analysis, I think we are in a better position to
(re)articulate the questions with which this section started. For, if the view presented above
is sound—if, i.e., the ultimate purpose of (Tractarian) logical analysis is (only) to provide a
(Quinean) sort of paraphrase—one would like to know what happens, first, with the
Tractatus’s 1ideal of a complete analysis (of a particular, determinately projected,
proposition), and, second, with its (related) requirement of simple signs lying somewhere
at the end of the process of clarification—a requirement which, at least in the Tractatus,
seems to be equivalent to the requirement of determinacy of sense. According to Floyd
herself, the general reading she has being proposing does not go all the way toward

answering those difficult questions; yet, it may at least go some way, by suggesting that

there were materials within the Tractatus leading Wittgenstein to suppose that
the requirement of determinacy of sense was innocent sounding enough to have
accomplished what he wanted without having committed him either to ruling out
or ruling in any particular analysis of phenomena involving subsentential
complexity. And it [also] suggest[s] that we can take the Tractatus to be
recasting our understanding of the formal use of the notion of analysis itself,
away from an image of a quest for the logically correct notation (logical syntax
conceived as a correct syntax) and toward a more complicated, piecemeal
conception of the role that translation into formalized languages may play in the
activity of philosophical clarification. With this comes a more complicated
conception of the relationship between ordinary language, with its variety of
expressive powers, and the kinds of translations ordinary language may or may
not be capable of receiving in a formalized language designed to make logical
form perspicuous. (Floyd, 2007, p. 206)

How are we to understand the claim that Wittgenstein would have thought that ‘the
requirement of determinacy of sense was innocent sounding’? Floyd thinks, interestingly,
that by the time he wrote the Tractatus, Wittgenstein ‘thought he had a general scheme or
model’ of analysis which ‘would be able to accommodate future developments’—however,
as she emphatically warns, that ‘general scheme’ should not be confused with ‘a method or

a substantive independent requirement or an a priori condition or a semantics’ (p. 213).
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What is ‘innocent sounding’ about that ‘general scheme’ is that it ‘seems at times to
amount to no more than the idea that analysis is analysis of propositions, and insofar as it
is, it must begin and end in expressions that are determinately true or false—expressions
subject, that is, to logic’ (pp. 204-205). Yet that was exactly the point where Wittgenstein
himself came to see that too dangerous a concession was made in the Tractatus; as Floyd
puts the point: ‘[h]e did come to think, and rightly, that he had been myopic, vague, and
naive—if you like, metaphysical—about the image of a “final” or “complete” analysis that
would display the logical as logical and prevent misunderstandings for all possible
contexts’ (p. 212). As his views about logical analysis and clarification evolved, he became
able to see ‘how misleading and partial that general scheme was: how little it allowed in
the way of coming to an understanding of the essence of the logical’ (ibid.). From these

considerations Floyd concludes that:

What was in error by [Wittgenstein’s own] later lights were his nebulous
gestures involving the notion of analysis, coupled with the insistence that it must
end somewhere, even if the termination point lies infinitely in the complex
distance, and his sketch of the sort of expressive structures it would terminate in.
[...] That the Tractatus created new forms of confusion of its own, precisely in
the effort to unmask older ones, is perhaps in the end not surprising. [...] The
author of the Tractatus came to see that philosophical problems do not have as
unified a source, or as unified a means of escape, as he had once suggested—
indeed his suggestion of this generated yet more problems and difficulties.
(Floyd, 2007, p. 213)

36. The results summarized above give us an important clue to understand the change that
would take place after the publication of the Tractatus. We will come back to this issue
soon enough (see next chapter). Yet, in order to pave the way for its analysis, [ would like
to go back (once again) to our initial question. For, although I think Floyd’s view sheds
some (much needed) light on the nature of logical analysis, it does not exactly explain the
reason why that sort of analysis ends up not being employed by Wittgenstein himself at
those climatic stages where he faces his “metaphysical interlocutors” (e.g., the solipsist) in
the text of the Tractatus. In order, then, to attain clarity about this issue, I will help myself
once again of an important element taken from McManus’s analysis—namely, his proposal
of distinguishing two ways of dealing with ‘logical misunderstandings’ (hence, with
philosophical confusions); to put the distinction very crudely: it is one thing to try to avoid
those misunderstanding and confusions; but it is another, very different one to try to fix, or
overcome, misunderstandings and confusions which are already widespread. In

McManus’s own words, we should distinguish (logico-philosophical) cure from (logico-
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philosophical) prevention. In so doing, we are in a better position to understand the
rationale for Wittgenstein’s statement that ‘logical analysis’ (i.e., ‘paraphrase’, in Quine’s
and Floyd’s sense) would be the ‘correct method in philosophy’—it would, i.e., if only

things were different than they really are, and prevention was our (main) aim.

McManus formulates the last point very aptly in his claim that ‘[t]he project of developing
a Begriffsschrift is, for the early Wittgenstein, the key measure in our efforts at preventive
medicine’; this is because ‘[i]n our existing notations, one can substitute for one another
similar-looking signs that express different symbols, producing strings of signs that have
no sense but which look or sound as if they do’ yet, that kind of replacement would be
‘impossible within the Begriffsschrift'—a claim that McManus illustrates by saying that,
e.g., ‘the Alice books couldn’t have been written in such a notation, and the philosopher
would find that nothing corresponds to his propositions in that notation either’ (McManus,
2006, p. 130). Now, given that ‘[t]he world is already populated by plenty of the already
infected, and it is they who discuss, and claim an understanding of, the problems of
philosophy’ (ibid.), what we are most in need of is not prevention, but some sort of
remedy, a strategy for philosophical cure. How, then, is one to proceed in order to treat an
existing sufferer? In answering this question, McManus presents a view which is again
very congenial to the one presented at the conclusion of our last section (see § 33). The

answer goes as follows:

First of all, one needs to reach [the sufferer], and this requires that we enter into
his (nonsensical) conversation; if one wants to talk to such a person, one needs to
address his issues. Such a person might well have no interest in the
Begriffsschrift project, because he may not feel as if that will teach him any
philosophy; he may, as a matter of contingent fact, be interested in your
observations about different uses of words, just as he may be interested in your
observations about stamp collecting; but he won’t think that this has anything to
do with philosophy, with his questions, with him as a philosopher. He is not
interested in how meaning has been assigned to a variety of words; he is
interested in making progress with the questions—which he thinks are real and
pressing—of metaphysics and the philosophy of language, mind, and logic.
(McManus, 2006, p. 130-131)

The analogy with psychoanalysis is once again manifest: it will not do as a cure just to say
to the “analysand” that she has a particular problem, whose causes are such-and-such—as |
said above, that would only cause resistance. What we need is a different, more engaged
and sympathetic, kind of involvement. McManus presents this point by indicating that the

psychoanalyst would have to ‘be able to maintain a kind of double vision: as well as his
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own diagnostic vision, he needs to be able to make his own the patient’s distorted vision’;
by seeing how things look from the latter’s perspective, he will (hopefully) be able to find
a way to ‘begin to nudge the patient toward the point from which he will be able to see
what the diagnostic perspective sees’ (p. 132). Now the same would apply to the

philosopher, as far as Wittgenstein’s view of her task is concerned:

To help others out of nonsense, one needs to think through it, to uncover how
that vulnerability ‘works’. This requires a certain sympathy with the confusions
in question—what might seem to some Wittgensteinians a perverse or nostalgic
love of the problems of philosophy. One needs to be able to see things as the
confused see them, but also to be able to escape that addled perspective. To
maintain that double vision is to be able to enter and then escape—which is to
say, truly understand—this ‘chaos’. If one loses this double vision, one may
either become captured by the confusions—Ilosing one’s appreciation of how our
talk here is mere nonsense—or lose one’s appreciation of their power—Ilosing
one’s grasp of how they can appear utterly real to those in their grip. (McManus,
p. 132)¥

The reason why I think it is important to go through these considerations (even at the cost
of repeating previous results) is that they will allow us to have a better understanding of the
continuities and discontinuities in Wittgenstein’s view concerning the nature of
philosophical elucidation. As we shall see in the next chapter, an important change in his
thinking—undergone by the time he resumed philosophical work, around 1929—was
precisely the realization that even as preventive medicine, ‘logical syntax’ was not as

efficient as he had initially supposed—after all, it could not be used to prevent the kind of

¥ One of the interesting results of employing this analogy with psychoanalysis is that, as McManus points

out, it may ‘help us to see why it is quite natural for the Tractatus to mix nonsensical elucidations with
‘sensical’ observations, and, thus, why a reading that presents it so need not be guilty of an ad hoc cherry-
picking’:

In conversation with a patient with delusions, some of the psychoanalyst’s
remarks will be elaborations of the patient's delusions; but others will be very
obviously and straightforwardly ‘sensical’. The psychoanalyst may suggest how
things would look to the patient were certain things to happen: for example, ‘If A
was to do X, you would say it was because A would be seeking to bring about y,
wouldn’t you?’ But the patient does not live on another planet, and in exploring
their viewpoint on life, there is no reason why every such elucidatory remark
need be expressive of delusion; some will be, and in the depths of their delusion
the patient may react to these suggestions with an ‘Exactly!” or with a ‘So you
see it too!’; but the patient will have understood what the analyst’s point was in
making these suggestions when he also comes to see that they were expressive of
delusion. The patient may then look back over the conversation and recognize
that parts—but only parts —of it were shaped in ways he hadn’t realized at the
time by certain distorting confusions, including the analyst’s forays into, and
elaborations on, the patient’s delusions. (McManus, pp. 133-134)
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nonsense involved in (pseudo-)propositions like ‘white is darker than black’ (i.e., a kind of
nonsense which does not arise simply from disobedience to logical syntax, understood as a
body of rules governing logical relations among non-analysed—and indeed unanalysable
—elementary propositions). On the other hand—concerning philosophical cure—although
Wittgenstein will continue to maintain—in fact, will increasingly emphasize—the need to
engage with the interlocutor in a way similar to the relation between psychoanalyst and
patient, he will also come to see that the origins of philosophical confusions (including
those grouped under the title ‘solipsism’) are way more various and entangled than he
initially supposed, and, consequently, that the respective “therapies” would have to be
administered way more /ocally, so much so as to shatter any hope of solving (even ‘in

essence’) all the problems once and for all.
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3  Embracing the whole world: solipsism and the
conditions of experience in Philosophical
Remarks

... solipsism teaches us a lesson: It is that thought which is on the
way to destroy this error. For if the world is idea it isn’t any
person’s idea. (Solipsism stops short of saying this and says that it
is my idea.) But then how could I say what the world is if the realm
of ideas has no neighbour?

(Wittgenstein, PO, p. 255)

3.1 Prologue: analysis, phenomenology, grammar—
understanding Wittgenstein’s change

1. Wittgenstein opens the Philosophical Remarks™ with the following, rather remarkable

pair of entries:

A proposition is completely logically analysed if its grammar is made completely
clear: no matter what idiom it may be written or expressed in.

I do not now have phenomenological language, or “primary language” as I used
to call it, in mind as my goal. I no longer hold it to be necessary. All that is
possible and necessary is to separate what is essential from what is inessential in
our language. (PR §1, p. 51).

One of the reasons why those entries are remarkable is that they express an important
change of mind in Wittgenstein’s thinking—a change which, one can speculate, he must
have deemed rather important, so as to decide to open his report by avowing it. Faced with

that avowal, a number of questions arise, among which are the following: Did Wittgenstein

% According to Rush Rhees, the original text employed in the edition of the Philosophical Remarks was ‘a
typescript that G. E. Moore gave [..] soon after Wittgenstein’s death: evidently the one which
Wittgenstein left with Bertrand Russell in May, 1930, and which Russell sent to the Council of Trinity
College, Cambridge, with his report in favour of a renewal of Wittgenstein’s research grant. All the
passages in it were written in manuscript volumes between February 2nd, 1929, and the last week of
April, 1930’ (information taken from the ‘Editor’s Note’—see PR, p. 347).
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—and if so, when did he—had a ‘phenomenological language’ or ‘primary language’ as
his goal? Did he—and if so, when did he—held that language to be necessary? Necessary
for what? Again, when did he change his mind about that, and why? Finally, how does that
change relate to the claim made in the first entry—namely, that it does not matter, for
purposes of clarification, what ‘idiom’ [Ausdrucksweise] is used to express a (‘completely

logically analysed’) proposition?

Answering the questions presented above would be a crucial step to understand the
changes occurred in Wittgenstein’s thinking around the years of 1929-30, marking his
return to Cambridge and to philosophical research. Although it is beyond the scope of this
study to try to offer final and detailed answers to those questions, I shall go some way
toward that aim in the remainder of this prologue, trying to offer a minimally detailed
picture of the quickly developing new methodology employed by Wittgenstein at that time;
that result will in turn be useful in latter sections, where we shall see his method(s) at work
in the service of trying to unveil, and hence (hopefully) cure, his interlocutors (and readers)

from some temptations related to solipsism.

2. I suggest we approach those issues by taking a detour, examining another important
record of Wittgenstein’s post-Tractarian reflections—namely, the paper ‘Some Remarks on
Logical Form’ (hereafter SRLF), written in July, 1929°'. In the first paragraph of that
paper, Wittgenstein defines ‘syntax’ as ‘the rules which tell us in which connection only a
word give [sic.] sense, thus excluding nonsensical structures’, and claims that the ‘syntax
of ordinary language [...] is not quite adequate for this purpose’, since ‘[i]t does not in all
cases prevent the construction of nonsensical pseudopropositions’ (p. 29)”. He then offers
as examples of such pseudopropositions: ‘red is higher than green’ and ‘the Real, though it

is an in itself, must also be able to become a for myself’ (ibid.). Given the inadequateness

! The paper was originally invited for the Joint Session of the Aristotelian Society and the Mind

Association of that year; though published in the proceedings, it was not delivered at the occasion,
apparently because of Wittgenstein’s dissatisfactions with it (see the ‘Editor’s Note’ to Philosophical
Remarks, p. 349). Notwithstanding his reasons to dismiss it—or even to consider it ‘quite worthless’ (see
PO, p. 28)—that paper stands as an important record (if only because of the lack of any other) to
understand this transitional period in Wittgenstein’s thinking. The suggestion to pay attention to that paper
in order to get clear about Wittgenstein’s change of mind was made in Alva Noé’s illuminating study of
the Philosophical Remarks (Noé, 1994), to which my analysis in this section is much indebted.

I quote from the reprinted version of the paper in Philosophical Occasions (PO), and the page numbers
refer to that collection.

92



Prologue: analysis, phenomenology, grammar—understanding Wittgenstein’s change 134

of the syntax of ordinary language to prevent such nonsense, Wittgenstein argues for the
usefulness of employing logical analysis, and, in particular, a logical symbolism which

would reflect syntax (more) perspicuously:

If we try to analyze any given propositions we shall find in general that they are
logical sums, products or other truthfunctions of simpler propositions. But our
analysis, if carried far enough, must come to the point wh