What does `Experiencing Meaning’ Mean?
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Tree, tree, tree, tree, tree, tree, tree, tree, tree, tree.  Are you now experiencing the meaning of the word `tree’ somehow slipping away from you?  Can you put your soul into the word `cows’ as you say that word? Would you rank that an important question, and is your experience with `rank’ different when you say it as a noun or as an adjective?  Have you ever had an experience like this: you see `Drawing Dogs’ as a title and you take that to mean dogs that draw, then suddenly a new meaning – how to draw dogs – dawns on you?  If your answer to each of these questions, all of which derive from Wittgenstein,
 is `No’, then, most probably, you are suffering from meaning-blindness and there is something missing from your life – the experience of meaning.  If that’s the case, then your situation is a bit like that of poor Mary, Frank Jackson’s differently abled woman who saw things only in black and white.  Or of someone who listens to the second movement of Gershwin’s Piano Concerto and does not hear any of the melodies as plaintive.
  Most people, I assume, are fortunate enough not to suffer deprivation of the experience of meaning, and a good question to raise is: what exactly is it that they have but which the meaning-blind do not?


Our topic here is one that has been very little discussed by commentators.  This may seem surprising.  After all, as everybody knows, the concept of meaning was one that exercised Wittgenstein throughout his philosophical career; everybody is familiar with the picture theory of meaning in the Tractatus and with the characterization of meaning as use that so prominently features in the Investigations and in other late period works.  So why is Wittgenstein’s quite lengthy investigation of the phenomenon of experiencing meaning largely ignored?  One reason is that some of the things Wittgenstein says on this subject seem so weird that one is tempted to pass over them in embarrassed silence.  Another reason is that many people have not even consulted the relevant texts.  A lot of readers of the Investigations either run out of steam before the end of Part I or do not bother with Part II.   Wittgenstein himself did not authorize the inclusion of the latter Part; it consists of material written later and is not properly polished. Someone suffering from mental fatigue may be inclined to dismiss it as an irrelevant excrescence.  It is in Sect. xi of Part II that Wittgenstein’s discussion of experiencing meaning occurs,
 and other manuscripts composed during the last few years of his life are  peppered with groups of remarks on the subject.  Polished or not, much of the material written in the last few years is vigorous, intriguing, and significantly different from his earlier writing.

Wittgenstein begins that section of PI by discussing what it is to notice an aspect – for example, to suddenly notice how your mother-in-law’s head resembles a bag of nails, or to respond to the instruction to see the Jastrow figure (reproduced at PI, p.194) as a duck.  Suppose there to be some humans who simply lack the ability to see something as something, in the sense that they cannot experience the dawning of an aspect or see the change from one aspect to another -- for example, they are unable to jump between seeing the `double cross’ (an octagon divided into eight triangular segments, black and white alternately, as reproduced at PI, p.207) first as a black cross on a white ground, then as a white cross on a black ground.  Wittgenstein calls this defect `aspect blindness’ (PI, p.213) and says that it is akin to the lack of a `musical ear’.
   Immediately after that, he introduces the topic that will occupy much of the rest of Sect. xi: `The importance of this concept [of aspect-blindness] lies in the connection between the concepts of `seeing an aspect’ and `experiencing the meaning of a word’.  For we want to ask “What would you be missing if you did not experience the meaning of a word?”’ (PI, p.214).

The various phenomena Wittgenstein discusses under the head `experiencing the meaning’ are interesting not so much because reflection on them is capable of generating fascinating philosophical debate (some debate is pursued in the 1946-7 lectures WLPP, but very little argument occurs in Wittgenstein’s writings on the subject) but because they are so hard to pin down and accurately describe or explain; yet they also seem, like dreaming, to be significant and mystifying components of the human condition.  Some indication of the nebulousness of what we are dealing with – Wittgenstein himself, in a typescript of 1947 was asking himself whether the experience of meaning is a mere fancy (TS 229; (RPP I §355, but cf. §201) -- can be obtained by considering a couple of examples, the first occurring immediately after the passage just cited: `What would you be missing, for instance, if you did not understand the request to pronounce the word “till” and to mean it as a verb….?’ (PI, p.214).  The second concerns `a definite slight aroma’ that corresponds to my understanding of a word, an `atmosphere’ or `character’ that distinguishes two familiar words, an `imponderable Something’ (RPP I, §243).  Most of us, I assumed, know the kinds of experiences that Wittgenstein is alluding to here – we have had them – but no psychologist has advanced a hypothesis to explain them nor (to the best of my knowledge) has any psychologist done any experiment on them – they are just too elusive, too slippery.

Perhaps the patterns of brain activity associated with pronouncing `till’ and meaning it as a verb and pronouncing it as a noun are quite distinct.  This would be an empirical result of considerable interest, but it would not supply an answer to Wittgenstein’s question about what meaning a word in one particular way amounts to, nor to his question about what someone lacking this ability is missing. What is quite clear, though, is that reciting the mantra `meaning is use’ is going to be of no use in dealing with these questions.  Wittgenstein points out that, if someone says `When I pronounce this word while reading with expression it is completely filled with its meaning’, we could hardly substitute the word `use’ for the word `meaning’ here – an expression cannot be filled with its use!  However, he insists, it is correct to use the word `meaning’ in this context; it has a sense complementary to – supplementary to -- the sense of the word as it occurs in the phrase `meaning is the use of the use of the word’ (PI, 215; LW I, §785).  As Eddy Zemach explains, `there is more to meaning than the use of the word: it has a certain quale that “echoes” the word’s use, matching the aspect under which we saw the things to which it applied.  The shadow of its applicanda, as we saw them, lingers about the word and is felt as its special aroma (RPP I §243).  To experience the meaning of a word is to savor that quale’ (Zemach, 1995, 490-1).  Thus, the name `Schubert’ comes to have a special kind of feel, one that we associate with the applicanda – the name fits Schubert’s face and his works.  Likewise, it is one experience that accompanies the word `March’ when we use it as a verb in the imperative, but quite another experience when we use it as the name of a month (PI, p.215). 

Meaning is use and beyond

In order to get some appreciation of this new direction that Wittgenstein is taking in his investigation of meaning, it will be useful to backtrack for one moment, to see the position that he had reached before entering the final phase of his philosophical thinking.  In the Tractatus, he had said that a name means (bedeutet) an object; that the object is its meaning (T, 3.203).  The sign for a proposition (Satzzeichen) is a configuration (not a medley) of such names (T, 3.141, 3.21).  To produce a proposition (i.e., to say something) by means of a propositional sign, one must `think the sense’ of the sign, i.e. think of the possible situation that it projects (T, 3.11) – that is to say, we have to perform an act of meaning.

This Tractarian account of meaning is rejected in Wittgenstein’s writings from      1931 onwards.  The building blocks of the early theory which held that sentences are able to picture possible state of affairs in virtue of a structure common to language and the world, are each crushed to dust.
  And, in the last proposition of Part I of PI, Wittgenstein writes `nothing is more wrong-headed than calling meaning a mental activity!’ (PI §693).  Just as forcibly: `Hence it would be stupid to call meaning a “mental activity” because that would encourage a false picture of the function of the word’ (Z, 20).  Our language features the verb `to mean’, but Wittgenstein attempts to remove the philosophical prejudice that it signifies a doing, a mental performance.  Likewise, we have the noun `meaning’ and are likely to be suckered into thinking that this noun must stand for some thing.  But, for example, the request for an explanation of the meaning of a particular word is properly satisfied by producing a string of words, not by producing an object.  Wittgenstein says that `[m]eaning is what an explanation of meaning explains’ (PG, §68; PI §560).  Part of his point is that giving explanations of meaning is, like the making of statements, a perfectly common, everyday occurrence, but asking what meaning is is a perverse question of the sort that gives philosophy a bad name – Austin makes the same point in his paper `The Meaning of a Word’ (Austin 1961, 23-43).

Wittgenstein’s diagnosis of why philosophers are misled is very simple:  the mistake lies in supposing that, for every noun there is an object named (unum nomen, unum nominatum) and so coming to believe that there is something – some thing – named by the noun `meaning’.  He says that he wants to cure us of the temptation to look about us for some object which you might call `the meaning’ (BB, 1).  His counterproposal is that, for a large class of cases in which we employ the word `meaning’, the meaning of a word is its use in the language (PI, §43).  Compare a screwdriver and the use of a screwdriver – we don’t think of the latter as having such object-like qualities as a location, and likewise, meaning is not a locateable entity and a fortiori is not located in the head.

Wittgenstein’s remarks may encourage us to look for alternatives to the Fodorian thesis that mental words, together with their meanings are implanted in our heads prior to birth.  Fodor’s is a strange view, and Wittgenstein’s remedy is appealing.  But although many philosophers would be willing to accept that meanings are not in the head, there is still strong reason to suppose that when we humans say something and mean it, we are doing something very different from a parrot or a computer program that utters those same words and means nothing.  It is natural to hold that we, but not they, are capable of performing acts of meaning.  As we have seen, Wittgenstein, in his late period, was concerned to attack the idea that meaning something is a mental act.  Whether or not he succeeds is moot.  In his subsequent late, late period, and picking up some ideas that he had had as early as 1931, he himself appears to accept that, on some occasions, meaning does have a mental dimension, in that it is something we can experience.  For example, he says that if you say the sentence `The rose is red’ and mean the `is’ as the sign of identity, then there is something right about the verdict that the sense disintegrates.  This disintegration is something that we experience, though not in the same way that we experience a mental image.  A similar kind of mental discomfort occurs when you greet someone with the word `Hi’ but force yourself to simultaneously think of the sense of `high’.  Wittgenstein goes so far as to suggest that, if you did this, you would likely not be able to pronounce the salutation expressively.
  He reports that if, instead of saying the sentence `Mr. Scot is not a Scot’ in the usual way, he tries to mean the first `Scot’ as a common noun, the second as a proper name, `I blink with the effort as I try to parade the right meanings before my mind in saying the words’.   This is the outward sign of what is going on inside us – the experience of meaning.

Of course, such experiences occur only under exceptional circumstances.  In normal conversation, we may utter hundreds of sentences and mean everything we say without once experiencing the meaning; there is no `parade of the meanings before one’s mind’ (PI, pp.175-6 ).  `If I compare the coming of the meaning into one’s mind to a dream, then our talk is normally dreamless.  The `meaning-blind’ man would then be one who would always talk dreamlessly’ (RPP I §232).

Some relevant pre-W3 discussion of the experience of meaning

Scattered remarks relating to the phenomenon of experiencing meaning occur in Witgenstein’s writings well before the late, late period.  In MS 140, probably composed in 1934, he says `In certain of their applications, the words “understand”, “mean” refer to a psychological reaction while hearing, reading, uttering etc. a sentence’ (PG, §3, p.41)
 and he continues `In that case understanding is the phenomenon that occurs when I hear a sentence in a familiar language and not when I hear a sentence in a strange language’.  If I hear a sentence in Schwäbisch then (I regret to say) it means nothing to me, whereas if, while passing two people gossiping in the street, I overhear one of them say `After he had said this, he left her as he did the day before’, then I would experience a kind of recognition absent in the Schwäbisch case, even though I had no idea whom the speaker was talking about nor what exactly she meant.

In The Brown Book, dictated in 1934-5, Wittgenstein notices that `[t]here is  something remarkable about saying that we use the word “strain” for both mental and physical strain because there is a similarity between them’ (BB, p.133).  We do not find it strained to use the word for mental strain even though this involves nothing physically straining, and we quite naturally make use of a whole family of related metaphors:  `He  pushed her to breaking point, and she finally snapped’.
  Likewise, though literally the word `deep’ applies to physical things like wells, we find it natural to talk of a deep sorrow and a deep sound. (BB, 137).  Wittgenstein invites us to consider a situation in which we have taught someone the use of the words `darker’ and `lighter’, and that that person can now carry out an order such as `Paint me a patch of colour darker than the one I am showing you’.  But then you say to that person: `Listen to the five vowels a, e, i, o, u and arrange them in order of their darkness’.  That person may then arrange the vowels in the order i, e, a, o, u -- as most of us do (BB, 135-6).  Strange, but true.  It seems to have something to do with the way in which the meaning of the word `dark’ can be naturally extended, just as it seems perfectly natural to extend the word `face’ so that it applies to the surface of an ocean and perfectly unnatural so to extend the word `leg’ (`The spirit of the Lord moved upon the leg of the deep’).

An even more bizarre example given by Wittgenstein: `Some people are able to distinguish between fat and lean days of the week.  And their experience when they conceive a day as a fat one consists in applying this word together perhaps with a gesture expressive of fatness and a certain comfort’ (BB, 137).  It seems that we can intelligibly extend the words `fat’ and `lean’, invest them with a secondary meaning, so that they apply non-metaphorically to such non-physical things as days of the week, but not, for example, to other non-physical things such as numbers or notions.

The point of these examples in the Brown Book is to introduce the subject of following a rule for extending a number series – a theme picked up, of course, in PI.  But, in the late, late period (W3) such examples of how, in a funny sort of way, some words have a peculiarly apt fit (like `fat’ fitting Wednesday) are taken up for the purpose of elucidating the notion of experiencing meaning.  Meaning, as what can be experienced, is, as we have noted, not the same as meaning which is identified with use.  At PI §530 Wittgenstein talks of the `soul’ of words in the course of explaining the kinship, upon which he had remarked in earlier work (BB, 167) between understanding a sentence and understanding a theme in music.  He suggests that `[t]here might … be a language in whose use the `soul’ of the words played no part.  In which, for example, we had no objection to replacing one word by another arbitrary one of our own invention’ (PI §530).  Taking up an example from a transitional period manuscript (MS 110 of 1931 = Z §148, cf. LW I §§297, 328)  Peter Hacker shows how bleak would be a language in which `the words changed daily by substitution of each letter by its successor (and ‘z’ by ‘a’), etc..  Here the words would have no specific physiognomy.  A speaker of such a language would, of course, know what the words and utterances mean, although he would have to check his watch or diary.  But the words would have no soul.  There would be no experience of their meaning, no attachment to the specific physiognomy of a word, no perception of its individual resonance’.
 

In a soulless language, the meaning of a sentence survives substitution of any of its words by an invented one that speakers have agreed to use instead; we understand the replacement sentence.  But, according to Wittgenstein, we speak of understanding a sentence `also in the sense in which it cannot be replaced by any other.  (Any more than one musical theme can be replaced by another.)  In the one case, the thought in the sentence is something common to different sentences; in the other, something that is expressed only by these words in these positions’ (PI §531).  He adds, in parentheses, `Understanding a poem’.  That might convey the impression that what he is talking about here are those `idea[s]…often saturated with feeling’, the `mood, fragrance, illumination …. what is portrayed by cadence and rhythm’ that Frege says do not belong to the meaning or to the thought expressed (Frege: 1970, p.59; 1967, p.23).  But that impression would be incorrect.  Wittgenstein is here talking about experiencing meaning, something that occasionally happens when, for example, we hit on the mot juste (PI, p.218).  He does talk about the `if-feeling’, but insists that this is not a feeling which accompanies the word `if’ (PI, p182).  `The if-feeling would have to be compared with the special `feeling’ which a musical phrase gives us.  (One sometimes describes such a feeling by saying “Here it is as if a conclusion were being drawn”, or “I should like to say `hence….’”, or “here I should always like to make a gesture ----“ and then one makes it.)’  Thus the experience of meaning is a `special’ feeling – it is sui generis, but can be compared with a kind of  natural shared reaction to certain musical phrases.

On Meaning-blindness


The concept of meaning-blindness plays an important rôle in Wittgenstein’s initial exploration of the phenomenon of experiencing meaning.  The notion is related to that of mental blindness discussed by William James, which consists `not so much in insensibility to optical impressions as in inability to understand them’ (James, 1981, p.59).  In the 1946-47 lectures on philosophical psychology, (WLPP) when he was trying out various ideas on his students, the notions of aspect-blindness and meaning-blindness were used interchangeably (WLPP, pp.105, 334).  The reason for this may have been that `Bedeutung’ in non-technical German means `significance’, where not just words, but also objects, situations and events can be interpreted (deuten); they have Bedeutung.
  But, in writing done subsequent to those lectures, Wittgenstein usually reserves the expression `Bedeutungsblindheit’ for a certain inability to experience words, so that meaning-blindness is a species of aspect-blindness.

One important difference between seeing simpliciter and seeing as is that the latter involves comparison; it is the difference between, say, seeing a face and seeing a similarity between two faces.  There is, as Wittgenstein puts it, a `difference of category between the two “objects” of sight’ (PI, 193).  If you look at a face, you cannot not see it, but you can look at two faces, not notice a similarity and then suddenly be struck by it.  Or you may see a picture of a glass cube, then suddenly see it as a picture of an inverted open box or of a wire frame.  The suddenness of being thus struck is itself striking, and Wittgenstein draws attention to cases where the comparison becomes apparent in an instant, and the observer may exclaim `Now I get it’.  An aspect blind person is someone who never gets it.   This is a rather sad condition, for noticing an aspect is often a pleasurable experience, and is sometimes accompanied by a slight frisson.  And it is not just visual aspects that can be noticed.  I can hear a snatch of music as a variation on a theme, as an introduction, as organized in a certain way.
  We can also taste apects.  It just so happened that, as I was sitting writing the first section of this paper, I absent-mindedly sipped what I thought was a cup of tea.  For an instant, it tasted vile, but then I realized that it was coffee, and it tasted fine.  The liquid itself did not change, but I experienced the dawning of an aspect when I tasted it as coffee.  There may be people who have never had and perhaps physically could never have such an experience.

Meaning blindness, in Wittgenstein’s sense, is, similarly, not a matter of being unaware of how words are normally used, but is a particular experiential deficit.  And, again, it can be characterized in terms of `not getting it’,
 of never being suddenly struck.  Wittgenstein writes: `If you say “As I heard this word, it meant … for me” you refer to a point of time and to an employment of the word. – The remarkable thing about it is of course the relation to the point of time.  This would be lost on the “meaning-blind”’ (RPP I, §175; cf. PI, p.175).  What are the sorts of substitution instances that Wittgenstein has in mind for the quoted statement-schema?  Fairly clearly, he does not intend anything like `As I heard the word “generous” it meant “generous” to me’, for meaning-blind people are not ignorant of the standard meanings of words; but they would not be able to understand the report `When I heard the word “generous” on that occasion, the word was crammed full of its meaning’ (see LW I, §785).  The sort of cases that Wittgenstein intends are `As I heard the word “thin” it meant to me how I sometimes regard Tuesday’ and `As I heard the word “plant” it meant “vegetation” to me’.

In the latter case, one context of employment that illustrates the relation to a point in time is set up in an episode of the TV comedy show Cheers, where various strange events have conspired to raise the suspicion among his workmates that Woody, the simpleton barman, is a spy:

Diane (to Carla): `Do you think Woody’s a plant?’

Carla: `Only from the neck up’

This exchange would leave a meaning-blind person cold.  Although such a person knows the relevant two senses of the word `plant’ and can use the word perfectly capably in both the relevant senses, he cannot experience the sudden transition induced by Carla’s rejoinder.  At the point of time when we experience the `vegetable’ meaning of the word `plant’, we break into laughter, much to the chagrin of those of our viewing companions who are meaning-blind.

  Wittgenstein regards the meaning-blind as mental defectives who behave rather like automata.  They make a less lively contribution than normal people do (RPP I §198; 225).  When teaching a normal person to play a certain piece of music, one might give the direction `Wie aus weiter Ferne’ (`as if from far away’ – R. Schumann), or say something like `Play this as if it were the answer’, perhaps adding an appropriate gesture.  And similarly, you can say to someone `You must hear this word as …, then you will say the sentence properly’.  But, so Wittgenstein claims, you would have no success if you gave such an instruction to a meaning-blind person (RPP I §250, 247).   We think of a great artist and, when we see the name, his works come to mind, and vice-versa; we utter that name with reverence.  `The name turns into a gesture; into an architectonic form’.  These reflections would mean nothing to a meaning-blind person, someone who, in Wittgenstein’s word, is `prosaic’ (RPP I §341, 342). 


As we have seen, the notion of meaning-blindness looms large in Wittgenstein’s 1946-7 lectures (WLPP) and in his manuscripts of the following year.  But, interestingly, the notion seems to have been dropped in subsequent writings.  It does not appear in the manuscript source for Part II of PI (MS 144), nor in any other work post the beginning of 1949.
  The reason is probably because the notion, though colourful, is of doubtful explanatory value.  `Meaning-blindness’ was a name for an invented syndrome.  It is an affliction suffered by hypothetical individuals who never experience meaning.  There is no independent characterization of such individuals.  So there is no question of examining either meaning-blind people, or the concept of meaning-blindness in order to find out more about the phenomenon of experiencing meaning.

Meaning Experienced

The story, in brief, of the development of Wittgenstein’s views on experiencing meaning seems to be roughly this:  Probably under the influence of William James, particularly The Principles of Psychology, Wittgenstein came to acquire an interest in the physiognomy of words (when the word `has taken up its meaning into itself, that it is an actual likeness of its meaning’ (PI, p.218)
 and how words impact on us when we hear or see them and grasp their meaning.  Then, while investigating the concept of seeing-as, he came to realize that there was a connection between the seeing of aspects and the experiencing of meanings.  He initially illustrated this connection in terms of the lack of the ability to see aspects – the counterpart to this was supposed to be meaning-blindness.  However, he subsequently abandoned this explanatory manoeuvre, and instead found alternative ways of clarifying what experiencing meaning means.  Let us tell this story in slightly more detail.

In earlier sections, we discussed several themes associated with the subject of experiencing meaning.  These included the suddenness of interpretation, the subtle `feel’ of a word, the musicality of a sentence, the experience of hearing without comprehending a foreign language, and the disappearance of the meaning of a word (its soul) when we are exposed to it for too long.  It is interesting to observe the bruiting of all of these Wittgensteinian themes in the following passage from William James.
  

Verbal sounds are usually perceived with their meaning at the moment of being heard. Sometimes, however, the associative irradiations are inhibited for a few moments (the mind being preoccupied with other thoughts) whilst the words linger on the ear as mere echoes of acoustic sensation. Then, usually, their interpretation suddenly occurs. But at that moment one may often surprise a change in the very feel of the word. Our own language would sound very different to us if we heard it without understanding, as we hear a foreign tongue. Rises and falls of voice, odd sibilants and other consonants, would fall on our ear in a way of which we can now form no notion. Frenchmen say that English sounds to them like the gazouillement des oiseaux -- an impression which it certainly makes on no native ear.

….. if we look at an isolated printed word and repeat it long enough, it ends by assuming an entirely unnatural aspect.  Let the reader try this with any word on this page.  He will soon begin to wonder if it can possibly be the word he has been using all his life with that meaning.  It stares at him from the paper like a glass eye with no speculation in it.  Its body is indeed there, but its soul is fled.  It is reduced, by this new way of attending to it, to its sensational nudity.  We never before attended to it in this way, but habitually got it clad with its meaning the moment we caught sight of it, and rapidly passed from it to the other words of the phrase.  We apprehended it, in short, with a cloud of associates, and thus perceiving it, we felt it quite otherwise than as we feel it now, divested and alone (James: 1981, 726-7).
  

James draws attention here to real facts about our experiences, but his way of describing them is hardly scientific.  What real scientific sense can we make of the metaphor about the sound of a sentence lingering on the ear until an interpretation kicks in?  Or of the meaning being stripped from a word, leaving it abjectly naked?  George Miller, in his introduction to James’ Principles, talks of James’ `introspective talent’ and of `the subjective aspect of psychology’ present in James but rejected by his behaviorist successors (James: 1981, p.xxi).

Neither of these strings to James’ bow would have resonated with Wittgenstein.  He rejected the conception of a private introspectionist gaze at one’s inner self (PI §§412, 413), and wished to describe the experience of meaning in a way that would show it to be different from the surveying of subjective ideas.  So, when he got hold of the concepts of seeing-as and aspect-blindness, he had just what he needed.  For, when looking at a picture of a duck-rabbit, although different subjects may flip at different times, they flip only between duck and rabbit; this is the objective phenomenon which is quite distinct from any `mood, fragrance, illumination’.  Thus, in the special case of meaning-blindness, it is legitimate to talk of the inability to experience meaning.  Saying `till’ and meaning it as the noun is quite different from saying the word and having the private image of a Tiller girl, hearing the tinkling of coins in one’s inner ear, feeling as if lightly struck by a drawer in the abdomen or whatever.  Any of the latter may happen to us, but investing a word with a particular meaning is something that we do, and something that we can try to do.

Further, aspect-dawning provided the appropriate model for suddenly grasping a meaning.  The written word `till’ stays the same before us, but we may now interpret it as (see it as and feel it as) a noun, now as a verb – unless, of course, it just glazes over, like the unspeculating eye in James’ marvelous figure.  Likewise, a compulsive doodler, on hearing the word `till’ in conversation, may sometimes draw a cash register, sometimes a man ploughing a field.  If, on one occasion, he draws a cash register when the immediately subsequent conversation reveals that the speaker was talking about ploughing, then the doodler’s doodle might distract him from the conversation (see RPP I §359), whereas his drawing of furrows would not have disturbed, indeed, may have aided, his comprehension of the speaker’s discourse. 


The right-angled triangle drawn on PI, p.200 has a great variety of aspects.  Wittgenstein points out that it `can be seen as a triangular hole, as a solid, as a geometrical drawing; as standing on its base, as hanging from its apex; as a mountain, as a wedge, as an arrow or pointer, as an overturned object which is meant to stand on the shorter side of the right angle, as a half parallelogram, and as various other things’.  You can regard it now as this, now as that.  That we can see an object according to an interpretation may strike us as a queer fact, because it is our seeing tables and ducks, and our seeing something without being able to recognize what it is that are, for us, paradigms of non-queer facts in the dimension of seeing.  So seeing as is seen as an anomaly.  Wittgenstein’s diagnosis is that our mistake here is of trying to force seeing as into a dimension where it does not fit – rather like trying to find a place for the imaginaries in the continuum of real numbers.  The imaginaries really are numbers, but they are not real numbers, and likewise, seeing as is a visual phenomenon but dissimilar in certain important ways to straight seeing (see LW II, p.14).  But that does not make it a queer or recalcitrant phenomenon -- `no squeezing, no forcing took place here’; it is as everyday a phenomenon as regular seeing (PI, pp.200-1).
   In the same way, so Wittgenstein wants to say, we are inclined to find the phenomenon of experiencing meaning queer, but, he remarks, `[o]f course it is not queerer than any other; it simply differs in kind from those experiences which we regard as the most fundamental ones, our sense-impressions, for instance’ (PI, p.215).
  It seems, then, that, between 1947 and 1949, Wittgenstein had talked himself out of the suspicion that the experience of meaning is a mere fancy and came to regard it as no more queer (and, he should have added, no less queer) a phenomenon than other kinds of experience.

On PI, p.210, Wittgenstein draws a sign that looks somewhere between the Cyrillic `ya’ and a capital `H’ – the left vertical is strongly curlicued.
  I might see it as the correctly executed letter of some foreign language, or as the rather slap-dash drawing of an `H’, as a character drawn with typical childish awkwardness, or like one of the flourishes in a legal document, and so on.  Wittgenstein says `I can see it in various aspects according to the fiction I surround it with’.  He adds `And here there is a close kinship with “experiencing the meaning of a word”’.  We can `surround a sentence with a fiction’.  For example: David Beckham’s new son is called Romeo.  That much is fact.  But the son asks David what number shirt he should wear when participating in a football match, and David replies `Romeo, Romeo, wear 4 out there Romeo’.  The sentence qua sound (what J.L. Austin calls a `phone’) is suddenly heard as sports advice given by the England captain to his son, rather than as the wistful musing of a besotted Juliet.  An entirely new meaning dawns on the hearer (unless he is a hearer deaf to such dawning).

An aspect-blind person could mistake his mother-in-law’s head for a bag of nails, and, when he does so we normal, non-aspect-blind individuals can say of him that he sees her head as a bag of nails, but he cannot say this of himself, for he never experiences the dawning of an aspect.  It is this dawning of an aspect, or the switching between two aspects that happens to normal people and we can also try to induce it.  Now, similarly, we can say of the meaning-blind person who hears the Beckham sentence in two different circumstances that, on the first occasion, he interpreted the sounds he heard as a father’s advice to his son, on the second, as the yearning of a lovestruck maiden.
  But the meaning-blind person could not so describe himself, unless he were simply repeating, uncomprehendingly, the report of a normal person.  He can use the sentence (i.e. the phone) one way and use it in another, and so can perfectly well recognize that it has two uses – two meanings.  But, because he never experiences either of these meanings, he cannot experience the jolt when one meaning replaces the other. 

Wittgenstein says that when I see a change of aspect, I am occupied with the object; what dawns lasts only as long as I am occupied with the object in a particular way (LW I, §§554-6; LW II, pp.14-15).  When not occupied in such a way, one may be aware of a cupboard, but one is typically not aware of the depth of a cupboard, and likewise one might be aware of the words used by a speaker in a conversation, and will typically understand them, but may not experience them unless special circumstances intrude.  In circumstances where we are confronted with the secondary meaning of a word (e.g., when I am asked whether, after repeating it several times, I still regard the vowel `a’ as blue (PI, p.202)) the experience of meaning is particularly acute.  Another special kind of circumstance: `Suppose I had agreed on a code with someone; “tower” means bank.  I tell him “Now go to the tower” – he understands me and acts accordingly, but he feels the word “tower” to be strange in this use, it has not yet “taken on” the meaning.’ (PI, p.214) 
The Meaning-Experience and Language-Learning

In learning a language, we acquire, as a result of the experiential dimension of meaning, a feel for words, and this is not at all like grasping a rule for their use.  The notion that we learn the words of our mother tongue by grasping rules for their use is incoherent.  If the alleged rules are innate, then we must ask: `What could be inside the brain of a foetus that corresponds to, or implements a rule?  Presumably, a linguistic rule is of the form `under such and such circumstances, use such and such a word’ (e.g., `In the presence of pigs, say “pig”’).  But how could such a rule be encoded in the foetus?   Given that the foetus has not yet acquired the word `pig’, what counterpart to `pig’ would be in its head in the encoding of that rule?  Could it be a mental word, like `mpig’ that the foetus is inclined to deploy when in the presence of a pig?  Given that the foetus has never yet encountered a pig, that would be a remarkable tendency indeed.  The problem is not alleviated by dropping the innateness hypothesis and replacing it with the hypothesis that the rules of language are acquired once the foetus is in a position to draw on its experiences of the world.  Apart from the fact that these rules are not taught and would have to be learned remarkably quickly (frequently in linguistically impoverished environments) we have the difficulty of accounting for how the infant can learn a rule for the use of the word `pig’ as a means to, and before, learning that very word.  The word, after all, appears in the formulation of the rule!


Once we entertain the idea that the meanings of words can be experienced, and that infants can come to acquire the `feel’ for words, a plausible alternative account of first-language acquisition comes into view.   The key here is that, because of a (more or less) common biological endowment, including our sensory discriminatory powers and the particular sensory processing systems we possess (such as opponent processing in human  trichromatic vision) we quickly learn to respond differentially to different types of stimuli.  For example, very young infants are equipped to perceive the difference between the /b/-sound and the /p/-sound even though this difference amounts to little more than a tiny puff of air.  They can thus discriminate the words `bin’ and `pin’.  Further, they can visually discriminate bins from pigs and bins from pins, so that, after a period of making mistakes through overextending and underextending the term, they settle, after a time on the adult distinction between bin and non-bin – they come to see certain objects as bins and, correlatively, the sound `bin’ as bin-involving, and can hence be credited with knowledge of the word `bin’.

 
In the very early stages of learning this word, though they may utter the sound /bin/ correctly, they will not attach quite the same meaning to it as we do.  Perhaps the most dramatic example of this process of coming, over time, to attach the correct meaning, is in the learning of our first word, `mama’.  Mastery of the production of the sound /mama/ does not coincide with a grasp of the proper meaning of the word.  The young infant does not possess the concepts female and parent,
 and, early on, uses the sound `mama’ simply as a cry for sustenance.  If that’s what the use of the word is, at that stage of the child’s development, then that’s what the speaker-meaning is at that stage.  There is normally a continuous progression from baby-meaning to the word-meaning that adult speakers possess, and there are at least four points that we can mark in the meaning-maturation process.  It is incorrect to say that the infant learns the meaning of the word `mama’ early on, and associates it with nice things, like sucking on its mother’s breast.  For a start, we need to distinguish the natural meaning of the word `mama’ in the mouth of the very young child -- when it is a natural sign of contentment -- and the gradually evolving non-natural meaning the sound takes on as the child increases its cognitive powers, to first-order intending, to reacting to a reaction to the sounds it makes, to second-order intending and so on.  All the while, it is learning meaning by experience, and on those occasions when, as adults, we experience the meaning of a word, we are presumably recapitulating the learning experience.  Our early use of `mama’ is suffused with warmth, safety and security (this is before we get to learn that there are some really evil mothers around).  So, we can distinguish the report that Harry asked one of his parents, the female one, to explain to him eccentric forms of sexual behaviour, from the direct report `“Mumsey, tell me about weird love”, begged Harry’.  The latter has a distinctly odd `feel’ to it, we experience a dissonance (an amusing rather than an unpleasant one).

We enjoy the experience of meaning from a very early stage, as words and actions become interwoven (PI, §7) in our language games.  As will be evident from some of the examples already given, Wittgenstein does not think that experienced meaning is confined to nouns.  He also considers adjectives, verbs, interjections, the copula, and he discusses whether words that have the same meaning, in the sense that they are intertranslateable, are nevertheless experienced differently – whether, for example, the `wenn’-experience is different from the `if’-experience (LW I, §§373-6; LW II, pp.37-8; PI , pp.181-2).

Prose, Poetry and Puns


These experiences of which we have been speaking have an aesthetic dimension
 -- `we choose and value words’ (PI, p.218). Even in scholarly prose, one sometimes finds good writing – good not just in terms of clarity and precision, but in the sense that reading it is a sensorily pleasant experience.  There are tone-deaf people but, at the opposite extreme, are individuals with perfect pitch.  There are likewise individuals who possess in spades just what aspect-blind people lack.  They are expert aspect-seers. 
  And there are individuals blessed with an abundance of whatever it is that the meaning-blind lack.  One thinks of poets, for `[a] poet’s words can pierce us’ (Z, §155), but what is most revealing is poetry that misfires, and, in particular, where the verse is leaden.  Thus, in their Preface to The Stuffed Owl: An Anthology of Bad Verse (Wyndham Lewis, 1930, p.xi), the editors cite the following sonorous cadences from Samuel Johnson’s London, a Poem, in Imitation of the Third Satire of Juvenal:

Has Heaven reserv’d in pity to the poor

No pathless waste, or undiscover’d shore?

No secret island in the boundless Main?

No peaceful desert, yet unclaim’d by Spain?

But , then we come upon the couplet

Forgive my transports on a theme like this

I cannot bear a French metropolis

Which is so crass, that it is funny.

Or again,

They raced across the veldt

As fast as they could pelt.

In these examples, the stanzas cannot be faulted for meaninglessness, yet it is undeniable that all of us except those with the dullest ears will hear them as flat, and ludicrously so.  Conversely in the marvelous spoof The Darkening Ecliptic by Ern Malley, we find in the opening lines of the section `Petit Testament’, 

In the twenty-fifth year of my age

I find myself to be a dromedary

That has run short of water between

One oasis and the next mirage

And having despaired of ever

Making my obsessions intelligible

I am content at last to be

The sole clerk of my metamorphoses.

Here the authors have cleverly engineered a poetic meaning-experience, and victims of the hoax – viz., everyone who read The Darkening Ecliptic in all innocence -- did not realize that the poem, by design, fell frequently into literal nonsense.
 


Some of Wittgenstein’s points about the connection between poetry and the experience of meaning seem emerge from within the typically murky, pretentious gobbledygook of an essay by Julia Kristeva.  Quoting this serves the dual purpose of showing Wittgensteinian ideas located in an entirely different intellectual milieu, and also of giving a live demonstration of the kind of prose that exhibits complete insensitivity to the experiential component of writing – the experience it generates is predominantly one of nausea.  Kristeva  writes:

 `Consequently, one should begin by positing that there is within poetic language (and therefore, although in a less pronounced manner, within any language) a heterogeneousness to meaning and signification. This heterogeneousness, detected genetically in the first echolalias of infants as rhythms and intonations anterior to the first phonemes, morphemes, lexemes, and sentences; this heterogeneousness, which is later reactivated as rhythms, intonations, glossalalias in psychotic discourse, serving as ultimate support of the speaking subject threatened by the collapse of the signifying function; this heterogeneousness to signification operates through, despite, and in excess of it and produces in poetic language “musical” but also nonsense effects that destroy not only accepted beliefs and significations, but, in radical experiments, syntax itself, that guarantee of thetic consciousness (of the signified object and ego) – for example, carnivalesque discourse, Artaud, a number of texts by Mallarmé, certain Dadaist and Surrealist experiments.’ (Kristeva, 1980, p. 133).


In The Darkening Ecliptic, the verses have got the right `feel’ – Robert Hughes, in  his introduction to (Heyward, 19**, p.xx) says that it would hardly be possible for a fair-minded person to say that at least some of them make poetic sense -- even though, when one examines the use of the language, one will see that it’s all complete nonsense.  Conversely, with `leaden verse’, the words are used intelligibly, but the `feel’ is all wrong, and this strikes us as particularly incongruous (humorous) in the context of a poem, where we are supposed to be impressed by the resonance of the words.

Incongruity and the occurrence of an unexpected switch have frequently been identified as characteristic of certain sorts of humour.  This sort of humour includes puns, and also delayed action puns – what linguists call the `garden path phenomenon’.  In countering the suggestion that the meaning-blind are not really suffering much of a loss, Wittgenstein writes: `But it conflicts with this, that we sometimes say that some word in a communication meant one thing to us until we saw that it meant something else.  First, however, we don’t feel in this case that the experience of the meaning took place while we were hearing the word.  Secondly, here one might speak of an experience rather of the sense of the sentence, than of the meaning of a word (RPP I §202).  A real-life `garden path’ example comes from a letter to the Isle of Thanet Gazette:

`A pat on the back to the council.  Whenever we go to Ramsgate the toilets are clean, and the seats are just right for viewing the sea and wonderful harbour.’

A second example derives from a cartoon strip `Yobs’, by HUSBAND:

Yob A:  I’m gonna have that laser eye surgery.

Yob B:  Why?

Yob A:  So I can burn people from 50 yards.
 


Wittgenstein engaged in conceptual investigations, for example, exploring the connections between the concepts of seeing-as, seeing, imagining and thinking, or between experiencing meaning, experiencing and meaning.  He seems to have had no liking for science and saw his own work as conceptual clarification for the purpose of unpicking knots in our thinking, rather than as a contribution to solving problems in other fields of study.  However, it would be rather fine if the puzzling physiological effect of hearing something funny – that peculiar bleating (CV, p.88) that we call `laughter’ -- could be causally traced to a peculiar type of experience that Wittgenstein spent so much time trying to describe: this strange experience of meaning.

The limits  of physiological explanation

PI p.202 linked with physiological explanation; 210, 212.  It just so happened that, as I was sitting writing the first section of this paper, I absent-mindedly sipped what I thought was a cup of tea.  For an instant, it tasted vile, but then I realized that it was coffee, and it tasted OK.  The liquid itself did not change, but I experienced the dawning of an aspect when I tasted it as coffee.  Also there is hearing as – see W reply to Geach in WLPP

I Doing away with Explanation

Aristotle begins his Metaphysics with the assertion `All men, by their nature, desire to know’.  He was referring to our need for explanations that satisfy.  The late Wittgenstein, notoriously, thought that the philosopher must do away with all explanation and must content himself with describing (PI 109).  This pronouncement of Wittgenstein’s is discomforting.  Why are philosophers under an obligation to curb their natural human instinct to explain?  And if we are limited to describing, what is it that we ought to be describing, and what qualifies us qua philosophers for describing anything more accurately or more perceptively than anyone else?


Wittgenstein’s answers to these questions turn on his view that philosophical considerations could not be scientific ones.  There are recalcitrant empirical phenomena that cry out for explanation, and it is the rôle of the scientist to seek such explanations.  It is for the scientist to formulate hypotheses but `we [philosophers] may not advance any kind of theory.  There must not be anything hypothetical in our considerations’ (PI 109).  There are ordinary explanations, such as explaining the meaning of a word, the furnishing of which does not depend on the successful testing of any hypothesis, but the provinces where testing and theorizing are in order are not the philosopher’s territory, and attempts to trespass are likely to result only in amateur guesswork and embarrassing speculation.  Wittgenstein castigated himself for having engaged in this kind of theorizing when, as an arrogant young man with very little philosophical study under his belt, he proferred `unassailable and definitive’ solutions to all the problems of philosophy (TLP, Preface, p.5).  It was symptomatic of his youthful vanity that, in his first treatise, he took as his agenda the task of explaining our ability to communicate by means of propositions, and came up with a slew of baroque explanations featuring numerous assumptions that he later recognized to be quite unfounded (PI 107).   For example, as he points out at PI 114, 116, he took himself to be explaining the nature or essence of a proposition when, in the Tractatus, he wrote `The general form of propositions is: This is how things are’ (TLP 4.5).  The project of revealing the hidden nature of things, is, he later came to recognize, a philosophical illusion, a picture that held us captive (PI 115, also 134-6, 435).   What is hidden, he now says, is of no interest to philosophers (PI 126).  There is hence nothing to explain or to deduce (PI 126, 654-5).  We can, instead, describe actual or invented language games, which entails investigating actual or possible everyday uses of language, thereby putting ourselves in a position to observe how language is abused by metaphysicians (PI 116).


This was how Wittgenstein described his philosophical method at the time of the composition of Part I of Philosophical Investigations,
 and there are many beautiful, concise, oracular expressions of his view that scholars know by heart -- `Philosophy is a battle against the bewitchment of our intelligence by means of language’ (PI 109); `The results of philosophy are the uncovering of one or another piece of plain nonsense and of bumps that the understanding has got by running its head up against the limits of language (PI 119); `We want to replace wild conjectures and explanations by quiet weighing of linguistic facts’ (Z 447) [Check date with Maury PI 1981] and so on.  However, some people are very good at doing something without being very good at describing what they are doing, and this is true of Wittgenstein.  His actual practice in his late work is quite different from what he advertises himself as doing.  For example, in the middle of the major section of PI on which I have been drawing, which is devoted to setting out his anti-explanation methodology, he says `Let us ask ourselves: why do we feel a grammatical joke to be deep?’
  Clearly, if we ask ourselves that question and come up with an answer, that answer is going to be an explanation of why we feel a grammatical joke to be deep.  At PI 120 he insists that philosophical explanations have to be framed in everyday language – clearly inconsistent with the claim that there are no such explanations.  In fact there are very few sections of PI containing only pure descriptions of real or imagined language-games – the opening sections on the builders and the lengthy interpolation on the word `reading’ (PI 156 –178) are among the examples – or exposés of specious explanations (e.g. PI  239).  There are also, of course, numerous arguments so designated in the Philosophical Investigations (e.g. PI  140)  and nobody committed to showing his reader differences between language-games would wish to assimilate arguing and describing.

By the time of the late late period with which this volume is concerned, Wittgenstein had ceased to think of Philosophy as consisting only of describing.  Reading through the writings of this period, what strikes one most forcibly is that each manuscript is a flood of questions.  Sometimes the questions are merely rhetorical, more often they are cries for explanation and quite frequently one is not sure what kind of questions they are.  In the case of some of these questions, Wittgenstein (with irritatingly little explanation) rules out certain types of explanation as inappropriate – he holds, for example, that the problems about colour raised in the Remarks on Colour are not amenable to scientific explanation – but he does not rule out explanation in general, and most of his questions are entirely genuine enquiries, some conceptual or `logical’, others not.  In the case of a conceptual question – let’s take as an example the concept of grief -- we can avoid the philosophical error of thinking that grief is a kind of pain merely by reflecting that it makes sense to say `For a second he felt violent pain’, whereas to say: ‘For a second he felt deep grief’ sounds like a joke.
  It sounds queer, as Wittgenstein says, but does it sound queer only because feeling deep grief for one second so seldom happens? (PI p.174) Obviously not, and Wittgenstein is being blatantly and playfully ironical in proposing this ridiculous `explanation’. But there are also plenty of non-conceptual questions that Wittgenstein raises, where an answer would take the form of an explanation, and where the explanation might reach far beyond the original question.

I just spoke of a joke, and was alluding to PI § 111.  Wittgenstein there says `The problems arising through our misinterpretation of our forms of language have the character of depth.  They are deep disquietudes; their roots are as deep in us as the forms of our language and their significance is as great as the importance of our language.  ----- Let us ask ourselves: why do we feel a grammatical joke to be deep?  (And that is what the depth of philosophy is.)’
  Recall also that he had told Norman Malcolm that `a serious and good philosophical work could be written that would consist entirely of jokes (without being facetious)’.
  It may seem strange that Wittgenstein of all people, a notoriously humourless nerk, should say such a thing and when one finds examples of what he has in mind, one is not exactly in the territory of belly-laughs.  At one point, he says `It can’t be said of me at all (except perhaps as a joke) that I know I am in pain’ (PI § 246).  Wittgenstein thought that Cantor’s Paradise was a joke.
 Moore-paradoxical utterances also strike us as funny.  One of Wittgenstein’s examples of a Mooronic assertion features an announcer at a railway station saying `Train No….will arrive at ….o’clock.  Personally I don’t believe it’ (RPP I § 486).  An interesting question here is whether the fact that we find certain examples of nonsensicality funny suggests that humour is a philosophically rich vein to mine.


A moment’s thought reveals that the connection between philosophy and jokes of a certain sort is rather obvious.  Nonsense is a familiar source of humour – maybe because, as Hobbes believed, there is a sort of spitefulness in humour, and we can feel superior to someone who says or does something dumb – and conceptual confusion of the sort in which Wittgenstein was interested, which is manifested in utterances that are not false but nonsensical.  A verbal gaffe that is an expression of a conceptual distortion is often funny, and alerts us to the possibility that there is a deep philosophical issue in the vicinity.  It is a remarkable fact that many of the jokes we find funniest are those which turn out, on subsequent analysis, to be philosophically most rewarding.  Yet it is hardly plausible to believe that we perform such an analysis in the split second between hearing a joke and laughing at it.  The phenomenology of humour interested Wittgenstein.  He mentioned an occasion on a bus when he heard two people laughing together, and was able to think himself into the skin of an outsider not accustomed to the phenomenon, witnessing these people breaking out into a sort of bleating like some outlandish animals (CV, p.88). Getting a joke, seeing the duck where one previously saw the rabbit and experiencing the meaning of a word are all examples of aspect-switching, a subject on which Wittgenstein wrote much in what I call his `late late’ period.
  

Experiencing Meaning

In the last six years of his life, Wittgenstein discussed, at considerable length, various psychological phenomena.  In many cases his purpose is solely to criticize the attempted explanations of such phenomena produced by contemporaries – prominently, William James and Wolfgang Köhler.  On other occasions, he mentions phenomena, such as aspect-switching and kinaesthesia, where some preliminary philosophical groundwork needs to be done in order to clarify the questions to be answered so as to put ourselves in a position to answer them.  One such phenomenon is experiencing a meaning, discussion of which occurs at several places in the corpus.  There are several reasons for taking an interest in this subject.  First, there remain tracts of Wittgenstein’s work of the existence of which many philosophers, including many who call themselves Wittgenstein scholars, are unaware.  The weird reflections on functions in his transitional period (PR) is one example, and his discussion of experiencing meaning in the late late period is another.  Hardly anybody has written on the latter subject yet it is one to which Wittgenstein attached considerable importance. Second, when one first encounters Wittgenstein’s remarks on this subject, one is inclined to think them incredibly banal, childish or even crazy.  Wittgenstein even had to persuade himself that he was onto something interesting.  But he did so persuade himself, and he was right.  Third, Wittgenstein had a nose for intriguing problems and, in the way suggested above, his examination of experiencing meaning raises questions that do require explanation, thus providing an agenda for fruitful empirical studies.  Fourth, analytical philosophers are brought up in the Fregean semantic tradition: meaning is objective and determinate; idiosyncratic usage is deviation from the correct meaning.  Donald Davidson, in a ground-breaking paper `A Nice Derangement of Epitaphs’, questioned this wisdom.  When he said `There is no such thing as language [continue]’ he was referring to Fregean assumptions now more or less taken for granted in the analytic tradition.  If what Wittgenstein says about experiencing meaning is right, then a radical break from the currently widely accepted conception of semantics is needed.  In particular, the usual distinction between semantics and pragmatics begins to go fuzzy and the enterprise of formal semantics disintegrates.


Arguably, a `use’ theory of meaning is already present in the Tractatus.  Tractarian Names are the simple signs used in propositions and only when they are so used are these signs Names, with the semantic function of representing Objects.  This seems to be a fair summary of what Wittgenstein says at 3.202, 3.203, 3.22, 3.3.  But it is, of course, with the Investigations that one primarily associates the doctrine that meaning is use.  The propositio classicus is PI 43, where Wittgenstein says ` 

PI § 1 on meaning = use, contra Baker and Hacker

24.
Instead of “I meant him” one may also say “ I was speaking of him”. And how does one do that, how does one speak of him in speaking those words? Why does it sound wrong to say “ I spoke of him by pointing to him as I spoke those words”?

“To mean him” means, say, “to talk of him”. Not: to point to him. And if I talk of him, of course there is a connexion between my talk and him, but this connexion resides in the application of the talk, not in an act of pointing. Pointing is itself only a sign, and in the language-game it may direct the application of the sentence, and so shew what is meant.

36.
One would like to ask: “Would someone who could look into your mind have been able to see that you meant to say that?” 

Suppose I had written my intention down on a slip of paper, then someone else could have read it there. And can I imagine that he might in some way have found it out more surely than that? Certainly not.

44.
“I had the intention of…..” does not express the memory of an experience.  ( Any more than “ I was on the point of……”.)

45.
Intention is neither an emotion, a mood, nor yet a sensation or image. It is nor a state of consciousness. It does not have genuine duration.

51.
Application of the imperative. Compare these orders: 


Raise your arm.


Imagine…..


Work…..out in your head


Consider…


Concentrate your attention on…..


See this figure as a cube

With these:


Intend…..


Mean….by these words


Suspect that this is the case 


Believe that it is so


Be of the firm conviction…..


Remember that this happened


Doubt whether it has happened


Hope for his return.

Is this the difference, that the first are voluntary, the second involuntary mental movements? I may rather say that the verbs of the second group do not stand for actions. (Compare with this the order: “ Laugh heartily at this joke.”)

72.
The general differentiation of all states of consciousness from dispositions seems to me to be that one cannot ascertain by spot-check whether they are still going on.

93.
If a normal human is holding a normal conversation under normal circumstances, and I were to be asked what distinguishes thinking from not-thinking in such a case, - I should not know what answer to give. And I could certainly not say that the difference lay in something that goes on or fails to go on while he is speaking.

96.
Sure, if we are to speak of an experience of thinking, the expression of speaking is as good as any. But the concept ‘thinking’ is not a concept of an experience. For we don’t compare thoughts in the same way as we compare experiences.

122.
Remember that our language might possess a variety of different word: one for ‘thinking’ out loud’; one for thinking as one talks to oneself in the imagination; one for a pause during which something or other floats before the mind, after which, however, we are able to give a confident answer.

155.
A poet’s words can pierce us. And that is of course causally connected with the use that they have in our life. And it is also connected with the way in which, conformably to this use, we let our thoughts roam up and down in the familiar surroundings of the words.

156.
Is there a difference of meaning that can be explained and another that does not come out in an explanation?

157.
Soulful expression in music-this cannot be recognized by rules.  Why can’t we imagine that it might be, by other beings?

158.
If a theme, a phrase, suddenly means something to you, you don’t have to be able to explain it. Just this gesture has been made accessible to you.

159.
But you do speak of understanding music. You understand it, surely, while you hear it! Ought we to say this is an experience which accompanies the hearing?

160.
The way music speaks. Do not forget that a poem, even though it is composed in the language of information, is not used in the language-game of giving information.

161. Mightn’t we imagine a man who, never having had any acquaintance with music, comes to us and hears someone playing a reflective piece of Chopin and is convinced that this is a language and people merely want to keep the meaning secret from him?

There is a strongly musical element in verbal language. (A sigh, the intonation of voice in a question, in an announcement, in longing; all the innumerable gestures made with the voice.) 

162. But if I hear a tune with understanding, doesn’t something special go one in me – which does not go one if I hear it without understanding? And what? – No answer comes; or anything that occurs to me is insipid. I may indeed say: “Now I’ve understood it,” and perhaps talk about it, play it, compare it with others etc. Signs of understanding may accompany hearing.

163.
It is wrong to call understanding a process that accompanies hearing. (Of course its manifestation, expressive playing, cannot be called an accompaniment of hearing either.)

164.
For how can it be explained what ‘expressive playing’ is? Certainly not by anything that accompanies the playing. – What is needed for the explanation? One might say: a culture. – If music in such-and-such a way, you can teach him the use of the phrase “expressive playing”.

165.
The understanding of music is neither sensation nor a sum of sensations. Nevertheless it is correct to call it an experience inasmuch as this concept of understanding has some kinship with other concepts of experience. You say “ I experienced that passage quite differently”. But still this expression tells you ‘what happened’ only if you are at home in the special conceptual world that belongs to these situations. (Analogy: “ I won the match”.)

177.
If I hear someone say: “Away!” with a gesture of repulsion, do I have an ‘experience’ of meaning here as I do in the game where I pronounce that to myself meaning it now in one sense, now in another? -For he could also have said “ Get away from me!” and then perhaps I’d have experienced the whole phrase in such-and-such a way-but the single word? Perhaps it was the supplementary words that made the impression on me.

178.
The peculiar experience of meaning is characterized by the fact that we come out with an explanation and use the past tense: just as if we were explaining the meaning of a word for practical purposes.

182.
“When I uttered the word just now, it meant…..to me.” Why should that not be mere lunacy? Because I experienced that? That is not a reason.

183.
The man I call meaning-blind will understand the instruction “ Tell him he is to go to the bank-I mean the river bank,” but not “Say the word bank and mean the bank of a river”. What concerns this investigation is not the forms of mental defect that are found among men; but the possibility of such forms. We are interested, not in whether there are men incapable of a thought of the type: “I was then going to…. “ –but in how the concept of such a defect should be worked out.

If you assume that someone cannot do this, how about that? Are you supposing he can’t do that either? –Where does this concept take us? For what we have here are of course paradigms.

184.
Different people are very different in their sensitiveness about changes in the orthography of a word. And the feeling is not just piety towards an old use. –If for you spelling is just a practical question, the feeling you are lacking in is not unlike the one that a ‘meaning-blind’ man would lack. (Goethe on people’s names. Prisoners’ numbers.[but cf the significance of the number of Pele’s shirt or Maradonna’s])

185.
It’s just like the way some people do not understand the question “What colour has the vowel a for you?” –If someone did not understand this, if he were to declare it was nonsense-could we say he did not understand English, or the meaning of the individual words “ colour”, “vowel” etc.?



On the contrary: Once he has learned to understand these words, then it is possible for him to react to such questions ‘with understanding’ or ‘without understanding’.

211. “When I am asked ‘Do you see a ball over there’ and another time ‘Do you see half a ball over there?’ what I see may be the same both times, and if I answer ‘Yes’, still I distinguish between the two hypotheses. As I distinguish between pawn and king in chess, even if the present move is one that either might make, and even if an actual king-piece were being used as a pawn.” –In philosophy one is in constant danger of producing a myth of symbolism, or a myth of mental processes. Instead of simply saying what anyone knows and must admit.

214. Experience of the real size. We see a picture showing a chair-shape; we are told it represents a construction the size of a house. Now we see it differently.

220. Consciousness in another’s face. Look into someone else’s face, and see the consciousness in it, and a particular shade of consciousness. You see on it, in it, joy, indifference, interest, excitement, torpor and so on. The light in other people’s faces. 

Do you look into yourself in order to recognize the fury in his face? It is there as clearly as in your own breast.

(And what do we want to say now? That someone else’s face stimulates me to imitate it, and that I therefore feel little movements and muscle-contractions in my own face and mean the sum of these? Nonsense. Nonsense, -because you are making assumptions instead of simply describing. If your head is haunted by explanations here, you are neglecting to remind yourself of the most important facts.)

 

`And I was ask'd and authorised to go

To seek the firm of Clutterbuck and Co.

 (Crabbe)

Across the wires the electric message came

He is no better, in fact he is quite the same.

Grow old along with me,

The best is yet to be.

Is the night chilly and dark,

The night is chilly but not dark.

But all the world’s coarse finger and thumb

Failed to plumb …

They raced across the veldt

As fast as they could pelt.
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NOTES


� These examples come from WLPP, pp.341 (also PI, p.214), 116, 342.  I shall use the following abbreviations for Wittgenstein’s works:


BB  The Blue and Brown Books (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958)


CV  Culture and Value, Revised Edition, ed. G.H. von Wright  (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998)


LW I  Last Writings on the Philosophy of Psychology, Vol.1, ed. G.H. von Wright and Heikki Nyman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1982)


LW II  Last Writings on the Philosophy of Psychology, Vol.2, ed. G.H. von Wright and Heikki Nyman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1992)


PG  Philosophical Grammar, ed. R. Rhees (Oxford: Blackwell, 1974)


PI  Philosophical Investigations, Second Edition, ed. G.E.M. Anscombe and R. Rhees (Oxford: Blackwell, 1958)


RPP I  Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology, Vol.1, ed. G.E.M Anscombe and G.H. von Wright (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980)


RPP II  Remarks on the Philosophy of Psychology, Vol.2, ed. G.H. von Wright and Heikki Nyman (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980)


T  Tractatus Logico-philosophicus, trans. C.K. Ogden and F.P. Ramsey (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1922).  I also refer to the translation by D. Pears and B.F. McGuinness (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1961).


WLPP  Wittgenstein’s Lectures on Philosophical Psychology 1946-47, ed. P.T. Geach (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989)


Z  Zettel, ed. G.E.M. Anscombe and G.H. von Wright (Oxford: Blackwell, 1967)


� The problem of the plaintive melody (Do you hear the plaint?) is discussed at PI, pp.209-10.


� I’m endorsing Stephen Mulhall’s complaint that those few philosophers who address the topic of aspect-perception `rarely go beyond the tip of an enormous iceberg of thought and reflection that these remarks represent; the conclusions they reach typically draw upon far less than half the material in Section xi itself, let alone its typescript and manuscript sources’ (Mulhall, 2001, p.246).  


� We have to distinguish between this `dawning’ of an aspect and what Wittgenstein calls the `continuous seeing’ of an aspect (PI, p.194).  His characterization of aspect-blindness at p.213 as the lack of capacity to see something as something is a little careless, for an aspect-blind person is not someone who suffers from the chronic disability of, for example, not being able to continuously see the Jastrow figure either as a duck or as a rabbit.  In the remainder of the paragraph, the precise nature of aspect-blindness is spelled out much more clearly.  Similarly, the dysfunction of a `meaning-blind’ person is not that he does not acquire the meanings of words, only reacting to words in robotic fashion.  On the contrary, he knows the meanings of words but, like a zombie, his intercourse with them does not have an experiential dimension.  Rush Rhees, in his introduction to BB (pp. xiii –xiv) does not make this distinction, and it appears that, in his early reflections on the subject, Wittgenstein did  not make it either.


� This is an old-fashioned, but accurate, reading.  Self-styled `New Wittgensteinians’ think that the Tractatus is, by design, all gibberish, and it is hard to see how gibberish could be refuted.  One difficulty with this `new’ reading, however, is that the later Wittgenstein himself frequently criticized the Tractatus, and he told Basil Reeve that he wanted to publish a refutation of it (See Monk, 1990, 457).  


� In German, the salutation is `Ei, ei’, which you will muff if you are thinking of Eier (eggs).


� This remark, I believe, throws light on the much disputed interpretation of PI § 43, where Wittgenstein says that `For a large class of cases – though not for all – in which we employ the word “meaning” it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language’.  What exceptions does Wittgenstein have in mind?  The passage from PG suggests that, among those exceptions are cases where `mean’ refers to a psychological reaction, and these are cases that he (at that time) regarded as not of central philosophical importance.  He goes on to say `The psychological processes which are found by experience to accompany sentences are of no interest to us’ (PG, §6, p.45).  As we shall see, these psychological processes came to be of great interest to him in his late, late period.


� I take this example of a sentence heard out of context from PI §525.


� There are in fact many such families where words describing the physical environment are enlisted for characterizing metaphorically facets of our mental lives.  For huge detail, and a theory of how metaphors shape our thinking, see Johnson and Lakoff (1980) and Lakoff (1986).


� Hacker (1996, p.333).Of course, when a speaker of Hacker’s language gets used to the 26-day cycle, he may become attached to certain words such as `eph’ and `grj’ that are used on non-`dog’ days, just as a speaker of Esperanto gets accustomed to the physiognomy of its vocabulary.  Whether a speaker of Esperanto can become as attached to his language as we are to our languages that developed organically and which we came to experience as babies is a question that lies outside the scope of this essay.  Wittgenstein is known to have strongly disliked Esperanto, and his answer would probably have been `Nein!’. 


� At PG §19, p.56, Wittgenstein remarks: `The German word for “meaning” is derived from the German word for “pointing”’.


� [Check reply to Geach in WLPP]; PI, p.202, where Wittgenstein says`in conversation on aesthetic matters, we use the words  ….. “you must phrase it like this” (which can refer to hearing as well as to playing).  


� This way of characterizing the meaning-blind person as someone who cannot say `Now I’ve got it!’ (`Jetzt hab ich’s!’) occurs at RPP I, §206.


� Glock (1996, p.39), in an otherwise excellent short account of aspect-perception, is incorrect in identifying references to meaning-blindness in PI.  Compare, for example RPP I, §175 and its counterpart at PI, p.175.  The wording is pretty much the same, but reference to the meaning-blind is dropped in the latter. 


� `Meaning is a physiognomy’ (PI §568).


� Both Hacker (1996, p.333) and Glock (1996, p.39) draw attention to this passage as a likely source of the `soul’ metaphor that Wittgenstein uses.  The notion of soul-blindness occurs in Ernst Mach.  For details of this and of the term `meaning-blindness’ as used by Fritz Mauthner, see Schulte (1993, p.67, fn.3).


� Both the Principles of Psychology and James’ The Variety of Religious Experience exercised a profound influence on Wittgenstein’s thinking about a large number of topics.  For a fascinating investigation of this influence, see Goodman (2002).


� This does not, of course, solve the problem of seeing as (i.e. the problem of how something that stays the same can nevertheless be seen as many different things) but simply red cards one possible line of enquiry.


� This occurs at the end of a passage in which Wittgenstein compares the experience of meaning with the experience, when lost in conversation with a friend while walking in the environs of a city, of feeling, for no reason, that the city lies to the right, when some quite simple consideration would be enough to show that it is ahead to the left.  (I find this comparison completely unilluminating). 


� See also the discussion of the inscription of a letter which can be seen as an `F’ but also as the mirror-image of an `F’ at RPP I §§1-8.


� We are assuming that the sentence sounds the same on both occasions of its use so that, for example, we imagine it pronounced flat, with no rising intonation when it is used as a question.  And we are assuming a dialect, like Beckham’s, where `out’ sounds the same as `art’.  


� For similar reasons, Davidson [ ] refuses to credit any dog with the belief that a squirrel is up the tree.  To possess that belief requires, inter alia, possession of the concept of a tree, which requires at minimum (Oxford Compact Dictionary) concepts of wood and of plant that we cannot plausibly attribute to the dog.


� On `Aesthetics as Semantics’, a discussion of Wittgenstein’s views on intuitive aesthetic `rightness’ or `fit’ of words, see Zemach (1992, pp.38-44).


� On the TV show `Whose Line is it Anyway?’ which is dedicated to games calling for ad lib humour, most of the players possess a truly enviable ability to take a rather simple object and see it in a huge variety of ways, as one of the games requires.


� I thank Professor J.A. Young, Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Health Sciences), The University of Sydney for turning me on to leaden verse and the Ern Malley affair.


� Both of these beautiful examples come from the satirical magazine Private Eye, No.1063, 20 September, 2002.  A more mundane example: `The bus stops outside our house are poorly lit’.


� This way of doing philosophy was, Wittgenstein thought, revolutionary, and made a `kink’ in human thought [Check Moore, `Wittgenstein’s Lectures 1930-33’ in K.T. Fann Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Man and his Philosophy, p.44.  For a study of Wittgenstein’s late methodology, see the essays `The Nature of Philosophy’ and `Übersicht’ in G.P. Baker and P.M.S. Hacker, Wittgenstein: Meaning and Understanding (Volume 1 of their Analytical Commentary on Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, paperback edition (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980), pp.259-309.


� The point is made, in a different way, at Z 328: `In philosophy it is significant that such-and-such a sentence makes no sense; but also that it sounds funny’.


� Judging by the almost complete absence of explicit argument in the Tractatus, one might get the impression that rejection of argument was a characteristic of the early period of Wittgenstein’s thought.  That would be a mistaken impression.  It is possible to painstakingly reconstruct Wittgenstein’s likely arguments for the saying/showing distinction, for the claim about the general form of a proposition, for the Grundgedanke that logical constants do not represent etc..  The reason why Wittgenstein himself did not spell out these arguments was because he thought that so doing was likely to destroy the beauty of a work.  See a letter of 27. 5. 1912 in reply to Russell (Blackwell in Block (ed.), p.8)


� Many of Wittgenstein’s own examples suggest humorous zeugmas.  E.g. `He was traveling to Swansea accompanied by his mother-in-law and my good wishes’ (after PI 673) ; `It’ll stop soon – I mean the pain in your finger and the noise in the next room’ (after PI 668)(note the exclamation mark that Wittgenstein, uncharacteristically, allows himself at PI 666). 


� TS 220 (1937 or 1938), a proto-version of the first part of PI contains quite a lot that did not find its way into the final version; in particular, there is a fuller discussion of jokes, including one of Lewis Carroll’s and another from Lichtenberg.  Ray Monk conjectures that Wittgenstein’s particular fondness for Norbert Davis’ novel Rendezvous with Fear had to do with its distinctive style of humour.  See Monk, pp.528-30. 


� N. Malcolm, Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Memoir


� See also the joke about similar triangles in the discussion of Gödel’s Theorem at RFM App.III, § 7, quoted on p.629 of Putnam/Floyd.  He also says that transfinite set theory is laughable (PG, p.464) – see p.281 of V. Rodych.


� Some of the connections are explored in Monk, pp.529-533.
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