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THE "MIDDLE WITTGENSTEIN" :
FROM LOGICAL ATOMISM TO PRACTICAL HOLISM*

1 . THE "MIDDLE WITTGENSTEIN"

Wittgenstein arranged the Tractatus in its final form during the summer
of 1918 ; Part I of the Philosophical Investigations was put into the form
in which we now have it during the mid 1940s . The Tractatus was
published in 1922 ; the Philosophical Investigations in 1953, two years
after Wittgenstein's death . Because the two books were widely studied
and interpreted at a time when the rest of his writing was unavailable,
it became common practice to speak of the author of the first book as
"Early Wittgenstein", and the author of the second as the "Late
Wittgenstein" . As it gradually became clear that his writing during the
intervening years was not only voluminous, but also could not simply
be understood as a rejection of one view and the adoption of another,
it was natural to speak of the author of this further body of writing, or
at least those parts of it which could not be regarded as "Early", or
"Late", as "Middle Wittgenstein" .
While it is certainly convenient to use this talk of an early, middle
and late Wittgenstein as conversational shorthand for lengthier and
more cautious ways of discussing the development of his philosophy, it
also has its dangers . One of the main assumptions which commonly
accompanies this periodisation is the belief that we'can neatly divide the
development of Wittgenstein's thought into several sharply demarcated
phases . While there is some truth to this, it is only a half-truth, and
for this reason it is particularly dangerous . First, it can lead to an
interpretive strategy which cuts Wittgenstein up into a number of independent time-slices and so loses sight of the unity of his philosophy .
Such an outlook lends itself to schematic summaries of what Wittgenstein really meant, summaries which turn his writing into just the
kind of philosophical theories which he so vigorously opposed . I think
it should be clear by now that we ought to take Wittgenstein's rejection
of philosophical theorising, his lifelong conviction that philosophy is
"not a theory but an activity" seriously, even if we don't ultimately
take him at his word .'
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But perhaps the greatest danger in this talk of early, middle and late
Wittgenstein is that we read Wittgenstein in the light of currently
fashionable interpretations, rather than evaluating those interpretations
against a careful reading of what Wittgenstein actually wrote . Much of
the recent work on "Middle Wittgenstein" has been particularly valuable precisely because it is based on close examination of the full range
of Wittgenstein's writing . While I don't think we should give up trying
to provide interpretive schemata when studying Wittgenstein, such
schemata cannot be based on an analysis of isolated fragments selected
from his writing . Rather, we have to start by asking what Wittgenstein's
problems were, and need to understand the "problem background"
against which he worked 2 To do this, we need to read his writing as
a whole, rather than concentrating on isolated fragments . For this
reason, I begin by looking at a passage from the Blue Book which
highlights these issues . The first forty or so pages of the Blue Book are
about the nature of meaning, the last thirty about solipsism and the
nature of experience . In between, there is a short passage in which he
compares different ways of making progress in philosophy with different
ways of arranging books scattered across a library floor . Wittgenstein
contrasts the straightforward case in which one can pick up each book
and put it in its final place with a situation where one might have to
start by putting several books in the right order, simply to show that
they belong together in that order . This leads him to the following
reflections :
In this case, in fact, it is pretty obvious that having put together books which belong
together was a definite achievement, even though the whole row of them had to be
shifted . But some of the greatest achievements in philosophy could only be compared
with taking up some books which seemed to belong together, and putting them on
different shelves ; nothing more being final about their positions than that they no longer
lie side by side . The onlooker who doesn't know the difficulty of the task might well
think in such a case that nothing at all has been achieved .3

In its place in the Blue Book, in between the discussion of meaning in
the first part of the book and the discussion of experience in the second,
the point of the simile is to explain the overall relationship between
these two parts . The first part of the book argues that meaning does
not consist in the occurrence of mental processes, separating two problems which he had previously thought of as belonging together . But
the results achieved in the first pan of the book are only provisional,
and their final location is not yet determined, for "every new problem
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which arises may put in question the position which our previous partial
results are to occupy in the final picture" .4
Perhaps this image of organising a library, of working out what goes
where, is also an apposite description of our present relationship to
Wittgenstein's writings as a whole : we need to sort out which parts
belong together, and why . In this paper, I offer a selective outline of
my interpretation of the development of Wittgenstein's work, one which
concentrates on the so-called "Middle period" . 5 I do this by discussing
a number of crucial passages in his writing, passages in which he decisively changes his conception of the nature of mind and language,
moving away from the Tractatus and toward the Philosophical Investigations . I identify a train of thought in Wittgenstein's writings which
leads from Tractarian logical atomism, through the logical holism of
the late 1920s and early 1930s, and from there to his later practical
holism . In outline, my reading can be summarised as follows .
Wittgenstein's initial break with the Tractatus, which probably occurred in the late 1920s, consisted in the realisation that he had been
wrong to think that all logic could be reduced to the truth-functional
logic of the Tractatus . Consequently, he gave up logical atomism, the
doctrine that all meaningful discourse can be analysed into logically
independent elementary propositions, for logical holism, the thesis that
analysis leads to systems of logically related propositions . At first, he
retained the Tractarian conviction that language is grounded on reference to objects, which he now identified with the contents of experience .
This project of analysing the structure of the experientially given is
briefly articulated in the paper, 'Some Remarks on Logical Form' .' At
this point, in the early months of 1929, he conceived of the project as
a matter of articulating a "phenomenological language", a language for
the description of immediate experience . Later that year, he gave up
the idea that philosophy ought to start from a description of the immediately given, motivated by the conviction that philosophy must begin
with the language we ordinarily speak . This led him to reject the
idea that language is animated by intrinsically representational mental
processes, in favour of a conception of a language on which the meaning
of a sentence is determined by the rules for its use . Finally, he replaced
the view that each case in which one applies a rule requires an act of
insight with the view that the application of a rule is a matter of deciding
to apply the rule in a certain way .
These changes are followed by a transitional period during the first
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half of the 1930s in which Wittgenstein explored their implications . The
transitional period comes to end in the mid 1930s, with the first exposition of what has since become known as "the private language argument", and the construction of the 'first part of what von Wright has
called the "Early Investigations", which roughly corresponds to the
first 188 sections of the published Philosophical Investigations . During
this period, he moves away from a conception of language as constituting a formal system of rules, embracing the view that mastery of rules
is dependent on a background of shared practices . As he stresses in
the Investigations, his use of "the term 'language-game' is meant to
bring into prominence the fact that the speaking of language is part of
an activity, or of a form of life" .' Though these forms of life, the takenfor-granted ways of acting which make language possible, are social
and practical, not individual and incorrigible, they occupy an analogous
role in Wittgenstein's later philosophy to the role he gave to the experientially given in 1929 or objects in the Tractatus, for they are the point
at which the later Wittgenstein acknowledges the limits of language .
Thus the Philosophical Investigations also states that "what has to be
accepted, the given, is - so one could say -forms of life" e
Consequently, he no longer thinks of the rules of our language as a
matter for decision or convention, though he does not return to his
earlier essentialism, either; rather, he tries to achieve a clear view of
the relation between logic and practice by exploring the attractions and
shortcomings of both the conventionalist and essentialist positions . This
practical holism is sharply opposed to the logical holism which it replaces . I take this term from Dreyfus's analysis of Heidegger and late
Wittgenstein in `Holism and Hermeneutics', where he draws a parallel
distinction between theoretical holism, the view that all interpretation
is a matter of trapslating between theories, and practical holism, the
view that while everyday coping with things and people "involves explicit beliefs and hypotheses, these can only be meaningful in specific
contexts and against a background of shared practices" .9 Because this
inherited background involves skills, habits and customs, it cannot be
spelled out in a theory . In the remainder of this paper, I shall flesh out
the line of development I have just indicated, from logical atomism to
logical holism, and from logical holism to practical holism ." I shall also
argue that a certain conception of the primacy of immediate experience
lies behind the earlier view, and that the rejection of this conception of
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experience is crucial for the subsequent development of Wittgenstein's
philosophy .
2 . LOGICAL ATOMISM
At the heart of the Tractarian system is an argument for the necessary
existence of simple objects. That argument begins from the observation
that I speak and understand language, and leads to the conclusion that
language must be analysable into elementary propositions, "logical
atoms". This argument is extremely abstract, for it turns on establishing
that it is only possible for language to be composite if there are simples
out of which it is composed . As a result, Wittgenstein concluded that
every significant statement must be composed of logical atoms, yet was
unable to give any examples . Indeed, it was the rationalistic and abstract
character of this train of thought which Wittgenstein most vehemently
criticised after he rejected logical atomism in the late 1920s . Shortly
afterwards, he branded his earlier work as "dogmatic" - a term with
strongly Kantian overtones-precisely because he had placed so much
weight on the claim that it was possible to carry out an analysis of
our language yet had failed to do so ." The Tractatus is an abstract
metaphysical framework, a product of trying to think through a number
of key issues in the philosophy of mathematics and language which
Wittgenstein took from Frege and Russell . Because of this, it is misleading to read a well worked out position on the nature of experience and
knowledge back into it, although that is just what Wittgenstein did in
the early 1930s, when he identified the simple objects with sense-data .
Instead, I want to stress the way Wittgenstein's "dogmatism" gives the
Tractatus its schematic character, which lends itself to any number of
interpretations of "what Wittgenstein really meant" .
But the main lines of Wittgenstein's conclusions about logical atoms
in the Tractatus can be summed up in a few sentences . These atoms, the
so-called elementary propositions, cannot be decomposed into smaller
units, but they are nevertheless made up of names, which play the role
of sub-atomic particles : they refer to the simple objects which make up
the world ." The meaning of what we ordinarily say is the logical
product of the combination of these sub-atomic particles into the molecules of ordinary speech . A proposition is a picture, or a model, of
reality : the fact that the names of which it is composed are related to
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one another in a determinate way represents that things are related to
one another in the same way ." A proposition is true if things are
arranged as it says they are, false if they are not . Even though Wittgenstein had found no examples of the elementary propositions, the
basic components of his theory of meaning, he thought he had shown
that they must be logically independent of each other . By this, he
meant that the truth or falsity of each atomic proposition did not depend
on the truth or falsity of any other atomic proposition ."
Of course, the signs from which our propositions are constructed the words of everyday language, and the corresponding psychical
constituents which make up our thoughts - do not clearly display the
underlying structure which Wittgenstein had deduced .' 5 However, he
believed that any meaningful proposition of ordinary language must
have an analysis which does clearly display its underlying structure .
This would be a truth-functionally related ensemble of atomic propositions whose surface structure is identical with the structure of the
facts it represents . Wittgenstein distinguished between the sign, the
perceptible part of the proposition, and the symbol, the sign together
with its application, its representational relation to the world .' 6 Ordinary language consists of relatively simple signs, which stand in a very
complex representational relationship with the world ; a fully analysed
language would consist of a much more complex arrangement of signs
in a very simple representational relationship with the world . But no
sign, considered in isolation, is intrinsically meaningful : one always has
to see how the signs are to be applied, to grasp the way they represent .
This leads Wittgenstein to distinguish two ways of conceiving of a
picture, corresponding to his distinction between sign and symbol : as
a fact, a determinate arrangement of objects, and that fact, together
with the representational relation which makes it into a picture ."
This ability to apply language, to see signs as symbols, as intrinsically
related to their objects, is not itself a further fact in the world, but is
a matter of our establishing a projective relationship between certain
facts . The projective relation, the sign's meaning, cannot itself be a
fact, for all facts are logically independent of one another, and there
is a logical connection between a picture qua symbol and what it pictures . Thus this connection cannot itself be stated, for only facts can
be stated . But it can be shown by the structure of our language, much
as the projective connection between two depictions of the same thing
in different perspectives can be shown . Any combination of signs is
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only meaningful due to our applying them in a certain way ; everyday
language depends on the existence of extremely complex conventions
connecting the words we use with the objects they stand for . Similarly,
even the signs of a fully analysed language would have to be explained
before we could understand them . Like the signs that make up the
propositions we presently speak, utter and think, they would be conventionally meaningful : their meaning would be a product of linguistic
conventions, just as the meaning of the words we presently use is
conventional . In both cases, we would also have to know how to use
the words in question, bow to apply them . But not all signs can be
given a meaning in this way : some must be non-conventionally meaningful and so not susceptible to being either interpreted or misinterpreted .
In the Tractatus, "thoughts" play this role : a thought is an applied
propositional sign, a picture together with the method of projection
which gives it its significance ." A Tractarian thought is not simply an
inner monologue or image, for these are facts on a par with physical
facts composed of words and pictures . Indeed, Wittgenstein explicitly
told Russell that a thought consists of "psychical constituents that have
the same sort of relation to reality as words . What those constituents
are I don't know" ." However, a thought is not just a concatenation
of signs, it is the signs together with their application, the projective
relation which gives them their life . This is the original private language,
the inner symbolic processes which give public language its significance .
Unlike any physical language, thoughts are essentially meaningful and
so cannot be misunderstood . They encompass the "meaning-locus"
which provides the ground for our use of language, the projective
relationship we apply to the signs .20 A thought, an applied and thought
out propositional sign, is intrinsically related to its object . There is a
logical connection between the thought and its object . Our language is
like paper currency ; it is only meaningful insofar as it is backed up by
gold in the bank - both are intrinsically representational processes .
Wittgenstein's view of the irreducibly mental and intentional character of meaning was diametrically opposed to Russell's Humean view of
meaning, on which it is nothing more than a feeling which accompanies
certain mental processes . 2 ' But this view is only implicit in the Tractalus ; it is protected from explicit formulation by the Tractarian doctrine
that the relation between language and world cannot be stated, but can
only be "shown" . However, I believe it was motivated by a picture of
the relationship between language, experience and world, a picture that
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is best described as Cartesian, though it also has affinities with postKantian thought . While this picture is hinted at in the Tractatus, in the
central role Wittgenstein gives to thought in his account of propositions,
in his sympathy for solipsism and his identification of the world with
life, it only emerges clearly in his subsequent work . For it was only
in the late 1920s, when Wittgenstein realised that the Tractatus's dogmatism would not do, that he returned to grappling with the problems
raised by his essentialism about meaning and the need for an account
of the relationship between language and experience .
3.

FROM LOGICAL ATOMISM TO LOGICAL HOLISM

By the late 1920s, Wittgenstein had come to think of the task of arriving
at a characterisation of the ultimate level of analysis as a matter of
formulating what he called a "phenomenological language" . However, in the first section of the Philosophical Remarks, drafted in October 1929, he wrote that he no longer had
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 .'

The original manuscript volume entry reads instead : "I no longer hold
it to be possible" ." Some commentators regard the replacement of this
impossibility claim by the seemingly weaker claim that a phenomenological language is not necessary as a qualification which implies that
Wittgenstein had recognized that he could not yet prove that phenomenological language is impossible . Hintikka and Hintikka, for instance, argue that this lacuna would only be filled much later by the
private language argument .2' However, the continuation of the passage
in question suggests a much simpler explanation for the rewording :
Wittgenstein sometimes uses the term "phenomenological language" in
a restricted sense, to mean a canonical analysis of the experience of
the present moment . In this sense, he consistently maintained after
1929 that such a language was indeed impossible . But he also spoke of
"phenomenological language" in a looser sense, meaning by it any way
of talking about the content of experience, and in this sense of the
term, he holds that a phenomenological language is possible but not
necessary . Thus, .he turned away from phenomenological language in
the narrow sense, the construction of an artificial philosophical language
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that would be capable of fully describing present experience, in favour
of a study of the structure of the language we ordinarily speak, which
still included a study of phenomenological language in the looser sense
of the term .
Wittgenstein's clearest explanation of what he had meant by the term
"phenomenological language" occurs in the first section of the chapter
entitled 'Idealism' in the Big Typescript, assembled during 1932-33 ;
the section is entitled 'The Representation of Immediate Experience' .
There, he writes : "Phenomenological language : the description of immediate sense perception, without hypothetical addition" .27 Unlike our
ordinary ways of describing sense perception, in terms of persisting
objects, a phenomenological language would make no such hypothetical
commitments ; instead, it would restrict itself to representing whatever
is immediately experienced . But his objection to this conception is
already implicit in the broken underlining he put under "language",
Wittgenstein's way of indicating that he was not satisfied with his choice
of woids . For he had realised that the motives which led him to seek
a phenomenological language ensured that no language could be adequate . What one really wants to do, he suggests, is to directly present
what is experienced :
If anything, then depiction l y means of a painted picture or something like it must surely
be such a description of immediate experience . As when we, e .g., look in a telescope
and record or paint the constellation seen .'

But even the most direct language cannot be more than a re-presentation, and so the very idea of a phenomenological language turns
out to be incoherent . The desire for a transparent intermediary, present
to consciousness, which guarantees that my thoughts are about their
objects, and which provides an ultimate basis for language, is the product of philosophical confusion .
Wittgenstein sets out his objection to phenomenological language by
asking us to consider how we might go about actually reproducing sense
perception; he suggests that we imagine constructing a mechanical scale
model of what is seen . Seen from the correct point, the model produces
the appropriate perception :
the model could be set in the right motions by a crank-drive and we could by turning
the crank read off the description . (An approximation to this would be a representation
in film .)
If that is not a representation of the immediate - what would be one? - Anything
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which tried to be more immediate still, would have to give up being a description . Instead
of a description what would then come out would, rather, be that inarticulate sound with
which some writers would like to begin philosophy . ("I am, knowing of my knowledge,
conscious of something" Driesch .)r'

The very generality of this criticism, the fact that it does not turn on
any specific formulation of a sense-datum theory, implies that it would
be a mistake to construe Wittgenstein's "phenomenological language"
too narrowly, as expressing a commitment to a specific philosophical
theory about how to analyse ordinary language into observation statements . Rather, phenomenological language inherits much of the generality of the Tractarian notion of the ultimate level of analysis : it is
the language, whatever it is, that enables one to describe immediate
experience without any hypothetical additions . But the work I have
just been discussing was motivated by an overall conception of the
relation between experience and the external world . During this period,
Wittgenstein frequently explained his conception of the relation between experience and the world in terms of a comparison with the
relation between the picture one sees on the screen at the movies and
the pictures on the reel of film in the movie projector . Although this
analogy is never fully elaborated in any of the published works, there
are a number of references to it in Wittgenstein's manuscripts, in the
Philosophical Remarks and Big Typescript, and in the notes of his
lectures and conversations in the years following 1929 .
Talking to Bouwsma in 1949, Wittgenstein mentioned that the "figure
of the cinema lamp" had first struck him when he was talking to Frege
in 1911 . 50 Bouwsma recalls a meeting of Malcolm's discussion group in
Cornell in which Bouwsma began the conversation by briefly talking
about Descartes's Cogito, ergo sum . Wittgenstein responded by saying
that the real question was "How did Descartes come to do this?"
Bouwsma asked whether he meant to ask what led up to the cogito in
Descartes's own thought, to which Wittgenstein replied
No . One must do this for oneself . . . I always think of it as like the cinema . You see
before you the picture on the screen, but behind you is the operator, and he has a roll
here on this side from which he is winding and another on that side into which he is
winding . The present is the picture which is before the light, but the future is still on the
roll to pass, and the past is on that roll . it's gone through already . Now imagine that
there is only the present . There is no future roll, and no past roll . And now further
imagine what language there could be in such a situation . One could just gape . Thisj 3,

The difference between the picture on the film-reel which is in front of
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the projector and the picture on the screen is emphasised by contrasting
the way in which the picture on the reel is part of a sequence of
neighbouring pictures which either have been or will be projected,
while the picture on the screen has no such neighbours . If we are
serious about trying to represent the picture on the screen without any
hypothetical additions, we must take it by itself, excluding the sequence
of past, present and future pictures on the film reel ; in fact, we must
exclude the whole physical world . But any description of the picture
would be a sequence of symbols which was another part of the physical
world . Furthermore, our ordinary language is temporal ; how could
we use it to talk about an atemporal, self-contained world without
misdescribing it?
If we restrict ourselves to the case of describing presently given
experience, it may be hard to see the full force of the problem : Why
worry about how to represent it when it is already present? But even
if we were to accept, for the sake of argument, that representing the
immediately given is unproblematic, we would still have to account for
our ability to remember and think about phenomena which are not
part of occurrent sensory experience . Wittgenstein's discussions of the
representation of experience often employ examples in which the intended object is not given in current experience . While the events
depicted on the roll of film seemed unproblematic when considered by
themselves, our ability to think about those events, to grasp that certain
signs mean those events, became highly puzzling . Thus, Wittgenstein
wrote in late 1929 :
The application of words, considered as extended in time, is easy to understand ; in
contrast, I find it infinitely difficult to understand the sense in the moment of application .
What does it mean e .g . to understand a sentence as a member of a system of
sentences? "r

Wittgenstein tried to express his conception of a categorical distinction between experience and the world by saying that the picture on
the screen, unlike the picture on the film-reel, "has no neighbours" .
This is not a matter of saying that my experiential field has a certain
location, and that there is nothing next to it . Rather, it is to say that
it makes no sense to think of my immediate experience as adjoining
anything else - that it is neighbourless : self-contained, complete . In.
lectures given in the early 1930s, Wittgenstein said that
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. . . the pictures in the lantern are all "on the same level" but that the picture which is

at any given time on the screen is not "on the same level" with any of them, and that if
we were to use "conscious" to say of one of the pictures in the lantern that it was at that
time being thrown on the screen, it would be meaningless to say of the picture on the
screen that it was "conscious" . The pictures on the film, he said, "have neighbours",
whereas that on the screen has none . b3
This is closely connected with the idea that it makes no sense to speak
of experience as "present" : just as Wittgenstein denies that experience
has a spatial location, he also denies it has a temporal location . In both
cases, he wants to resist the temptation to project our everyday grammar onto the phenomena . For he holds that there is a "grammatical"
difference between the two ; the picture on the film and the picture on
the screen are not "'on the same level"' . The pictures are not two
related objects which share a common space ; instead, they represent
two different spatialities' If we try to bring the two together, we shall
run up against the limits of language .
In the early 1930s, Wittgenstein came to think that the mistake which
leads to solipsism of the present moment, the view that only my present
experience is real, can be explained in terms of the movie metaphor . On
this account, the solipsist mistakenly compares "present" experience to
the frame of the film which is currently being projected, in front of
those past frames which have been projected and behind those future
frames which will be projected . Wittgenstein's reply is to contend that
the correct analogy is with the picture on the screen, which does not
lie in this order at all, and so "present" - and for that matter, "my",
"experience", and "real" - is inapplicable :
The present we are talking about here is not the picture in front of the projector's lens
at precisely this moment, as opposed to the pictures before and after it, which have
already been there or are yet to come ; but the picture on the screen which would
illegitimately be called present, since "present" would not be used here to distinguish it
from past and future . And so it is a meaningless epithet as
During the period when he still found the movie metaphor a compelling illustration of our predicament, Wittgenstein must have wished he
could get around the need to use language to convey what cannot be
said, to find a way of getting his readers to simply see the nature of
the phenomena . One aspect of this problem is his recognition that
language itself is part of the physical world, and so is on a different
level from the phenomena . Thus, early in 1929 he raised the following
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question about the relation between physical language and phenomenological language :
Language itself belongs to the second system . If I describe a language, I am essentially
describing something that belongs to physics. But how can a physical language describe
the phenomenal?'s
Shortly afterwards, he began to realise that it was this very conception
of present experience which was responsible for his difficulties :
The way of looking which leads into a magic valley, as it were, from which there is no
way into the open countryside is taking the present as the only reality . This present,
constantly flowing or, rather, constantly changing, cannot be caught hold of . It disappears
before we can think of grasping it . We stay stuck in this valley, bewitched, in a whirl of
thoughts . . . .
What I may not think, language can't express . That is our comfort .
But ifone says : the philosopher must step down into this encircled valley and grasp
the pure reality itself and bring it to the light of day, then the answer runs that he would
have to in so doing leave language behind and so come back without having achieved
anything .
And yet there can be a phenomenological language . (Where must it stop?)' r
Soon after, in the same notebook, Wittgenstein decisively rejected this
conception of a phenomenological language . 31 In short, what Wittgenstein realised, late in 1929, is that there cannot be a phenomenological language of the kind he had hoped for - a complete analysis of
experience - and that we must start from our everyday language In
describing experience . In the Traclatus, he had held that while truthfunctional propositional logic limits what can be said, its logical form
shows the common structure of language and world : "Logic must take
care of itself" 3 9 Once he gave up the logical atomist doctrine that
all relations between propositions are ultimately truth-functional, it is
language as a whole which takes its place : "Language has to speak for
itself " .'o The logical holist conceives of everyday language as a system
of rules, such as the rules of a formal calculus, or a scientific theory . 41
In the final section of this paper, I summarise why Wittgenstein replaced
this with a practical holist conception of everyday language on which
even formal rules must be understood in terms of their practical background : "rules leave loop-holes open, and the practice has to speak for
itself , . 42
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4 . FROM LOGICAL HOLISM TO PRACTICAL HOLISM

In 1929, Wittgenstein rejected logical atomism for a logical holist conception of language as a system of calculi, formal systems characterised
by their constitutive rules . But by the mid 1930s he came to see that
the rules of our language are more like the rules of a game than a
calculus, for they concern actions within a social context . This context,
our practices and the `forms of life' they embody, on the one hand,
and the facts of nature on which those practices depend, on the other,
are the background against which rule-following is possible . It is this
emphasis on both the social and natural context of rule-following which
is characteristic of Wittgenstein's later conception of language as a
practice .
Both the logical holist conception of language as a calculus or a
theory and the later practical holist notion of a language-game stress
the paramount role of context, the notion that the context in which an
utterance belongs is the whole of language . This is why both conceptions
are holistic : the meaning of an utterance, an inscription or a thought
is not an entity independent of the rest of our language, but rather
consists in its relation to the rest of language . There is no sharp transition from the calculus model to the language-game model, from logical
holism to practical holism : Wittgenstein does not give up the idea that
our linguistic practices are rule-governed, but rather comes to see that
rule-governed behaviour is only possible against a background of practices which cannot themselves be explicitly formulated as rules . Alternatively, one might say that his conception of language becomes increasingly broad, until it includes the whole range of human activity .
Despite these continuities, Wittgenstein's conception of language
changed radically during the 1930s . During the early 1930s, Wittgenstein frequently compares language to a calculus, a formal system
of rules . While he retains this analogy in subsequent writing, it is usually
as an object of comparison, as a way of bringing out the disanalogies
between ordinary language and a calculus . Thus, he dismisses the idea
that we can think of the meaning of a word as an entity, a "meaningbody", which lies behind the use of our words, in favour of a description
of the rules which we accept for the use of the word . 43 In the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein implies that the analogy between a
calculus and ordinary language had been responsible for his conception
of language as governed by a system of rules :
F . P . Ramsey once emphasized in conversation with me that logic was a "normative
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science". I do not know exactly what he had in mind, but it was doubtless closely related
to what only dawned on me later : namely, that in philosophy we often compare the use
of words with games and calculi which have fixed rules, but cannot say that someone
who is using language must be playing such a game . . . .
All this can only appear in the right light when one has attained greater clarity about
the concepts of understanding, meaning and thinking . For it will then also become clear
what can lead us (and did lead me) to think that if anyone utters a sentence and means
or understands it he is operating a calculus according to definite roles ."

By the mid 1930s, Wittgenstein plays down the role of explicit rules
in explaining what a word means, and instead stresses that in practice,
we usually explain the meaning of words by giving paradigmatic examples, not by ostensive definition or stating necessary and sufficient
conditions. The examples need not be given in such a way that they
are protected against all possibilities of misunderstanding ; it is enough
that they usually work . In discussing the Tractarian theory of the nature
of the proposition, Wittgenstein replies in section 135 of the Philosophical Investigations : "Asked what a proposition is . . . we shall give examples" . Most of the next one hundred sections of the Philosophical
Investigations are occupied with exploring and undermining the two
main avenues of reply to this position : the view that meaning consists
in mental processes and the view that meaning consists in implicit rules,
views which Wittgenstein had previously been attracted to . The aim of
this discussion is to discredit the idea of hidden processes which underlie
meaning, whether they be subjective mental processes or objective
rules .
A key argument which motivates this train of thought is that just as
no mental content is intrinsically meaningful, so no strict rule by itself
can determine how we go on, as all determination of meaning is dependent on interpretation . Given any mental process or any formulation
of a rule, it is always, in principle, open to a further, deviant, interpretation ." No occurrent act of meaning or intending, or of grasping an
essence or of deciding to go on in a certain way, can give a rule the
power to determine our future actions, because there is always the
question of how that act is to be interpreted . As a result, the idea that
a rule can determine all its future applications turns out to be misguided .
Only if we ignore the context can we think that some isolated act or
event can have a determinate meaning regardless of its context . A
change in the context of application can yield a change in meaning,
and therefore meaning cannot be identified with anything independent
of context .
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We can see a parallel development in Wittgenstein's conception of
following a rule . In the Philosophical Remarks, he still thinks that the
application of a rule always depends on an act of insight, the insight
that the rule can be applied in this case :
Is it like this : I need a new insight at each step in a proof? . . . Something of the
following sort : Supposing there to be a certain general rule (therefore one containing a
variable), I must recognise afresh that this rule may be applied here . No act of foresight
can absolve me from this act of insight . Since the form to which the rule is applied is in
fact different at every step."
.

But there is a marginal note in the original copy of the Philosophical
Remarks which encapsulates the next phase of Wittgenstein's thought .
Next to "No act of foresight can absolve me from this act of insight' ;
be wrote in the margin : "Act of decision, not insight" . That is, the
application of the rule is no longer treated as a matter of my seeing
that it must apply, but rather in terms of my deciding to apply it here .
The issue arises again in the Brown Book in an early version of the
rule-following discussion in Philosophical Investigations section 185ff .
Wittgenstein discusses the possibility that someone might learn how
to add one as we do with small numbers, but does what we would call
adding two when asked to add one to numbers between one hundred
and three hundred, adds three when asked to add one to larger numbers, and persists in regarding this procedure as a correct application
of the rule he or she was taught . This leads Wittgenstein's interlocutor
to ask whether he thinks an act of intuition will always be needed to
protect us against the possibility of a deviant interpretation of the rule :
"I suppose what you say comes to this, that in order to follow the rule 'Add 1' correctly
.'*'
a new insight, intuition is needed at every
step

Instead of giving a direct answer to this question, Wittgenstein replies
by asking the interlocutor to explain the notion of following the rule
correctly, a notion which he has simply taken for granted in his question :
- But

what does it mean to follow the rule correctly? How and when is it to be decided
which at a particular point is the correct step to lake?"

The interlocutor responds by appealing to the rule-giver's intentions :
"The correct step at every point is that which is in accordance with the rule as it was
meant, intended .""
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In the ensuing dialogue, the interlocutor tries to specify what the rulegiver's intentions consist in, and Wittgenstein repeatedly undermines
him by asking how the application of the intention, meaning, mental
act or whatever other candidate, is offered can be guaranteed in advance : the same deviant possibilities can always be raised . A page later,
Wittgenstein sums up :
If the mere words of the rule could not anticipate a future transition, no more could any
mental act accompanying these words.
We meet again and again with this curious superstition, as one might be inclined to
call it, that the mental act is capable of crossing a bridge before we've got to it . This
trouble crops up whenever we try to think about the ideas of thinking, wishing, expecting,
believing, knowing, trying to solve a mathematical problem, mathematical induction, and
so forth .
It is no act of insight, intuition, which makes us use the rule as we do at the particular
point of the series . It would be less confusing to call it an act of decision, though this
too is misleading, for nothing like an act of decision must take place, but possibly just
an act of writing or speaking . °°

Here, there is no suggestion that there must be an act of decision ; only
that if any mental process at all is involved, it is a decision, not an
intuition . The search for a self-interpreting interpretation only arises if
one treats the words and actions in which the rule was expressed as an
interpretation, a construal of the rule which still needs to be made
completely determinate . In some cases, of course, our words or actions
will be ambiguous . But in others, we can just get on with it and write
or say the next term in the series . Wittgenstein is proposing that we
look at these cases, the cases in which we do not do any interpreting,
but simply grasp the rule in practice, such as everyday conversation
and arithmetic, as prototypical instances of rule-following . As he puts
it in On Certainty :
As if giving grounds did not come to an end sometime . But the end is not an ungrounded

presupposition : it is an ungrounded way of acting 5 1

In pursuing these issues in Philosophical Investigations section 138ff.,
Wittgenstein focusses on the question : What is it to understand a word
in a flash or, as he had previously put it, "to understand the sense in
the moment of application"? 52 For, on the one hand, understanding a
sentence is a matter of being able to use those words correctly, in
applying them "in the course of time" ; on the other hand, we may
grasp the meaning of a sentence in a flash, when it "comes before our

220

DAVID STERN

mind in an instant" 53 In other words, there is both a subjective and
an objective aspect to understanding and we need to understand how
they hang together. The problem is directly descended from Wittgenstein's earlier worries about the relationship between the words I use
in describing my experiences and the experiences themselves, and the
way in which the words seemed to be unable to describe "that which
goes on in the reading of the description", S4 the mental processes which
animate our words . Certainly we do, on occasion, understand words in
a flash, but the danger here is to think that this can give us an insight
into the essence of understanding . The same image can mean different
things in different contexts :
What is essential is to see that the same thing can come before our minds when we
hear the words and the application still be different . Has it the same meaning both times?
I think we shall say not ."

Wittgenstein holds that it is the circumstances in which the experiences
occur, not the experience taken by itself, to which we should look if
we want to get at what justifies someone in saying that he or she has
understood . The therapy he proposes is that we consider relatively
simple cases of mental activity, such as what goes on when we read out
loud, in order to see how the temptation of thinking that ineffable
mental processes are involved arises . 56 In other words, he asks us to
consider "the activity of rendering out loud what is written or printed ;
and also of writing from dictation, writing out something printed, playing from a score, and so on" ." The first point Wittgenstein makes in
this connection is that although we are all very familiar with such
activities, we would find it difficult to describe the part which they play
in our life "even in rough outline" . The observations that follow suggest
that this is due to the differences between what goes on when a skilled
reader reads, where all kinds of things may go on, and often nothing
at all over and above the successful completion of the task, with what
goes on with a beginner, who makes a conscious effort to read . And if
we concentrate on the case of the beginner we shall indeed be inclined
to say that it is "a special conscious activity of the mind" . 56 The idea
is that there must be some special conscious act of reading, "the act of
reading the sounds off from the letters" ." Here Wittgenstein replies
by thinking of cases in which the experience goes on, but the "reader"
does not really understand (perhaps he or she has been drugged), and
cases in which the reader does understand, but nothing or something
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else goes on . Whether something is reading or not is a matter of
whether the activity is successful, not a matter of whether I consciously
apply a rule or feel guided or whatever . One wants to say that in
reading "the words come in a special way" or that "I experience the
because", but in practice, the words don't have to come in a special
way and we needn't experience anything in particular . 60
In most cases of proficient reading, we just get on with it and do it .
Here we have an example of what Heidegger calls "readiness-to-hand"
[Zuhandenheu] : our ordinary use of everyday things does not call for
reflective awareness of what we are doing . We only become aware
of these things when something goes wrong or some other unusual
circumstance draws our attention to them, making them "present-athand" [vorhanden] 61 Thus, under normal circumstances, reading a
familiar language, "can we say anything but that . . . this sound comes
automatically when we look at the mark?" . 62 But if we try to understand the cases where we are proficient on the model of what goes on
in abnormal or problematic cases, we shall inevitably look at what goes
on when we make an effort to read as revealing the essence of being
influenced, an essence that is concealed in normal usage ." We think
of particular cases of being guided or being influenced, and think that
the experience we have in this or that case is paradigmatic, what goes
on in every case .
Ultimately, our explicit beliefs and interpretations are only meaningful in specific contexts and against a background of shared practices these practices are the skills and customs which we have learnt, ways
of acting which were not acquired as beliefs, even though we may
express them in beliefs . It is this "way of grasping a rule which is not
an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call 'obeying the
rule' and 'going against it"' which ultimately ends the regress of interpretations . 67 In other words, "It is our acting, which lies at the bottom
."
of the language game"
NOTES
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