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Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of

our intelligence by means of language.

My way of philosophizing . . . . consists essentially in leaving

the question of truth and asking about sense instead.

—Ludwig Wittgenstein
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Preface

Among the most original thinkers of the twentieth century, Ludwig
Wittgenstein has remained one of the least accessible. In this book I seek to
demonstrate the essential intelligibility of his writings, the continuing fresh-
ness of his ideas, and the power of his methods.

The heart of my book is a study of selected sections of the chief work of
his later period, the Philosophical Investigations. Presented as “a companion to
the Investigations,” its aim is to assist prospective readers find their way around
the “forest of remarks” that make up this unique classic. Although I cover
quite a lot of ground, I make no attempt at completeness. (“Going through the
Investigations from cover to cover” is for after the sort of preliminary “field
trips” described here.)

The study is preceded by an introductory essay relating Wittgenstein’s
ideas and methods to Parmenides, Aristotle, and other formative figures in the
history of Western philosophy. It is followed by a set of essays that further
develop a major theme of the Investigations: that there are various kinds of lan-
guage use (“grammar”)—a variety philosophy needs to look at but tends to
overlook.

“Sensations, Beetles, and ‘Private Language™ is a brief and (I hope)
incisive interpretation of the much-discussed “private language” argument.
“The Soulless Tribe” draws on Waittgenstein’s last writings to clarify and
deepen what he had said in the Investigations about “the inner life.”

Colors, numbers, and the grammatical analogies between them exerted a
continuing fascination on Wittgenstein; the chapters on arithmetic and color
are meant to bring out the logico-philosophical depth of that fascination.

The sections headed “God” organize and develop some of Wittgen-
stein’s fragmentary remarks on religion, theology, and ethics.

In the concluding chapter I return to the Parmenidean origins of philos-
ophy, and to Wittgenstein’s conception of its nature and limits.

The picture on the cover is of Theseus forcing the marauder Procrustes
into the same iron bed he had so nefariously used on the passing travellers he
robbed. I think of Wittgenstein as a philosophical Theseus doing battle
against metaphysical marauders who force all varieties of language (and life)
into the procrustean bed of what he calls “the model of object and designa-
tion.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

[W]e are still occupied with the same philosophical problems as
were the Greeks.... because our language has remained the same
and keeps seducing us into asking the same questions.

—Culture and Value, p. 15

THALES TO WITTGENSTEIN

Becoming

The ancient Greeks worked out many of the fundamental concepts of our civ-
ilization, including the concept of reality as a single dynamic system. The ear-
liest of them agreed among themselves about the existence of this “system”
but differed about how to describe it. While Thales said that the principle of
all things is water, his successor Anaximander argued that it could be neither
water nor any definite substance. Thales and Anaximander flourished in the
early sixth century B.C.; later in the same century, Heraclitus spoke of reality
as an “everlasting fire, kindling in measures and going out in measures”
(Fragment 30). He, like his predecessors, saw unity amidst change as the
essence of things; his distinctive contribution was the idea that change
implies a unity of opposites (“The path up and down is one and the same”
[Fragment 60]).

Early in the fifth century B.C. Parmenides of Elea challenged the funda-
mental assumption of “natural philosophers” from Thales to Heraclitus, argu-
ing that reality is changeless and homogeneous (a “well-rounded sphere”),
rather than a dynamic unity of opposites. He, like his famous pupil Zeno,
regarded “motion” and every other term for change as names devoid of mean-
ing. Why devoid of meaning? Parmenides’ line of thought comes out most
clearly in his argument against the sort of change called “coming into being”:

1



2 Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations

That which can be spoken of and thought needs must be [that is,
exist] . . . (Fragment 6, in part)

How can what does not exist come into existence? For if it came
into existence, then earlier it was nothingness. And nothingness is
unthinkable and unreal. (Fragment 8, in part)

In other words (and with added interpretation):

Whenever we think of something, we must think of it as existing.
(To think is to picture; to picture something is to picture it as exist-
ing.)

If it makes sense to say that something will come into existence,
then it makes sense to say that it does not (now) exist.

If it makes sense to say that it does not exist, then it must be possi-
ble to think of it as not existing. That is not possible, however,
because (to return to the first point) whenever we think of some-
thing, we must think of it as existing.

A number of philosophical theories were generated in response to
Parmenides’ perplexing arguments—notably, the “atomism” of Democritus,
the “two worlds theory” of Plato, and the “seeds theory” of Anaxagoras. The
last is relatively easy to explain. “Composite things contain the seeds of every-
thing,” according to this fifth-century philosopher. “For how could hair come
from what is not hair, or flesh from what is not flesh?’! This “solves” the prob-
lem of how hair (for example) comes into being by saying that it didn’t,
really—it was there all along, hidden under other things! To “explain” some-
thing (here: coming into being) by explaining it away, as Anaxagoras seems to
be doing, is an example of what we now call “reductionism.” (Other examples
of reductionism would be Zeno’s analysis of the moving arrow into a series of
discrete states—as if only what is captured in a set of “still shots” could be real,
and [much later] St. Augustine’s analysis of time into the threefold “present”
of memory, contemplation, and expectation—as if time were a psychological
phenomenon. While Zeno reduced the dynamic to the static, Augustine
reduced the objective to the psychological.)?

Responding to the provocative arguments of his predecessors, Aristotle
appears to have been the first to articulate a thoroughly nonreductive account
of change. Looking at what is involved in everyday talk about coming into
being, he saw that it presupposes a number of concepts—including not only

1. From Philip Wheelwright, ed., The Presocratics, p. 160.

2. Rejection of reductionism in philosophy does not imply rejection of scientific
developments such as the reduction of Mendelian to molecular genetics. Zeno-like
analyses of motion explain away motion; molecular theory in genetics does not explain
away its Mendelian starting point.



Introduction 3
opposites, as Heraclitus had emphasized, but also potentiality. The air of para-
dox Parmenides sensed in “What is not an oak becomes an oak” (and similar
statements) dissipates once we recall that what-is-not-an-oak is an acorn, that
is, something potentially, but not yet actually, an oak tree. It is not that the
oak comes from what is absolutely nothing, or absolutely non-oak: it comes
from what is actually acorn and potentially oak. The reality of an acorn, like
the reality (“being”) of other natural things, goes beyond its present actuality.
“That which goes beyond present actuality”—potentiality—is no thing (no
object, no present actuality), but it is not absolute nothingness (pure non-
being) either.

In comparing reality to “a well-rounded sphere” enclosed within itself,
Parmenides was (in effect) equating it with “present actuality.” In
Parmenidean philosophy:

being = being there
to be = to be complete.

In Aristotelian philosophy (and common speech): “to be” is not only “to be

actually such and such” but also “to be potentially so and so0”; “to be” is to be
in some respects incomplete, as well as in other respects “well rounded.”

Time and the Mind

Viewed in a philosophical spirit, everyday matters—change, time,
knowledge, etc.—are objects of wonder. But when we proceed to reflect on
these matters and theorize about them, we are often led into misunderstand-
ing and paradox. And then we need to investigate the everyday, prereflective
use of the words in which our reflections are expressed. What tends to block
such an investigation is the same as what creates the need for it in the first
place: the mind’s fixing on a single, narrow case and making it the model for
everything else. As the Presocratic Parmenides fixed on the “present actual-

3. In Aristotelian physics, natural things strive to actualize their potentialities. That
may sound like an instance of the mind’s tendency to project itself onto inanimate
nature. But Aristotle does not speak, absurdly, of acorns consciously striving to become
oaks; he speaks of nature as “unconscious art.” Rather than dismissing this way of
speaking as error, it would be better to characterize it as a secondary use of terms that in
everyday speech are applied primarily to human and animal activities. This secondary
use is Aristotle’s way of expressing a certain perspective on nature as a whole—one not
to be dismissed as erroneous just because it is at odds with the view of nature con-
structed by modern “scientific” philosophers. That it has been so dismissed may be an
expression of the scientism permeating our civilization. Compare Wittgenstein, CV,
pp-60j,37c.



